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    The most exciting phrase to hear in science, the one that heralds new discoveries, is not “Eureka!” but “That's funny...” 
 
    ―Isaac Asimov 
 
      
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
    Prologue 
 
    In the beginning was the Chaos. The Chaos was infinite and eternal, dark and silent. It didn’t roil with turbulent fire or explosions for there was nothing to burn, no oxygen to fuel the flames, no hydrogen atoms to fuse in the hearts of stars, no uranium atoms to split. The physical laws that made chemical and nuclear reactions possible didn’t exist, at least not in any consistent manner.  
 
    But the Chaos was not inert, quite the contrary. Endless experiments played out among the random virtual particles emerging spontaneously from the nothingness of the quantum vacuum. They arose in pairs, balancing positive and negative energy, matter and antimatter. They disappeared with no enduring effect, no more than inconsequential ripples in the fields, soon-forgotten perturbations.  
 
    Why were there virtual particles? Why was there anything? Because there always had been. The strains of the infinite quantum vacuum were relieved by producing virtual particles. That was reason enough.  
 
    The Chaos had always been, even though nothing in it had ever existed, not strictly speaking, not even for a nanosecond. In the absence of consistent causal relationships between different bits of virtual matter, Time’s Arrow had no direction; its measure was meaningless. It would be pointless to think about what came before, since “before” was an endless recess of immeasurable time, never reachable.  
 
    The timelessness of the Chaos allowed unlimited opportunity for every possible kind of virtual particle to come into existence. Random chance led to diversity among the particles. Physical laws rose out of the evolutionary clay of the Chaos and were spread by resonances between neighboring virtual particles. Where resonances overlapped, standing waves formed, causing real particles to be born and releasing excess energy. The real particles gave rise to self-propagating clusters, tiny islands of budding reality in a virtual ocean. Islands of real matter grew outward, transforming the Chaos. 
 
    Where particle interactions led to domains of greater stability, those regions expanded. Simple, short-lived universes were born and collapsed, their histories lost forever. Stability provided the selective pressure through which the universe evolved naturally from the Chaos.  
 
    The tumultuous experiments continued unbridled until two particularly stable domains came together, their resonances uniquely complementary. The rate of formation of real matter accelerated. From virtual nothingness, new matter exploded into existence, releasing tremendous energy in the process. The resonances expanded outward faster than the speed of light, driving Creation into the void. Space grew hotter and hotter. Out of the nowhere and nothing, out of the eternal and infinite Chaos, the universe unfolded like a fiery, blossoming flower. 
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    Sharon Leigh’s hand trembled as the syringe met her bare arm. She closed her eyes and took a deep breath.  
 
    I’m not doing anything wrong. The FDA and university bureaucrats are just trying to wear us down. Peer reviews, teaching reviews, funding reviews, ethics reviews. Why won’t they just let us work in peace? They know it’s safe; they have all the data they need.  
 
    She exhaled and tried to relax. When she opened her blue-gray eyes, she was ready. Determined. She’d rolled the left sleeve of her lab coat up past the elbow. The thin vein was barely visible beneath the skin but she knew she could find it with the sharp tip of the needle.  
 
    Years of practice finding the tail veins of rats has served me well. She pictured her arm as a big, scaly tail, and laughed. It came out as a nervous snort that threatened to break into something bigger.  
 
    Okay, get a grip, and get on with it. She took another slow breath. The lab was brightly lit but quiet, except for the gentle hum of equipment. She could hear herself breathing. The last of her grad students had wandered off a few hours ago, and the cleaners weren’t due until 2:00 a.m., a full hour away.  
 
    She perched on the edge of a stool at the lab bench farthest from the door, where it would be difficult for anyone to see her through the windows into the hallway.  The lab paraphernalia covering the bench between her and the window into the hallway acted as a convenient privacy screen should anyone pass by. 
 
    Beside the rack in front of her, an empty plastic centrifuge tube lay on its side, its hinged lid popped open: DNND 3.2-003. This was their newest version, the one that would lead to real success.  
 
    Am I crazy?—she asked herself for the hundredth time—or just too impatient? She knew the risks better than anyone. It was her invention, after all. After four long years of playing around the edges, it was time for a proper test. A human test.  
 
    She pressed the needle to her skin at a shallow angle, to better follow the vein underneath. Her skin dimpled under the pressure.  
 
    The lab door banged opened, and the clatter of the janitor’s tin pail on wheels followed.  
 
    Sharon jumped and let out a small yelp. The needle pricked her arm, drawing a miniscule bead of blood. 
 
    “Oh, sorry,” the cleaner called out in the direction of the yelp. He caught a sliver of white lab coat in the back of the room, barely visible behind the benches and the clutter of equipment. “I thought everyone had gone home.” 
 
    “That’s alright,” Sharon replied. She put her finger over the tiny nick and pressed against it. “I’m kind of in the middle of something, though. Could you come back in ten minutes?” 
 
    The man craned his neck to get a better look at who was doing the asking. It sounded like Dr. Leigh, but he wasn’t sure. Scientists. He stared at his bucket and mop, trying to come up with a good reason why he shouldn’t alter his schedule. “Sure, I guess I could do Dr. Strauss’ lab first.”  
 
    “Thanks. I’ll just be a few minutes.” 
 
    He gripped the mop handle and steered the bucket back into the hallway, letting it bump against the hard surfaces a little harder than usual. The door closed gently behind him.  
 
    Sharon took another deep breath. She dabbed a cotton swab in the ethanol and wiped the drop of blood from her arm. Pressing her lips together, she pushed the needle into her arm. It stung a little, but not as much as she’d expected. Here goes nothing.  
 
    She plunged the contents into her vein, withdrew the needle, and pressed a clean cotton ball to the puncture point. It was done. 
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    On the day she died for the first time, Sharon Leigh began her morning as always, with a run along the Charles River.  
 
    “See you later, hon. Don’t forget, you’re picking me up from the downtown office tonight instead of at the lab. Six o’clock still okay?” she called over her shoulder as she laced up her running shoes. 
 
    “Oh, that’s right! You’ve got a board meeting this aft. I forgot,” Paul confessed. It was always something. 
 
    “Yep, another board meeting.” Sharon scrunched her face in exaggerated distaste. 
 
    “Sure, six o’clock works fine. Downtown. Got it.” 
 
    “Thanks. I’ll see you tonight. Love you,” she said as the door swung shut behind her.  
 
    She set out from the suburbs of Lower Allston at a comfortable pace, crossing over to Cambridge and continuing east for the five-mile jog that would take her past Harvard to MIT and her lab in the Stata Center. It was a beautiful June morning, not a hint of rain in sight. Her light backpack, carrying a change of clothes, jostled rhythmically against her back.  
 
    Her new work was going well. The silicene-based nanotube sensors she’d developed in her PhD research were great for a first attempt, but this new approach was so much better. She used to have to painstakingly grow the devices atom-by-atom on existing microcircuits. It took weeks of careful dedication to make one chip, and weeks after that to grow neural cell cultures on the surface. Not anymore.  
 
    Her success with the chips had led to some good publications, but that’s all they’d been good for. She would never be able to introduce them to the general public as a human-machine interface, not at the current cost of manufacturing. Besides, the only way to implant the sensors involved brain surgery, and they’d never get approval to do that, not in her lifetime.  
 
    So Sharon came up with a better idea. In ordinary English—her default “cocktail party" explanation—she created a way for a person’s own brain cells to construct microscopic machines that would enable them to become a walking super-computer.  
 
    In geek-speak, the new work combined sensory semiconductor nanoparticles with RNA that encoded a silicene synthase enzyme. She named this RNA-semiconductor hybrid device a Dynamic Neural Nano Dot, or DNND, for short.  
 
    Describing her work usually elicited one of two responses, either, “Oh, so you're one of those transhumanist scientists hell-bent on altering humanity,” or, “Dendies! Love the name.” Both responses were equally annoying. 
 
    Sharon gave herself over to the peaceful, meditative thrumming of her footsteps as she ran. The scenery melted away. She focused her attention on her breath and, when needed, on the traffic at the cross streets. Once she hit a good stride, she let her thoughts drift freely over the lab’s progress during the past four years. 
 
    They had shown that DNNDs could be injected into mice without adverse effects, cross over the blood-brain barrier, and successfully organize themselves into a functional system within the brain. That alone, was a huge step in the field.  
 
    The first generation of hybrid DNNDs only had the capability to detect neural activity. In other words, they could listen but not speak.  
 
    The second generation could, in addition, activate synapses directly and reliably stimulate neurons. The DNNDs could now speak, as well as listen.   
 
    With basic input and output capabilities in place, Sharon could see her way clear to developing a complete direct-to-brain interface. It was exciting, groundbreaking work. They’d quickly moved past the second generation and onto the third. The most recent generation, Version 3.2, was the fastest-growing, most efficient yet. 
 
    Encouraged by the Institute’s trustees, Sharon had set up a spin-off company to explore the commercial potential which, everyone agreed, was enormous.  
 
    She split the majority share evenly between herself and her husband, and offered substantial portions of the company to the two postdocs who shared in the early development of the devices.  
 
    Thrilled at the prospect of work in the "real world," David and Nick, her postdocs turned business partners, said goodbye to the confines of the university and joined Neuro Nano Devices Inc., where they could better devote themselves to advancing both the technology and their bank accounts.  
 
    Sharon slowed to her cool-down pace as the campus came into sight. She took a drink from her water pouch and placed a hand over her abdomen. Was she ready for the changes that were coming to her life? She didn’t dare admit to her friends that she still held deep reservations about becoming a mother—but not for the usual reasons.  
 
    Six months ago, when she’d injected herself with the DNNDs, she was willing to accept the risk of being a human laboratory. It never occurred to her that she might become pregnant a month later. They’d been careful. And yet. 
 
    Every scientist can tell you that “99.9% protection” does not mean 100%. But like many urban professionals, she foolishly dismissed that 0.1% risk as insignificant. Whoops.  
 
    Weeks after the injection, she'd decided it was time to confide in her husband. She remembered thinking—Tonight’s the night, after dinner. It’ll feel so good to have everything out in the open.  
 
    And it might have been, had she not stopped at her doctor’s office on the way to work. She’d been feeling a little “off” for a while. She thought it was probably due to the initial DNND activity but popped in for a quick check-up, just to rule out other possibilities. 
 
    The GP had examined her and got her to leave blood and urine samples for some routine tests. He muttered something about whether she might be pregnant and suggested she return in a few days to go over the lab results. The very thought panicked her. After leaving his office, she went straight to the pharmacy next door and bought an in-home pregnancy test.  
 
    Shortly after, sitting alone in a public washroom cubicle, Sharon couldn’t believe her eyes. She stared at the stick for a full minute before moving, forcing herself to breathe slowly and remain calm. She went back to the drugstore and picked out a couple different tests to verify the results. They all agreed. 
 
    No, no, no, no. This can’t be! With her free hand, she’d smoothed her hair back, away from her face. Now what? There’s no way I can tell Paul I’ve experimented on myself, not now. He’ll be furious, horrified. He’ll worry himself sick. I just can’t deal with that on top of everything else. No. Until we know the baby is healthy, no mention of my DNNDs.  
 
    Apart from David and Nick, she hadn’t dared tell anyone about the hybrid nanotechnology growing in her brain. And she only told them because she needed their help in monitoring the lattice growth. She could still hardly believe what she'd done herself.  
 
    Like a drunken indiscretion, there was no point regretting it after the fact; the decision was past reversing. There was nothing she could do to change the facts; all she could do was stay calm and healthy.  
 
    She had to keep moving forward. I just needed a little time to make sure everything was going okay—she told herself. And everything is going better than okay; it is coming along beautifully.  
 
    But, the time was fast approaching when she would have to confess what she’d done. Paul is going to give me an earful when I tell him, and rightfully so. I’d do the same if he pulled a stunt like this on me. But he’ll come around.  
 
    Nothing to worry about—she assured herself. The particular DNNDs I injected are the safest and most refined to date. They had more than enough time to settle into my brain tissue before the baby started forming. They won’t move. The baby is not at risk and neither am I. 
 
    The university's reaction when she told them was likely to be quite different. They are going to freak when they find out. There’s no way around that one. Self-experimentation is professional misconduct of a high order. An unforgivable sin. Apart from the ethics, and risk to their reputation, what they really care about is that it impacts insurance and risk management. It would be horrible PR should anything go wrong.  
 
    Thankfully, I no longer work just for the university anymore. At least my business partners support my bravado. They applaud it—so long as they can distance themselves from any negative fallout.  
 
    The risk she’d brought on herself sometimes terrified her, but the DNND technology filled her with hope for the world. She would do whatever was necessary to move the research along.  
 
    The complexities of human technology and human society have outstripped mainstream humanity’s ability to grasp them. The world needs this technology, and it can’t wait for the bureaucracy to catch up to the science.  
 
    Even among her colleagues, it was rare to find people who could step outside their own frighteningly narrow specialties. Add to that the ridiculous, lowbrow public discourse during the most recent Presidential election, and it was becoming painfully clear that a bold fix was needed. Urgently. If we don’t become smarter, we’ll destroy ourselves with our foolishness. DNNDs can facilitate that leap upward; I know they can. 
 
    She knew the FDA was only acting on general public opinion. If I could just change the fear of self-replicating nanotech, things would go a lot faster. Sure, there are some legitimate issues, but it’s not as bad as people think. Self-replicating doesn’t mean out of control. 
 
    Sharon walked the last block to her building slowly. Her stomach growled, loudly, diverting her attention and making her smile. Okay, my diet has been a little weird, even for someone who’s pregnant.  
 
    From the first week after the injection, the DNNDs’ demand for certain elements had pushed odd appetites on her. The RNA encoded enzyme complexes enabled the nanodots to replicate themselves from available raw materials. The enzymes called for elements found in unusual places: clay, rare earths, and other minerals. The DNNDs extracted building materials from her blood. When she lacked the necessary elements, she experienced strange and irresistible cravings. She never questioned them; she always complied. The DNNDs are taking up all the silica and metals. My blood tests look good. Everything is going to be fine.  
 
    Sharon stretched out her tired muscles and headed inside for a shower before going to the lab.  
 
    She had a good team. They didn't need babysitting, and they demonstrated initiative. It hurt a little to admit that they sometimes got more done with her out of town than when she hung around directing them. She checked in with each member at least once a week in case there were any fires to put out but, mostly, she left them to their work.  
 
    “Good morning, Mei,” she called out to the Admin Assistant as she passed her office next door to the lab. “Anyone trying to get a hold of me this morning?” 
 
    “No, it’s all clear until your meeting at Neuro Nano this afternoon. I’ll text you if anything changes. Will you be reachable?”  
 
    “Yep, right here,” she replied, patting her flexible communications wristband. “I’m going to spend the morning working on the DARPA proposal, but first I’ll check in with the minions,” she joked.  
 
    “Morning, everyone!” she chirped on entering the lab. Her team comprised a talented, international, interdisciplinary mix. India, China, Canada, Russia, and Brazil were all represented in addition to her home country. They brought varied expertise, including computing, synthetic biology, material sciences, mathematics, and electronic engineering.  
 
    “Morning, Sharon,” came the distracted replies. Looking around, she saw Amerjit, Rob, and Oliver—her two senior students and the postdoc—all engaged in ongoing experiments. Her four junior students were busy on their laptops. Reading or doing something useful, I hope. She stopped at Amerjit’s bench.  
 
    “How are the mice doing this morning?”  
 
    Ami replied with her normal succinct synopsis. “Progressing well. After seventeen months, Version 3.1 mice remain perfectly healthy, even though they’re getting old now. We continue to map their brain function using both the dendy network and fMRI. Version 3.2 subjects are now entering month ten and still exhibit no signs of adverse effects.” 
 
    “Serotonin levels are okay?” 
 
    “The dendies report that neurotransmitter levels all fall within normal ranges.”  
 
    Sharon nodded. She hated their pet name for the DNNDs but couldn’t break them of it. She reluctantly accepted it as unavoidable.  
 
    Ami continued, anticipating her supervisor’s next question. “I haven’t conducted secondary confirmation yet because the procedure is hard on the little guys. But if you think I should go ahead anyway, I’ll begin independent analysis to verify the initial readings.”  
 
    “No, that’s okay. No need to subject them to brain microbiopsies unless there’s an indication something’s off. How did the CT scans turn out? Are the DNNDs still behaving themselves?”  
 
    “Uh-huh. Everything is staying where it belongs.”  
 
    Sharon’s hand drifted to her head of its own accord, acting on the subconscious association. Catching herself, she covered by smoothing back her hair. As far as her students knew, the mice were the first and only mammalian recipients of the self-replicating version of DNNDs. She intended to keep it that way for a while longer.  
 
    “Okay. We’ll keep collecting data for another few months before going back to the FDA to approve testing in chimps.” Ami raised an eyebrow. Sharon sighed. “Yes, again."  
 
    Turning her attention across the lab bench, she zeroed in on the intensely focused young man with a nose ring. "Rob, is there any sign of coordinated network activity in the 3.2s yet?” 
 
    Rob looked up from his equipment, only now noticing Sharon’s arrival. He’d been attending to the EEG signals on his multi-channel oscilloscope, and comparing them to the digital pulses produced by the DNNDs. Although EEG waveforms were beyond the subject matter of his Waterloo electronics engineering degree, it was all just signal-processing to him. He hadn’t completed his PhD yet, but he was already adding important new chapters to the book on data processing in mammalian brains. He removed his ear buds and placed them on his bench.  
 
    Even from across the lab, Sharon could make out the electronica music emanating from them. “You do know you’ll be deaf before you’re thirty, right?” 
 
    “Huh? What was that?” Rob shouted. “I didn’t hear you.” He cracked a smile, “Just kidding. To answer your question, which by the way I heard perfectly well, there’s indication of small, local groups assembling but the network hasn’t kicked into overall coordination yet. The clusters are slightly bigger than last week, and infilling has come to a standstill.  
 
    “I'm really psyched. I don’t think it’ll be long before we can talk to the whole lattice directly. You know, we could probably shorten the wait time in the next round if we started with more dendies.” 
 
    Sharon already knew first-hand that the process would go faster with a higher dendy concentration. She knew this because the development of the dendy network forming inside her own head right now was the product of proportionately double the numbers they'd used in the mice, and it was progressing rapidly. But I can’t say so. I could risk losing the entire project. I can’t risk that happening; better to continue the ruse for now. 
 
    “Yes, I was thinking the same thing, Rob. Let’s run a growth curve on a new generation of mice with different starting concentrations, and see if we can determine the optimal starting point. Ami, why don’t you set that up for next week?” 
 
    Ami perked up with the prospect of something more appealing to do over the next few months. “Could we use the 3.2s?” She peered around the lab instruments and directed her question to Oliver, who’d been quietly working in the SynBio area of the lab while the others chatted. 
 
    Sharon was getting used to putting on a convincing game face, “Yes, I think that might be a good idea. What do you think, Oliver? Are any of the new synthetases or replicases showing promise, or is 3.2 still the champ?”  
 
    Oliver looked up from his microscope. “Additional mutations at Arginine 153 in the synthetase and Serine 506 in the carboxyl tail of the replicase have exceeded the performance of the previous stable 3.2 generation. However, neither of these mutations increased overall processivity by more than a few percent. It is therefore my estimation that Version 3.2 is sufficiently optimal and proven to be well-tolerated in vivo.”  
 
    “Okay, then.” Sharon took a few seconds to process his answer. She still found it difficult to follow the molecular structure of proteins in her head the way Oliver did.  
 
    “3.2 it is. Calculate a range of concentrations covering a one-thousand-fold difference around the current starting value, and we’ll see what works best in vivo.” She was pretty sure that Version 3.2 would turn out to be close to optimal.  
 
    “I guess that wraps things up for now. I have to get back to work on the DARPA proposal before my afternoon meeting. Any questions before I head out?” 
 
    The second-year student leading the new artificial intelligence efforts looked up from his laptop, “Could you ask Dr. Franti if his contacts at MetaCepta are going to let us use their lattice parallel traversal algorithm?”  
 
    “Sure, thanks for the reminder.” Getting MetaCepta’s consent was near the top of her agenda. There was a good chance that their advanced pattern recognition code combined with Neuro Nano’s DNND technology might enable the instant learning she’d dreamed about. Between that and the CT and fMRI brain scans she was running on herself this afternoon, it was shaping up to be a potentially momentous day. 
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    Her lab business concluded, Sharon locked herself in her office for the rest of the morning and worked on the DARPA proposal. She allowed herself a brief reprieve, grabbed a chef’s salad downstairs, and continued on the proposal until mid-afternoon.  
 
    When it came time to wrap up, she could feel the start of a migraine coming on. She squeezed her eyes to block out the light. Pinching the bridge of her nose, she gently leaned her head back. I’ll never get used to all this grant writing. They hire me to be a productive teacher and scientist, and then they fill my days with grant writing, committees, and admin work. How am I supposed to get any research done? What a colossal waste of time and skills. It made her want to scream and weep but what good would that do?  
 
    She opened her eyes and stretched. I might as well head out. There’ll be time to work on the proposal later. She threw her tablet into her backpack. She checked in with Mei on her way by, put on her hat and sunglasses, and set out on the half-hour walk to her company, Neuro Nano.  
 
    They’d found a great space for the spin-off company, just off campus in Biotech Alley. The head-clearing walk over there turned out to be a bonus; it was when she often came up with some of her best ideas.  
 
    The sunshine warmed her shoulders. That feels so good. She grabbed an iced coffee along the way and washed down a couple of painkillers, hoping they would help with the headache. 
 
    She arrived at the building a few minutes late, and skipped her usual stairwell climb in favor of a quick elevator ride to the main entrance on the fourth floor. The doors parted, and she let the familiar buzz of activity envelope her.  
 
    The enterprise was already threatening to overflow its 300 square meters of combined office and lab space. The offices themselves were tiny. Most of the space was dedicated to biolabs, semiconductor clean-rooms, and medical examination suites. Cramming such diverse functions into a single, open area was budget-friendly and procedurally efficient. It also was claustrophobia-inducing and made organized operation practically impossible.  
 
    Her founding partners, former postdocs Nick Franti and David Arnell, had their own compact offices flanking the small, stylish boardroom where they delivered polished presentations and raised money.  
 
    Lately, much of their day and their patience was eaten up in meetings with various health industry regulators, reviewing, explaining, and re-evaluating test-animal results. The DNNDs slated for commercial market had already been thoroughly tested and reviewed. There was no valid reason to delay testing in chimps but the FDA wanted to ensure everything was done by the book. And then some.  
 
    Sharon suspected they were stalling for political reasons, or maybe to allow Big Business interests to better position themselves to best capitalize on her inventions. Maybe both. It was getting difficult to tell the many veiled and interwoven interests apart these days.  
 
    She understood that DNNDs were an entirely new class of medical device, and that given their complex nature and potential implications, the regulatory agency wanted to be more cautious than usual. She did. She would also be pleasantly surprised if they got the approvals without word leaking prematurely to the press or, worse yet, to the growing tide of ill-informed skeptics and evangelical naysayers. 
 
    Sharon peeked into the clean-room production facilities. A handful of postdocs were assembling DNNDs using focused ion beam deposition, in the same old-fashioned way they’d been using for the past two years. They’ll be out of work in a year. This current DNND generation merging synthetic biology with patterned semiconductor growth will see to that–she predicted. 
 
    While it was unfortunate to lose such highly skilled people, the only way for technology to make the necessary innovations was to draw from all possible specializations, with no heed to historical boundaries. If they continued within the limitations of linear progression, they could never make the advances available to the public at a reasonable price.  
 
    “Sharon!” David bounded out of the boardroom and delivered a bracing business handshake. He didn't notice it was returned somewhat less enthusiastically. “How goes MIT? How’s Paul? How are you doing?” he asked in rapid fire. “More importantly—how’s our little fetus?”  
 
    She found David’s enthusiasm for corporate style and trappings more disturbing by the day. Even though he claimed to place the baby’s health in paramount importance, the order of his questions revealed the true hierarchy of his concerns.  
 
    Corporate life had clearly been good for David. Despite the constant pressure of having to raise money through the wining and dining of potential investors, he was much happier now than when he was strictly a researcher. He was dressing better, too, she noticed. 
 
    “Sharon, it’s good to see you.” Nick greeted her less ebulliently but more genuinely as she entered the boardroom. “How goes the pregnancy?”  
 
    Nick Franti was the quintessential scientist. Being CTO of Neuro Nano had not changed him at all. His hair was still too long and poorly coiffed, and his casual attire announced that he was more comfortable in the lab than in front of potential investors.  
 
    “Everything’s fine so far,” she replied, patting her belly. She was glad she'd decided to trust Nick and David with her self-experimenting. She needed someone to objectively evaluate DNND growth and monitor any cognitive changes. 
 
    “Actually, I’ve got a bit of a headache right now,” she added. “I’ve been working on the DARPA proposal all day.” 
 
    “That’s too bad,” Nick said; he looked concerned. “About the headache, I mean. Glad to hear the baby’s doing fine.”  
 
    “Thanks,” said Sharon. “I took some painkillers on my way over here. It should be gone soon.” She sat to the right of the head of the table, relinquishing the power seat to David, “Why don’t we get started?”  
 
    “Ready when you are,” answered David. “This isn’t an official board meeting; we don’t need to take minutes. I just wanted to get caught up on things at your MIT lab and discuss the next round of funding. How'd you like to go first, Sharon?” 
 
    I see that it’s “my” MIT lab now, not “ours”—she noted. Interesting. This, despite the fact that until recently David made his research home in that same lab, and all of the research fed directly into product development at Neuro Nano.  
 
    “Sure, I can start.” She took out her computer and set it on the table. “Everything is going well with Version 3.2 of the DNNDs. There have been no visible side effects in the mice, but the neural networks haven’t assembled into a consolidated functional grouping yet. Some local portions of the nets are becoming active. We haven't seen any obvious changes in the mouse's behavior as a result of the localized activity yet. 
 
    “Rob thinks the system would self-assemble faster if we began with more dendies, which we already know to be true from my experience. I’m getting Ami to prepare a series covering a broad range of initial DNND concentrations next week, and we’ll look into it further. Oliver has some versions that replicate and form networks marginally faster, but he thinks we should be okay to keep experimenting with the current 3.2 version in vivo.” 
 
    Both men were nodding. “And what about you?” David asked. “Have you noticed any sign of internal DNND activity in your own system yet?”  
 
    “Nothing I can feel,” Sharon answered. “Even though I started with a relatively higher titer than we used with the mice, I don’t expect to notice any activity for a few more weeks or months. I'm hoping to get more objective data from the CT scan and the fMRI this afternoon.” 
 
    “What about the operating system?” Nick asked, saving her from getting any further mired in her guilt and fear. 
 
    “Oh, right. I’m glad you mentioned that. Howard asked if we were going to get access to that new software.” 
 
    “You mean the parallel lattice traversal algorithm? As luck would have it, MetaCepta believes that particular bit of code is not central to their business plans. Still too conceptual, they said. We can have the program for a small one-time licensing fee. I downloaded it today. In fact, I have it all set up to replace the standard algorithms. You can take it back to the lab and implement it in your mice tomorrow if you’d like.” 
 
    “Why don’t we just download it to my lattice right now?”  
 
    David perked up. Nick, however, looked doubtful. “Are you sure that’s wise?” he asked. 
 
    “Why not? What harm could it do, replacing a few algorithms in a net that’s not even functional yet? My mom always said, ‘In for a penny, in for a pound.’ Besides, I think I’ve already demonstrated how fully committed I am to this project, wouldn’t you say?” She looked from Nick to David, reading concern from the former but only eager anticipation in the latter. Neither raised an objection.  
 
    “Well then, let’s do that right after the scans,” she concluded. 
 
    “Okay,” David chirped, a tad too eagerly. “Nick, will you set that up, while I go over the latest financing proposal with Sharon? It’s the same one you and I went over yesterday.”  
 
    “Alright,” Nick replied, without enthusiasm. He lumbered out of his chair. He glanced back at Sharon; she met his eyes without wavering. He shrugged. “I’ll only need a few minutes. Why don’t we meet back in the lab when you’re ready, Sharon?”  
 
    “Alright, I’ll be right there as soon as we’re done.”  
 
    David launched into his description of the newest deal he was arranging.   
 
    Sharon had always had trouble dealing with the money aspect of the company. When not evading her entirely, the details niggled at her.  
 
    No matter how she framed it, it still seemed unfair that in order to secure new funds to keep the commercialization moving forward, she, Paul, and Nick would have to give up a disproportionate piece of their shares, while David would remain mostly unaffected.  
 
    As David explained it, this was at the insistence of their main investors who wanted to ensure that he, as CEO, kept adequate "skin in the game."  
 
    Sharon detested the good-ol’-boy jargon of the financial world. Just another glorified boys’ club bent on helping old cronies with money and influence to wrestle control of any promising new ideas from the inventors.  
 
    She agreed with David’s proposal just to put an end to the meeting. Her headache was pounding. She made it to the CT area by gently trailing one hand along the corridor wall to help steady her steps.  
 
    Nick was ready to go. He noted her weak smile and pallor as she lowered herself onto the scan bed. “Are you alright? We can do this some other day, you know.” 
 
    She smiled feebly. “No, I’ll be okay. It’s just that David gets so intense when he discusses business.” 
 
    “Ha! You know, every time I talk money with him, I know I’ve been screwed. I just don’t know how.”  
 
    “You have to admit, though, he’s done a great job of getting us through most of the FDA requirements. We’re so close to going commercial.” 
 
    “I suppose. And I think we still own the largest percent of the company. I’m pretty sure we could outvote him and the investors, too, if we had to,” replied Nick. 
 
    “Providing Paul sides with us.”  
 
    Nick looked alarmed, “I hope that’s not a problem!” 
 
    “No, no,” Sharon soothed. “Put your eyes back in their sockets, Nick; I’m just kidding. Paul will always vote with us. No question.” 
 
    “Good. Well, if you’re ready, why don’t I run the CT? Then we can install the new software, and I’ll do the fMRI.” 
 
    “I’m ready. Let’s do it.” Sharon settled in, and the bed inched forward into the efficient new scanner.  
 
    Within minutes, she and Nick were reviewing the data. The number and distribution of DNNDs were acceptable, and the micro-scans of selected areas of her brain revealed that the network of nanoscopic fibers was substantially completed.  
 
    Satisfied, Nick had her move into the induction helmet for the new programming. The device resembled an antique beauty salon hairdryer.  
 
    “All this brainpower in the lab and we couldn’t come up with something more elegant?” she joked. 
 
    “You’ll be grateful for this, one day,” he quipped back. In order to prevent direct reprogramming of her brain from outside sources, the DNNDs incorporated security software requiring a complex "handshake" to establish absolutely trusted levels. Once the system was satisfied, the helmet could generate near-field radio signals at a specific frequency that could be used to communicate with the DNNDs. That gave the user both read and write access to Sharon's mind. She was glad Nick was the only operator. 
 
    Nick moved to the keyboard control and pressed a few buttons. Sharon felt nothing. Less than a minute later, he gave the “all clear.” 
 
    “Anticlimactic as always, Nick. Let’s see if there’s any difference in the fMRI.”  
 
    Sharon removed the clunky helmet and changed into a robe. It was essential she wore nothing that could affect the 15 Tesla magnetic field of the fMRI. She stretched out on the bed of the functional Magnetic Resonance Imaging machine and waited to be passed into the giant donut-shaped magnet. She could feel her headache threatening to return. I hope this migraine doesn’t interfere with the readings. 
 
    For the next two hours, Sharon underwent a series of perceptual and cognitive tests while the machine measured localized brain activity and tried to correlate it with DNND nano-electronic activity. The final thirty minutes were moderately easier than the first ninety; all she had to do was lie there and report her cognitive experiences while a series of DNND-stimulating signals were sent from the near-field transmitter in the device.  
 
    “I’m getting flashes of blue light. Oh! Now, red. Now I smell ginger beef. What’s that you said? It sounded like, ‘Turn the page.’ Wow, I just remembered the equation describing silicon deposition rates onto nucleated silicene molecules in a FIB. I didn't realize I still knew that!” Her right hand twitched upward a few inches.  
 
    The stimulation and correlation process continued until Nick was convinced the fMRI readings were not coincidental correlations, “Okay, I think we have enough. The DNND net is around 95% functional, and we have enough information to begin fine-tuning the calibration.” He retracted the bed from the magnet and powered everything down. 
 
    Together, they examined the neural recordings. The fMRI brought their dreams to life, highlighting in bright, shifting colors the correlation between her brain activity and the DNND signals.  
 
    “Oh, wow! Look at this. This is amazing. This is truly amazing, Sharon!” 
 
    She looked on appreciatively. “You do realize that compared to the dendy lattice itself, this fMRI resolution is crude. Once the dendies are fully functional, they’ll be able to map my every thought at ten-thousand times better resolution. Now that will be amazing.” She massaged the space between her eyes. “But for now, I gotta go. My head is killing me.” 
 
    Nick eyed her closely. “You worry me. That’s not a side-effect we’d expect. Maybe there's a problem with the interaction between the dendies and the new software.”  
 
    He reexamined the fMRI scans. “I can see some non-localized background vasodilation throughout the occipital and prefrontal cortices, but not at a level we normally associate with migraines,” he concluded. 
 
    “It’s probably just fatigue. Besides, it’s been brewing since before I got to the meeting,” Sharon said. “Between this, David’s latest deals, and the DARPA proposal, it’s been a trying day.” 
 
    Nick’s eyes bored into hers. “Possibly,” he ruminated. “Go home and take it easy tonight. No more proposal writing. Doctor’s orders.” 
 
    Sharon hopped off the fMRI bed. “Okay, I promise to take it easy. Paul’s coming to pick me up in about an hour. I’ll grab a coffee downstairs and wait for him.”  
 
    “Call me immediately if it gets any worse. I mean it.”  
 
    “I will. Let’s get together next Friday and do the fine-tuning. That should give the DNNDs enough time to build their interconnections, and I’ll be finished with the proposal by then.” 
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    Sharon leaned against the back of the elevator and let her breath out slowly. It was a relief to get out of the company facilities. Her headache started receding as soon as she stepped out of the elevator onto the ground floor. The enticing smell of coffee wafting her way promised further relief. 
 
    The café was bustling with end-of-day customers but she managed to scoop a coveted seat looking into the street. She placed her order and stared vacantly at the stream of varied patrons and passersby. The wide array of ages, backgrounds, and income levels had become a hallmark of successful university-industry collaborations around the world.  
 
    White-haired, smartly-dressed, well-manicured executives of both sexes walked by, deep in conversation with gawky academics, and skateboard-toting youths. The snippets of conversation she caught were mostly about whatever new technological marvel was going to “change the world in the next five years.” That they held wildly different visions of which particular marvel that might be, only added to the energy. 
 
    Her cappuccino arrived. She took a few sips, and started to feel well enough to catch up on some article reading. Because her group worked in several different areas, her standard reading list was massive, including dozens of scientific and technical journals. Aside from writing proposals, keeping up with the latest research literature took up the next biggest chunk of her days.  
 
    It’s amazing I ever find time to do any research or teaching, and those are the jobs I was supposedly hired to do. Like all science professors, she was painfully aware of the university’s desire to maintain that public fiction. What a ruse. 
 
    Sharon removed her tablet from her backpack and selected full reading mode. Given her busy schedule, she used data filters to scan the many journals for the most relevant articles in her fields. She started scrolling through the list of the highest-ranked hundred articles she hoped to review this week.  
 
    She read halfway through the first article before deciding it had nothing important to report, took a sip of coffee, and flipped to the next article. A few minutes later she finished with that one and rewarded herself with another sip. Wow, these are going easier than usual. Sometimes a ten-page report in “Cell” could take an entire day to fathom in all its complexities. 
 
    The next article flew by. She not only understood it completely but could call to mind every one of the images in it, and in the preceding two. Soon, she was skimming a page every few seconds without any reduction in comprehension or retention.  
 
    Man, I'm killing these articles! I’m so glad that headache cleared up. With the grant deadline looming, taking a day off to pamper a headache—migraine or otherwise—was not an option.  
 
    Her wristband chimed, startling her out of her rapt gorging of words, pictures, and ideas. She set down her reading and noticed she hadn’t drunk any coffee in the past…what had it been…fifty minutes?  
 
    She tapped the bandlet display in disbelief. Fifty minutes! It felt like only five had passed since she’d opened the first article and yet, according to the list, she’d ingested sixty-three articles. 
 
    Her bandlet chimed a second time. She looked at it but it didn’t really register. Her head was whirling with confusion. How…? The headache returned with sudden and brutal vengeance, stabbing between the eyes.  
 
    On the third chime, she finally took note that it was Paul calling and answered. 
 
    “Hi, honey,” she managed as the bandlet display came to life.  
 
    “Hola, mi amor,” he crooned, carrying on the tradition they'd picked up during their Mexican vacation last winter. “I got caught in some bad traffic on the bridge but I should be outside Neuro Nano in about two minutes. Hey…,” Paul eyed Sharon’s wan image on his in-dash phone, “are you okay?” 
 
    “Yah, I just have a crashing headache,” Sharon answered. “Probably working too hard. Plus, we had that Board meeting.” She mustered the most reassuring smile she could, but even she didn’t believe it. “I’m sure it’ll pass soon.”  
 
    Could it be the dendies causing this migraine?—she wondered. Is this the right time to tell Paul?  
 
    She waved her free hand toward the screen, dismissing his concern. Aside from making him worry, what would knowing do for him?  
 
    “Listen, I’m at Diverté right now,” she said. Before Paul could give her "that look" and chastise her for not taking better care of herself, she added, “But I’ll meet you in front of the entrance, okay?” 
 
    “Okay,” he replied. Clearly, her immediate state of health was not up for discussion. “I’ll see you soon, then.” The image on her bandlet cut off.  
 
    Sharon tucked her tablet inside her backpack, downed what was left of the now-cold cappuccino, and headed outside.  
 
    The headache was severe again but she kept pain relievers in the car for times like this. Headaches, both in the literal and figurative sense, had been an all too common price to pay for leading a university lab these past few years. She stepped closer to the curb as she spotted Paul signaling to pull the car out of traffic.  
 
    Had he arrived a few seconds earlier, or later, or had the immature DNND net in Sharon’s brain not been overly stimulated by the past few hours’ activities, things might have turned out differently. But none of these were the case.  
 
    The car eased toward the curb, and Sharon stepped forward, ready to open the passenger door. It was precisely that moment the newly-mature DNND network decided to shut down the brain that hosted it—only for a minute—to devote all available processing power to information integration between its semiconductor substrate and the host's neural cells.  
 
    Sharon stopped mid-stride and went rigid, arms at her side. Her eyes rolled back and she fell forward, directly in front of the oncoming vehicle. Twisting as she fell, her head met the bumper with a dull thud. The car was braking hard by that point, barely moving.  But, because of the timing, the tap to the base of the skull did more damage than readily apparent.  
 
    Catatonic, Sharon rebounded off the front of the vehicle and struck her head a second time on the pavement. Paul leaped out of the car and rushed to her side.  
 
    “Honey! Sharon!” Blood trickled onto the asphalt under her body. “Someone help me, please!”  
 
    Shocked pedestrians looked from the bleeding woman to the anguished man.  
 
    “Don’t move her!” somebody instructed. “I’ve called 911.”  
 
    One of the well-groomed executives Sharon had seen pass in front of her window and enter the café slipped off his jacket and put it over her to keep her warm. He tried to comfort Paul. A skateboarder ran to fetch a doctor from a nearby medical clinic. An elderly woman offered her cloth scarf to slow the bleeding, while a growing knot of curious onlookers huddled around.  
 
    Paul heard someone ask what happened. He looked back blankly and shook his head. He couldn’t make sense of the question, and was unable to answer. 
 
    What nobody there could have guessed was that the accident was catastrophic to the DNND lattice developing inside Sharon’s head. The combination of blows rattled the brain against the skull, causing cerebral arteries to rupture. Jarred nanoparticles of the nascent lattice and interconnecting silicene threads broke free from their anchoring synaptic molecules. Viral RNA leaked from ruptured glial cells.  
 
    Liberated from their host neurons, millions of DNNDs swarmed into the circulatory system in search of a functional neural net. Sharon’s cranium swelled under the pressure of the contusions. Caught up in the blood, the nanoscopic DNNDs spread outside the brain and throughout her body.  
 
    Most of the dislocated DNNDs encountered only muscles or organs and reverted to inert nanobits of silicon. Thousands, however, found their way to the placenta and crossed over to the developing fetus.  
 
    At a little under five months, Sharon’s baby was approaching the age when he would become capable of life independent from his mother’s body. But, of vital importance to the wandering DNNDs, he had already begun to develop a functioning brain. As rudimentary and uncoordinated as it was, the child's burgeoning neural activity offered an oasis to the traumatized DNNDs. They attached wherever they could find active synapses and carried out their program to build a new, intact lattice.  
 
    The DNNDs had found themselves a new home. 
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    Paul Leigh sat alone in a corner of the Emergency ward waiting area, sobbing quietly, his head in his hands. Sounds of competent activity drifted down the corridor past the Nurse’s Station. Occasionally, someone got up from their seat to check on the status of a loved one. The main entrance doors slid open and closed for the umpteenth time that evening, and two men approached him. Paul didn’t notice. 
 
    “We came as soon as we heard,” said Nick.  
 
    “How’s she doing?” David asked.  
 
    Paul looked up at the sound of their voices, harsh in the hushed seating area. “I don’t know,” he mumbled, barely audible. His face was ashen gray, save for a pair of swollen, red-rimmed eyes. 
 
    “Have the doctors been out to speak with you yet?” 
 
    “An intern came out a while ago. She’s still in surgery.” 
 
    They sat down on either side of Paul. “What exactly happened?” 
 
    “I have no idea. She just fell.” 
 
    “What do you mean?” David probed. “She fainted?” 
 
    “No, she…she just…” Paul struggled for words. “I was pulling up to the curb to pick her up after work. She just…toppled over. She went straight as a board, and then toppled over. Right in front of the car. I couldn’t stop in time,” he sobbed. 
 
    As Nick put his hand on Paul’s shoulder, he exchanged a guilty glance with David, which didn't go unnoticed by a surgeon coming through the double doors from the operating rooms. Spotting Paul, the surgeon removed her cap and approached. 
 
    “Mr. Leigh? I’m Dr. Holden.” The three men stood up. The doctor eyed David and Nick, and focused her gaze on Paul.  
 
    “Uh, these are associates of my wife…friends, really,” Paul explained. “Close friends.” He introduced the men with a feeble hand motion, “David Arnell, and Nick Franti.”  
 
    “I see. Gentlemen,” the doctor acknowledged the two. “Mr. Leigh, your wife has experienced a severe head trauma. We’ve relieved some of the pressure on her brain but she’s still in critical condition with extensive intracerebral bleeding. The baby appears to be stable for the moment; its heart rate is still elevated but out of the danger zone. Your wife requires further surgery but, to be frank, we’re reluctant to continue at this point.” 
 
    “What do you mean? I don't understand. Why would you be reluctant to operate?” 
 
    The surgeon held up an x-ray film. “The entire image is covered with unusual bright specks and hazy lines that we can’t explain. Do you know what these are?”  
 
    She moved to one side of the room where an x-ray illuminator was fastened to the wall. She slid the film into the clamp and turned on the lamp. “We’ve never seen anything like this. We checked the machine for malfunction before we came to speak with you, but it checks out fine. Until we have a better idea of what we’re dealing with, we don’t feel comfortable proceeding. We’re running more tests but it’s going to take some time.” 
 
    Paul squinted at the x-ray for a few seconds. He leaned in to get a better look, tipped his head one way, and then the other. Without uttering a word, he jerked bolt upright, whirled around, and glared at David and Nick. The two exchanged anxious, guilty glances.  
 
    A primal growl rumbled in Paul’s throat. His fists flexed and contracted, until his rage escaped in a deep, long bellow, “Aaaoowrrrrggh!” He lunged for David’s throat, pushing him back, and pinned him to the wall.  
 
    “What the hell have you done to my wife?” 
 
    Shocked by Paul’s change in character, Nick and Dr. Holden jumped forward to restrain him.  
 
    David struggled to escape the incensed man’s suffocating grip. “It wasn’t us! It wasn’t us!” he rasped.   
 
    “Liar! This is your handiwork. I can see it,” Paul seethed. 
 
    “Paul, he’s telling the truth!” Nick tugged at the man trying to strangle the life out of his colleague. “Sharon did this to herself!” 
 
    Paul gaped at the scientist, relaxing but not giving up his grip. Sharon had often said she would trust Nick with her life. But he didn’t believe for a second that she felt the same about David. David would do almost anything if it served his own interests. 
 
    “Paul, she begged us not to tell you, especially once she found out she was pregnant! Nick pleaded, “But David’s right. She injected the dendies into herself. It was entirely her decision.” 
 
    Paul’s arms dropped to his side and he slumped down into the nearest chair.  
 
    Dr. Holden held up a hand to halt the approaching hospital guard. “Are you going to be okay? Both of you, I mean. Do we need Security?” 
 
    “No, we’re okay,” David answered for both of them. “I apologize for the scene, doctor. We’ll be alright.” 
 
    Paul, however, did not look as convincing. At the doctor’s signal, the officer gave them some space but maintained a close watch. He’d seen a smoldering glare like that before, and experience told him that the man could erupt again at any second. 
 
    Paul lowered his voice to a fierce hiss, “You’d better come clean. Right here, right now. All of it, or I swear….” Paul let the two men fill in the rest of the sentence for themselves. 
 
    Dr. Holden sat down. “Okay, so what exactly is going on here, gentlemen?” 
 
    Nick gulped. He didn’t want it to come out like this. Not here. Not like this. Where to start?  
 
    “Paul, you know how Sharon was growing more and more frustrated with the FDA, with all their hoops and delays. You know that she’s always been passionate about her work, and impetuous. A risk taker, and impatient with obstacles.” 
 
    Paul leaned forward to interrupt, but Nick couldn’t stop. He’d been holding back for too long. 
 
    “She jumpstarted the human dendy trials by using herself as the first test subject,” he blurted. “She forced me, and then David, into her confidence because she needed someone to collect reliable data on what was happening to her. You have to believe us, we had nothing to do with her decision. We didn’t know anything about it until after she’d injected herself. That’s the truth.”  
 
    Paul sat silently, unable to believe but equally unable to deny that their story was consistent with the bold woman and dedicated scientist he’d married.  
 
    Dr. Holden had been listened intently to Nick’s story. “I won’t even pretend to understand what you are talking about,” she admitted. “But I have a seriously injured patient in urgent need of treatment. So, what exactly are these things in her brain? I mean, what are we dealing with here—animal, vegetable, or mineral? And is there any reason I can’t do an MRI or treat her in the normal way?” 
 
    David deferred to his partner. “Nick, you know more about clinical neuroscience than I do.” 
 
    Nick glared back at the company CEO before addressing the doctor. “She's been getting MRIs almost every week so there shouldn’t be any problem with those. I'll run over to the lab right now to get you our most recent scans for baseline comparison. In fact, our machine’s a lot more sensitive than yours so we could use it to get a more detailed current scan.”  
 
    He worked through the logistics, “No, I guess that's not going to work. She can’t be moved to the lab, and the fMRI’s too big to bring here.” Dr. Holden shifted impatiently. Nick blinked and looked at the floor. “Sorry, just trying to help.”  
 
    “Look, time is critical. Do these…dendies, you call them?” She glanced at Nick, who nodded. “Do these dendies have any drug interactions, any effect on blood clotting or bruising? How will they react to surgery?” 
 
    “We don’t know,” David intervened, as Nick struggled to formulate a cogent answer. “The simple answer is, we don’t really know.” Nick wouldn't like him admitting that, from neither the academic nor the liability perspective, but it felt good to get it out in the open. He cocked his chin defiantly toward his partner, daring him to disagree or deny. Nick averted his eyes. 
 
    David continued, “Doctor, this particular version of dendy is a hybrid nanoscale device—basically, a self-replicating, semi-conductor particle with a protein-RNA shell. Billions of these tiny components come together to build a consolidated neural network within the host, in this case, Sharon Leigh. Although we have a lot of data about how dendies behave in fish and mice, we don’t know much about they will behave in people, other than the small amount of data we’ve collected to date on Sharon. All of those data come from her; she’s the only human subject we have."  
 
    "And we’ve never exposed the dendies to this level of trauma before," Nick added. "Our guess would be that you could probably treat Sharon as if she were a perfectly normal person, one who didn’t have a dendy network growing in her brain."  
 
    David jumped back in. “And the truth is, that would only be a guess. We’re happy to help you in any way we can, to tell you anything that might help. I don’t know if that’ll be good enough, but that’s all we can do.”  
 
    Dr. Holden looked from David to Nick to Paul. “Very well. It seems we have little choice but to proceed with the utmost caution, given her precarious state and all of the unknowns. Do we have your permission to proceed, Mr. Leigh?”  
 
    Paul cleared his throat, but could only articulate a strained, "Yes, go ahead. Please."  
 
    “Good, then I’d better get back in there. I have two lives to save.” Heading back to the OR, she paused mid-turn. “Gentlemen, I’m not reporting what the three of you’ve been up to…not right now. To be honest, I still don’t really understand what this is, who I’d report it to, or what I’d tell them. But if it turns out to have any effect on treating Dr. Leigh or her baby, I’ll be calling every authority I can think of to make sure your involvement is known.” 
 
    “I understand,” mumbled Nick. “If we can think of anything that might help, we’ll tell the nurses.” 
 
    “You do that,” Dr. Holden shot one last disgusted glance their way and disappeared through the double doors. Scientists! 
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
    6        
 
    It was nearly 10:00pm before Dr. Holden trudged back to the three men in the waiting room. She was in no mood for their misdeeds and drama. The men stood up slowly, with Paul in the middle.  
 
    “Mr. Leigh, I’m sorry." 
 
    Paul collapsed into his chair. “No, this can’t be happening.” 
 
    “Your wife has lost all signs of brain activity, and is unable to breathe without a ventilator. The head trauma caused extensive bleeding and swelling throughout the brain. We were unable to save her.”  
 
    She took a deep breath before proceeding. “Sharon’s heart and other organs are functioning, but the only thing keeping her alive is the ventilator. We’re maintaining treatment for the baby’s sake but, by law, we’ll have to make a decision as to whether we continue.” 
 
    “What do you mean, by law?” 
 
    “Hospital policy doesn’t permit us to deny medical care to a pregnant woman, but state law says we need to ask your permission to maintain biological function for the benefit of the developing fetus.” 
 
    The blunt legalisms hit Paul like a physical blow. So that's what it all boils down to? A showdown between the doctors and legislators? This was his wife they were talking about!  
 
    He couldn't wrap his brain around it. He didn't even want to try. The decision they were asking of him was beyond impossible.  
 
    Sharon had always been strongly against extraordinary medical intervention. They both were. The memory was strikingly clear, as if it had been last week. They’d been lounging in bed one lazy Saturday morning, wrapped in tousled, sun-drenched sheets, and they’d sworn that if the situation were ever to arise, they'd allow the other to pass in peace. 
 
    And now, inconceivably, here they were. Sharon’s spirit was gone, that had been their firm belief. But they'd never discussed this complication. How could he keep his promise? If he let her go, as they'd both wanted and believed was right, the baby was likely to die as well. Sharon did not believe in church; she didn't believe in any organized religion.  
 
    His own faith was of little help when it came to a clear answer in ambiguous situations. A lifetime of sermons and devotion to his church had not prepared him for a conundrum like this. If he were to let Sharon go now, as she’d instructed him, would that amount to abortion? How could abortion by failing to act to save their baby—their baby boy, he reminded himself—be any less a sin than if he cut out the fetus himself? His church considered both taking life through abortion and prolonging life through artificial means to be equally abhorrent. What decision was he to make? There was no right answer. 
 
    It didn't help that this mere hope of a baby she was carrying had been emotionally diminished by the doctor’s own words to being no more than a developing fetus, totally dependent on his wife’s soulless body for the slightest chance of survival. The whole process sounded so…clinical, so…parasitic.  
 
    If by some miracle the fetus managed to survive, there would be no guarantee that it wouldn't suffer critical, lifelong complications. Who knows what effect these DNNDs might have already had on Sharon, and on the baby's development? The experiment had no place in God’s plan. Maybe the accident was fate, or maybe it was God's will—maybe the fetus was not meant to survive the accident.  
 
    And if he gave permission for the ventilator, what about Sharon? The staff did their best to assure him she would be in no pain, but how could they know for sure? What if they were wrong? He couldn't bear the thought of making her suffer any longer. What about her soul? Just because she didn’t believe in organized religion, didn’t mean she didn’t have a soul. Was it even now wandering around lost in some dark limbo, alone and scared? How could she rest in peace if her heart was still beating? How could he justify torturing her eternal soul, however briefly, by forcing her body to carry on?  
 
    “Doctor, how much longer would the fetus…the baby need?”  
 
    “We could deliver by C-section now but at only twenty-three weeks, the baby would have no more than about a thirty percent chance of survival, at most, especially given the trauma. If we can keep your wife alive another four to eight weeks on the ventilator, it would give the baby more time to recover and continue developing. It isn’t likely to make it to term, but every week substantially increases its viability.” 
 
    “By how much?” 
 
    “Well, I’m not an expert but I consulted with my colleague, Doctor Andrews, who tells me that after twenty-seven weeks, a baby’s odds go up to about ninety percent. That could be way off. We have no idea how these dendies affect development.” She glanced at David and Nick. 
 
    “Sharon would want to give our baby the best chance possible,” Paul said. He could hardly believe he was discussing these things, that he would consider going against his wife’s known wishes, and that he would be living without her by his side. It was impossible to imagine carrying on without her. The arrival of a baby, their baby, without a mother was not something he could grasp emotionally right now. He was numb; he wanted to fade into nothingness.  
 
    He realized Dr. Holden had been speaking, dragging him back to reality, “…the risks involved in that.” 
 
    “Sorry? What risks are you talking about?” Paul felt himself teetering on the verge of hysteria, “I mean, she’s dead, right?” 
 
    “I was referring to the baby.” 
 
    “Of course,” he looked at his feet, ashamed. 
 
    “That’s okay,” the doctor consoled him, “I wouldn’t even discuss this with you so soon after…well, so soon, if it weren’t absolutely necessary.”  
 
    “No, please, continue.” Paul inhaled deeply, “I’ll be alright.” 
 
    “Okay. A short time after brain death, the other organs in the body start to shut down. We can keep your wife breathing with the ventilator but if the organs start to fail, we’ll have to do a C-section. We’ll be monitoring the baby closely and if we see significant signs of distress, we’ll get him out right away.” 
 
    “And the risks?” 
 
    “Well, your wife was very healthy and the baby seems to be developing normally, but….” Dr. Holden stopped and pursed her lips so tightly that they all but disappeared. 
 
    “But what?” 
 
    “Well, as I said, we really don’t know how these dendies might affect the baby or the mother. It’s possible that they could spread or affect the organs or the baby, or both, in ways we might not be able to detect in time.” 
 
    David jumped in before anyone could speculate further, “There’s never been any indication of anything like that happening.”  
 
    Dr. Holden regarded him coolly, “There’s never been anything like this before, though, has there?” 
 
    David held silent, contrite for the moment. 
 
    Dr. Holden’s face softened as she turned back to Paul. “So, I just wanted to say that there are unknowns here, plenty of them. We know that the baby would have extremely limited chances if we delivered today. We think they’ll improve considerably in a month or two but, given this mess of complications, we can’t really know for sure. So, it’s all a bit of an unknown. We can’t really say for sure whether it’s best to continue the pregnancy or not.” 
 
    Paul slumped under the weight of the situation. He didn’t feel he could deal with this decision right now, even though it had to be made. His wife was gone. Their baby might still have a chance. Was there more risk to delivery now, or later? What if the dendies were to somehow compromise the baby’s health?  
 
    “Nick, help me out here. I don’t know what to do.” He struggled to maintain his composure; the baby needed him. The baby. We’d only started discussing names last week. I wanted Frederick, after her father. She’d had other ideas.  
 
    As Sharon had dashed out of the house one day last week, keys in hand and already half out the door, she’d called back, “Hey, how about Darian? I always liked that name.” She’d given him no time to reply, just blew him a kiss and started jogging down the street.  
 
    Nick could see Paul’s struggle, and his heart went out to him. “Paul,” he started, not sure what he was going to say. “I know two things about Sharon. She was a scientist, and she was brave. And I believe that she would have taken on the role of motherhood just as courageously as she took on everything in life.” 
 
    Paul blinked back his tears.  
 
    “I think she would have said that we know the risks of delivering the baby today are high; its chances of survival are not good. The only thing we know about tomorrow is that it scares us. We have no idea if there are real risks to the baby because of the dendies but Sharon believed in what she was doing.”  
 
    He shot Dr. Holden a look and held it for a couple of seconds before returning to Paul with renewed confidence. “Sharon would have said not to be afraid, to give the baby its best chance. Continue the pregnancy.” 
 
    Paul sobbed loudly into his hands. He needed his full concentration just to breathe. “Thank you, Nick,” he managed.  
 
    “Dr. Holden, we should do what Sharon would have wanted. Let’s give our baby boy…Let's give Darian his best chance to survive. Continue the pregnancy; do whatever you need to do.”  
 
    Sharon, I’m so sorry. I hope this is what you’d want—he said silently to himself. He couldn’t hold back any longer. He turned to Nick and hugged his friend in their combined grief.  
 
    David looked at the doors to the OR and blinked back his tears. 
 
    “There will be some paperwork,” the doctor said to Paul. “Once we have her stabilized, we’ll move her to a private room. You’ll be able to visit her there.”  
 
    She turned to the two scientists. "I'm going to need a detailed report from you by noon tomorrow. I want to better understand what we’re dealing with here."  
 
    The two men nodded, neither one daring to utter anything aloud.  
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    It was early August when the medical team finally agreed on a date to deliver Darian Leigh into the world. He was still a full ten weeks early, but at least he'd have a fighting chance.  
 
    In spite of the sophisticated equipment, Sharon’s body was having a difficult time. The doctors had to take more and more drastic measures every week just to keep her alive.  
 
    What should have been a happy day for all, a day for celebration, was unavoidably bittersweet. Darian's birth would mark the end of life for a vibrant woman who’d been nurturing him for seven months. 
 
    Through the tortuous weeks while medical intervention kept Sharon’s organs functioning, Darian obliged the hospital staff by growing steadily. Unknown to all, a few thousand dendies found their way inside the boy’s developing brain, where they continued to multiply, and to grow new fibrous connections. No longer receiving the megadose of customized supplements Sharon had been taking, the neural lattice the dendies were forming grew excruciatingly slowly. Nonetheless, it grew. 
 
    The dendies made efficient use of whatever building blocks and fortification they could from Sharon’s system and from the pre-natal supplements and steroids the nurses injected.  
 
    They multiplied silently and unseen. They were too small to be picked up by the standard ultrasounds. A clear CT scan might have shown a bit of speckle, hardly enough to notice. When their numbers became sufficient, they formed stable associations with several thousand neurons. And they continued growing. 
 
    During the first four days following Sharon’s accident, Paul spent every hour by her side as she lay unresponsive in her private room. He made a nuisance of himself, stubbornly insisting the doctors perform fresh neurological exams, EEGs, and cerebral blood flow tests every day.  
 
    In fitful dreams, he imagined the mysterious dendies engineering some sort of miraculous recovery. Each time he woke up, the doctors showed him that they hadn’t. He finally had to accept that she was gone. 
 
    Reluctantly heeding Dr. Holden’s advice, Paul reduced his visits to a few hours a day, and then to once every few days. He needed to take care of himself, make funeral arrangements, and prepare for the baby’s arrival. The staff promised to keep him apprised of Darian’s status and contact him if there were any changes to either Sharon or the baby.  
 
    Paul spent the next few weeks listlessly wandering around the house, unable to take care of the things that needed to be done.  
 
    Sharon’s final assisted breath, and Darian’s first, were drawing slowly and painfully closer, and there was nothing he could do to change it.  
 
    So it actually came as a welcome relief when his domineering older sister from Seattle showed up unannounced and took charge of getting his life back on track.  
 
    Skizzits—the nickname he'd tagged her with when he was four—didn’t wait for instructions, and she didn’t fuss any more over his indecision than she did his preferences. She dragged him through a blur of shops. She selected a crib, a change table, a high chair, a car seat, and a cushioned rocking chair. In a whirlwind of activity not unlike the magical Mary Poppins, Skizzits picked out blankets and sleepers, diapers and bottles. She painted the nursery walls and arranged the furniture. She interviewed hopefuls, and hired a nanny. “With your job, there’s no way you’ll be able to take care of a new baby,” she explained. And she took care of the funeral arrangements for her sister-in-law.  
 
    When he wasn’t busy resenting it, Paul was thankful for his sister's help. Deep down, he knew what he really begrudged was the situation that made it necessary. He just couldn't put his heart into welcoming a new baby when his wife lay dead, or legally dead, in the hospital. He wanted to love his son, to be excited about his imminent arrival, but he couldn’t stop thinking about how they’d be alone, and how Sharon’s final peace was being delayed by the equipment and the dependent fetus within her.  
 
    The truth was, his own peace and healing couldn't begin until she passed, but he wasn't ready to admit that yet.  
 
    Paul allowed Skizzits to prepare for the child, since he couldn't dredge up any enthusiasm of his own. He went through the motions mostly to avoid confrontation.  
 
    He returned to work and shouldered both the sincere condolences and the whispered conversations that ended abruptly when he entered a room. He somehow managed to wade through the daily meetings and reports. He felt as though his life had ended, but so long as Sharon’s body was being kept alive, he was not permitted any release. Limbo was not a comfortable place to be. 
 
    On the appointed birth/death date, Paul snuck off to the hospital without a word to his sister. He spent the morning holding Sharon’s limp hand, lamenting how unfair it was that she would never see her son or experience the joy of motherhood, how desperately he missed her company, and how afraid he was to do this on his own.  
 
    He knew he should be excited by the prospects of a healthy new son but, instead, he only felt a surge of anger whenever he contemplated the impending birth. I know the anger is misplaced and unfair, but I can’t help it. 
 
    Nobody knew why Sharon had fallen, but the baby was not responsible for the accident. Paul could accept that. Yet, seeing Sharon’s belly swelling as the baby grew, offended something deep within him. He couldn’t help but be repulsed by the image of his beloved wife reduced to nothing more than an incubator. And he couldn’t keep that image from his mind. It would come as a tremendous relief when they finally allowed her to join her Maker in Heaven.  
 
    When the doctors arrived to tell him they were ready to deliver the baby, he stood silently for a moment, clinging to Sharon's hand. He couldn’t bring himself to stay, to welcome his new son as he simultaneously said goodbye to the love of his life. He mustered what little stamina he had left into one long, deep breath, and nodded to the team. He gave his wife’s hand a final gentle squeeze, let go, and left the hospital.  
 
    * * * 
 
    Darian Leigh was delivered by C-section at 3:20 pm, August 14th, 2026. Following a routine examination, he was placed tenderly but unceremoniously in a neonatal intensive care unit. Although small, he appeared to be healthy and normal.  
 
    With her son delivered, Sharon was removed from life support and given over to eternal rest. Her second and final death occurred with the last beat of her heart at 3:52 pm.  
 
    Over dinner that evening, Paul revealed to his sister that the operation to deliver the baby and his permission to remove Sharon from life support had taken place earlier that afternoon.  
 
    The pepper Skizzits had been about to liberally shake over her mashed potatoes never hit its target. She stared at her brother, confused but silent. As hard as she tried, she could not fathom why he would keep the birth of his son, her only nephew, a secret. In a rare act of restraint, she resisted questioning or berating her brother and studiously examined the food on her plate.  
 
    Darian’s aunt went to the hospital early the next day and every day after to visit. She talked to him about his mother and his father, and the amazing life she imagined for him. A week later, on her seventh visit, she was accompanied by the boy’s father for the first time.   
 
    Dr. Holden was relieved to see Paul join his sister at Darian's side. "I have some good news for you. The x-rays and scans don’t show any signs of those bright specks, the dendies, that we observed in his mother’s brain. We can't say for sure yet that Darian is entirely free of them, just that we don't see any sign of them right now. I’d like to follow up with you and Sharon’s associates. Could you please arrange a meeting with my office?” 
 
    Sharon’s memorial service was held the following day. The week after, Paul returned to the hospital with Nick and David reluctantly in tow, and they filed into Dr. Holden’s office.  
 
    She closed the door behind them. “Gentlemen, I want you to understand that we’re not done here yet. The boy needs to be monitored every few months for the next couple of years to ensure his x-rays remain clear. As a concerned professional, I would strongly suggest that the Neuro Nano board hire an outside medical consultant to continue ongoing testing for him, and to assist with any future evaluations of human test subjects. I still haven’t decided whether to report this whole affair to the FDA or the Medical Board for their determination. I’ll have to sleep on it.”  
 
    Dr. Holden watched their reaction carefully. Okay, let’s see what they do with that. They know they should have reported Dr. Leigh’s breach of ethics immediately and they didn’t. Let them sweat it out for a bit. Serves them right. God only knows what else they’d try to get away with if they thought nobody was watching. Governing bodies like the FDA and the Neuro Nano board aren’t hands-on enough for research like this. They need an objective observer, an insider who’s not afraid to blow the whistle. 
 
    David and Nick were so relieved to hear that Dr. Holden had not already filed reports or charges, and might never, that they held an emergency meeting of the Neuro Nano Board, unanimously accepted her “suggestion” to hire an external consultant, and immediately offered her the position. Dr. Holden accepted. 
 
    Maybe I can help instill some long overdue ethics into their practice—she thought. One can always hope. 
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    Excerpt from Connect to the World, Neuro Nano marketing brochure, November 2030:  
 
    Thanks to SafeLink©, Neuro Nano’s complete neural lattice security system, you can experience the Internet as never before. Connect directly to all of your senses with confidence. Within just 6-8 months of receiving your Neuro Nano inoculation, you will be ready for direct neural-to-net connection. Make and receive calls, listen to live stream music, and watch videos through DirectVR©. Control all of your devices remotely through DirectLink© and, best of all, experience FullDef© movies with all of your senses as if you are living the moment. For business, for entertainment, for life: Neuro Nano. 
 
    Technical Overview: 
 
    As described in The Neuro Nanotechnology Revolution (Neuro Nano technical overview, July 2033), a small, painless injection introduces hybrid semiconductor-RNA nanoparticles into your bloodstream. We call them Dynamic Neural Nano Dots; you might know them as dendies. 
 
    Each particle contains computational and communication mechanisms as well as a simple holographic memory. The RNA coating on the nanoparticles safely encodes protein complexes that manage particle repair, growth, replication, and other activities of the growing lattice. These nanoparticles are carried to your brain by your natural blood flow. The layer of endothelial cells that defines the blood-brain barrier recognizes specific peptide sequences on the encapsulating surface and actively transports the nanoparticles to the neural side while removing them from their protective shells.  
 
    Once across the blood-brain barrier and situated among active neurons, the nanoparticle RNA dissociates from the semiconductor and enters nearby glial cells, where it uses their molecular mechanisms to produce the accessory proteins needed to construct a complete neural lattice.  
 
    The separation of the RNA coating exposes underlying molecules that recognize and bind the semiconductor nanodots to neurotransmitter receptors at the synapses. These newly synthesized protein complexes can then begin increasing the total number of semiconductor nanoparticles using the existing set as templates for replication.  
 
    Other proteins initiate the polymerization of interconnecting silicene filaments from the special supplements provided. The filaments then feel their way along existing axons and connect the semiconductor particles in a high-speed network that parallels, supplements, and complements your existing biological one. Powered by an external battery, a compact near-field induction headband or cap provides the interface for communication between the internet and the internal lattice. 
 
    Neuro Nano: Communications. Entertainment. Control. 
 
    Welcome to a whole new world of experience. 
 
    For the first several years of his life, Darian gave every appearance of being a perfectly normal boy.  
 
    Under the watchful eyes of various nannies, each of whom loved him in turn, a healthy infant blossomed into a robust toddler. He exhibited neither special talents nor delays in his abilities. He walked, talked, learned, and played like any other bright child.  
 
    At first, after bringing his wee son home from the hospital, Paul found it nearly impossible to spend time with him, especially once Skizzits returned to her own home, leaving them without a buffer. Some days, he had to will himself to lay eyes on the boy. Every moment, every glimpse, was a heart wrenching reminder of his wife’s untimely death.  
 
    While the nannies attended to the everyday tasks of rearing the boy through his infancy and kindergarten years, Paul concentrated on finding new goals for his shattered life.  
 
    As he labored through the stages of his grief and anger, he began to accept and finally embrace the fleeting wisps of Sharon he found in Darian. The boy had inherited her curiosity, intelligence, and courage, along with her beautiful blue-gray eyes.  
 
    One sunny Sunday afternoon, Paul settled into his favorite reading chair with a good book. He glanced over at Darian playing on the carpet and was intrigued to see the boy trying to build interconnected skyscrapers out of boxes, toy train tracks, and wooden blocks.  
 
    An unexpected wave of emotion caught Paul off guard, and he set his book down. When did that happen?—he wondered. Without realizing it, he had slowly grown to love his son as much as he’d loved Sharon. He vowed right then to be a better father, and to make up for the time he’d so foolishly wasted. 
 
    In grade school, Darian proved himself to be a consistently good student, always in the top ten percent. He was active but not athletic. Though somewhat introverted, he seemed happy both in class and at home.  
 
    Near the start of second grade, there was an incident that would come to make more sense in hindsight, many years later. A teacher on playground supervision discovered Darian eating clay by the mouthful. She took the child’s hand and made a joke of it, as she gently wiped his mouth, brushed him off, and sent him to play with his classmates. At the end of recess, she discreetly reported the behavior to his teacher, who relayed the news to his father.  
 
    Thinking the odd behavior likely stemmed from dietary issues, Paul took his son to visit Dr. Holden. In keeping with her role as medical consultant for Neuro Nano, the doctor had continued to monitor the boy through annual checkups. They had stopped taking x-rays of his head after the eighth consecutive clear image, shortly after his second birthday. She ran a few blood tests and referred Darian to an experienced dietitian who recommended some vitamin and mineral supplements.  
 
    To everyone’s relief, following a few reassuring consultations between parent, doctor, and school psychologist, the child never repeated the odd and mildly worrisome episode. Not where anyone could see. 
 
    By the time Darian turned ten and no longer needed nannies to care for him, he was taking five supplements a day and secretly satisfying his more unusual dietary cravings after school. Like most parents, his slightly distracted father never noticed anything out of the ordinary about his son’s behavior. 
 
    The combination of extra minerals and silica in Darian’s hidden diet worked wonders for the starved dendies in his brain. Dormant for so many years, the tiny and sparsely scattered nanodots were revitalized by the nutrient boost.  
 
    Semiconductor replicases and silicene synthetases sprang into action, producing building blocks for the dendies so they could reproduce and connect. Glial cells, infected with the dendy virus, secreted signaling molecules to help guide the new silicene filaments to form an interconnected lattice.  
 
    The headaches began shortly after Darian turned twelve.  
 
    Paul wrote off the symptoms as pre-adolescent growing pains or possibly a flu bug. He meted out the normal over-the-counter remedies and mandated extra water and sleep. The painkillers brought little relief. After a string of restless nights, Darian grew tired of bothering his father. A strong-willed child, he prided himself on tolerating the migraines stoically. He became good at functioning normally despite the chronic pain.  
 
    It was at about the same time that Darian started to find his classes and homework getting easier than ever, and his newfound competence was reflected in his grades. To stave off boredom with school, Darian perused more advanced subject matter on the web.  
 
    One wet and windy October evening, Darian was concentrating on his tablet, deeply engaged in reading about cognitive algorithms from an MIT course on artificial intelligence, when his father pulled into the unlit driveway, late, exhausted, and hungry.  
 
    Paul reached over to the passenger seat to grab the takeout bag sitting there. He turned off the ignition and sat looking at the house. Aside from the garage lights, it was dark. That’s odd; no kitchen light, none in Darian’s room, no flicker from the TV. 
 
    He pulled his coat a little closer, and pushed the car door open against a sudden gust. He kicked the door shut behind him. Leaning into the wind, he climbed the small set of stairs to the front porch and let himself in.  
 
    “I’ve got Chinese for dinner,” he called. He could make out Darian’s face, reflecting the eerie glow from the display screen of his tablet. “Hellooo! Let’s put some lights on in here.” Darian ignored him. Kids!  
 
    “Hey, I brought your favorite,” he tried, a little louder. He might as well have been talking to the cat.  
 
    Paul slipped off his shoes, hung up his damp coat, and loosened his tie. He supposed he ought to feel grateful that Darian was so intent on whatever he was reading.  
 
    The boy’s grades had been good and getting better; and outside of his classes, he was diving into wide and avid interests in science and technology. Still, it would be nice just to talk baseball sometimes—he thought. Clearly, Darian had inherited his mother’s passion and intensity when it came to learning about the natural world. 
 
    Paul flicked on the living room lights. Darian didn’t even look up from his tablet. “Hey, bud, what are you reading?” he asked as he sauntered over to the sofa and plunked down heavily beside his son. He leaned over and looked at the screen. Pages of technical articles, symbols, and diagrams he didn’t recognize flew by, too fast for Paul to absorb. 
 
    “How can you even read that?” he asked, trying to catch his son’s attention. Darian just stared at the display without acknowledging. 
 
    “Darian?” No response. The boy’s eyes were fixed on the blinking display. 
 
    “Hey!” he hollered, poking the boy’s shoulder to break the trance. “Darian!” He nudged a little harder.  
 
    The boy’s body absorbed and adjusted to the jarring motions. His eyes did not move from the screen.  
 
    Paul shifted from genuinely interested, to mildly annoyed, to angry. He grabbed the tablet away from his son, and turned it upside down to hide the screen. Darian's hand darted out to retrieve it, but Paul blocked and held his arms. The boy thrashed and screeched like a spoiled five-year-old deprived of his favorite toy.  
 
    “What the hell? Darian!”  
 
    Just as abruptly, mid-tantrum, his son went completely limp. 
 
    Paul’s anger vanished. What in God's name….? Paul cradled the boy's head against his chest. "Darian! It's okay, son. Everything's okay."  
 
    The inactivity didn’t last long. Darian's muscles grew rigid, making it hard to hold onto him. Paul tilted the boy’s face upward in time to see his eyes roll back and the lids squeeze shut. The image of Sharon’s face, seconds before she toppled into his car, superimposed itself onto his son’s blank visage. “Oh, no! Don’t you dare! Darian!” 
 
    Seizures. What do I know about seizures? Make them comfortable. Loosen clothing around the neck. Tip them sideways. Don’t put anything in their mouth.  
 
    He waited for it to pass. Ten seconds. Twenty. Thirty. No change. I have to get him to a hospital! Somehow he managed to stand up, letting Darian’s head fall back onto a cushion. He threw on his shoes, and grabbed his coat and car keys. He picked up Darian and the fleece sofa blanket, and carried him to the car.  
 
    He’s so light—he couldn’t help but notice. Paul laid him awkwardly across the back seat, and tucked the thin blanket tightly around him, fastening him in as best he could so he wouldn't roll. His hands shook uncontrollably, as he slammed the car into reverse and sped to the nearest hospital. 
 
    It was a quiet night in Emerg. The cold, wet weather had kept all but the most ill inside their homes. Paul carried his son past the gawking smokers in hospital gowns and through the sliding glass doors. 
 
    “Help me!” he called out as he crossed the floor.  
 
    The Admissions nurse assessed the approaching paralyzed boy with barely a look and got up from her station. “Follow me,” she instructed, and led Paul to the nearest available bed. 
 
    “What happened?” she asked as she pulled the curtain around them. 
 
    “He was just reading his tablet,” Paul said, a horrible feeling of déjà vu washing over him. “I couldn’t get his attention and then, all of a sudden, he started having some kind of seizure.” 
 
    “How long has he been like this?” 
 
    “About twenty minutes, I think. What’s happening?” 
 
    “Any history of epilepsy?”  
 
    “No, not that I know of. But…,” Paul hesitated. 
 
    “But what?” the nurse asked as she took Darian’s pulse and blood pressure and tested his pupillary response. 
 
    “His mother….My wife…” Paul fought to retain his composure. Where to begin?  
 
    “What about her?” the nurse prompted. 
 
    Paul tried again. “She died in an accident after a seizure that looked similar to this. But she never showed any signs of epilepsy before that. None. Ever. Neither has Darian. And besides, her case would have to be different, anyway. She had dendies in her head.”  
 
    The words tumbled out of Paul’s lips of their own accord. The nurse stared at him, uncomprehending.  
 
    Paul realized he was staring back. I must sound crazy. 
 
    Fortunately, a doctor arrived before he could make things worse by trying to explain. The physician consulted briefly with the nurse as he examined Darian for himself and began quizzing Paul on the boy’s medical history. This time, Paul’s answers were better organized and he didn’t mention the dendies.  
 
    The physician ordered an x-ray and EEG, and promised to return when they were ready.  
 
    Paul picked up the waiting clipboard and started filling out insurance forms. He couldn't afford to indulge the painful memories flooding his mind, memories of the last time he sat in a hard plastic hospital chair, completing forms. He forced his concentration to attend to the task at hand, watching the pen spread ink across each box, one answer at a time.  
 
    Darian didn’t wake up, but the tension in his muscles finally relaxed. As the muscles eased, so did his father's panic. It was just a seizure. Everything’s going to be okay—he told himself. 
 
    Within the hour, the doctor returned with the x-ray and EEG results. He inspected the x-ray, tipped his head quizzically, and leaned in closer to the image. A quizzical frown pulled at his brow. Without a word, he shifted his focus to the EEG. The frown deepened.  
 
    The doctor paged the technicians. He took them aside and proceeded to interrogate them. The trio went back and forth between the reports, discussing one section and then another in low, hushed voices. They agreed the images and recordings were unusual but defended their work. The doctor turned to Paul. 
 
    “Mr. Leigh, your son has presented us with a bit of a mystery.” 
 
    “What do you mean?”  
 
    “Well, here.” the doctor placed the x-ray film in the light box. “The x-ray is showing some unusual speckle and diffuse haze. I thought there must be something wrong with the machine or the detector, but the technician says he checked everything over himself, and swears it’s all working properly. He took three images from different angles to confirm, and they all show the same thing.” 
 
    Twelve years unwound in a flash. Paul stared at the x-ray image in horror. “That can’t be,” he whispered. The image could have been a copy of the one taken of Sharon’s head on the day of the accident.  
 
    The doctor raised a questioning eyebrow. Paul only shook his head, numb with disbelief.  
 
    The doctor continued, “His EEG is a little strange, as well. There is a lot of electrical activity. It doesn’t look like an epileptic seizure but, then again, it doesn’t look like normal brainwaves, either. Have you seen this before? Do you know something you’d like to share with me?” 
 
    Paul cleared his throat. “I have no idea,” he managed, avoiding the doctor’s gaze.  
 
    “Hm. Okay.” the doctor replied, unconvinced. “Listen, I’m a bit of a technology buff, and I like to keep up to date with the newest developments. That speckle pattern on your son’s x-ray appears very similar to those I've seen in research articles about Neuro Nano dendy lattices. Have you heard of those?” 
 
    “Yes, of course. Actually, it was my wife who invented the field. I still own a few shares in the company.” 
 
    “Is that right? Then you might know that the neural lattice is restricted to areas over the sensorimotor cortex, the occipital cortex, and the temporal lobes?” 
 
    “No, not really. It was her work; I’m not a scientist. She used to talk about it with me, but that was years ago. She passed away when Darian was born. I haven’t kept up with developments these past few years.” 
 
    “I see. Maybe you’re aware that neural lattices are only approved for use in adults?” 
 
    “I’d heard something like that.” 
 
    “So, would you like to explain to me why your son's x-ray shows a lattice, and why has it spread so far?”   
 
    Paul was genuinely bewildered, “I honestly have no idea.” 
 
    “Nurse Ranson said you mentioned that the boy's mother, your wife, died after a similar seizure some years ago.” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “And, if I remember correctly, she was the first person ever to grow a neural lattice.” 
 
    “Yes, she was the first test case; she injected the dendies herself. I didn’t even know she’d done it until months later, when she had the seizure. I never even got to talk to her about it.” 
 
    “I’d like to get her file and compare it to your son’s, if I may.”   
 
    “Yes, of course.”  
 
    The doctor was still eyeing him, expecting further details or maybe a confession, but Paul was too distracted by all the thoughts reeling through his mind to notice.  
 
    Did Sharon’s dendies make their way into our son? Dr. Holden had said Darian was clear; there was no sign of them in any of the testing.  
 
    He agonized over what he did, and did not, know; over what he should reveal, and shouldn’t. I need to talk to Nick and Dr. Holden.  
 
    Darian moaned. "Where am I?" He blinked his eyes against the bright lights and looked around the room, confused and frightened.  
 
    “You’re back,” the doctor said with a smile, and started a physical check and neural exam. “What do you remember?” 
 
    Darian relayed his last memories of sitting on the sofa at home, reading some scientific articles. He seemed mentally and physically fine, the doctor concluded, despite having been unconscious for the previous hour. The boy’s muscles were aching but that was to be expected.  
 
    The doctor ordered follow-up tests, including an MRI and full EEG for the next day. With nothing left to do but observe, they transferred Darian out of Emergency and into a room. The ward nurse got him set up with some fluids to help balance his electrolytes. She wrangled some dinners from the cafeteria, for which Darian and Paul were grateful.  
 
    Darian was ravenous. They visited a while, and then Paul left his exhausted son to rest, promising to return the next morning. There was something he had to take care of. 
 
    Miraculously, Paul’s car had not been towed from the side of the Ambulance Parking area where he'd left it. He got in and gripped the steering wheel for a while, giving in to overpowering sobs that wracked his frame. He regained control of his emotions, except for his anger, and pulled out his phone.  
 
    Cold, grim determination took the place of fear and confusion. He scrolled through the contact list until he found Nick’s number. His thumb flexed rapidly, undecidedly, over the entry. His first thought had been to call ahead and make sure the scientist was at home and awake, but he couldn't bring himself to dial. What would he say?  
 
    Nick’s apartment was only a short drive away. He started the car. 
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    “Who on Earth could that be at this time of night?” Debbie Franti asked her husband on the second ring of the doorbell. They’d just finished locking up and settling into bed with their books. Nick looked out the bedroom window to the covered porch. 
 
    “I can’t see who it is,” he replied. The car parked in front of their house wasn’t familiar. He scanned both ways down the block. A quiet night, nobody else around. 
 
    The visitor pressed the doorbell again and, without waiting, started banging insistently on the stylish metal screen door.  
 
    Nick was about to call the police when he heard, “Nick? Debbie? It’s Paul. Are you up?” There must be an emergency. He threw on his bathrobe and rushed downstairs, quickly unlocking and opening the door.  
 
    “Paul, what’s wrong?” 
 
    “Darian’s got them.” The pain in Paul’s eyes matched the bracing autumn wind, but his voice was eerily matter of fact and controlled.  
 
    Nick stared at the disheveled man on the stoop. A sudden gust of wind nearly tore Paul’s coat from his shoulders; he barely noticed.  
 
    “Got who? What are you talking about?” 
 
    “He’s got dendies in his brain, Nick.” 
 
    “That’s not possible. Why don’t you come inside? It’s freezing out there,” Nick guided Paul through the foyer and into the kitchen. “Let me put on some coffee.” He dropped a filter in place and started measuring the aromatic grains. “Tell me, what makes you think there are dendies in Darian’s brain?” 
 
    “I saw the x-ray.” Paul stared at his hands folded on the table in front of him. “It looked just like Sharon’s did.” 
 
    “What? Why did you get an x-ray of Darian’s head?” 
 
    “He had a seizure, like the one Sharon had the day of her accident. The day she died, Nick.” Paul’s soft, level voice was scarier than if he’d been in a rage. Nick heard Debbie appear at the kitchen door and turned to her, silently pleading for assistance.  
 
    “Oh, Paul!” she sat down next to him and put her hands on his. Paul’s gaze rose from her hands to her face, and held her eyes. Self-consciously, she let go and tucked her hands to her chest.  
 
    “When I got home from work, Darian was sitting on the sofa, reading,” Paul began. “The pages were flying by so fast that I couldn’t tell what it was, but it looked pretty technical, full of symbols and diagrams I didn’t recognize.  
 
    “He didn’t respond when I spoke to him. He gave no sign at all that he even knew I was there. So I leaned over to take away his tablet—you know, just to get his attention—and he went berserk. He lunged at me and fought like a wildcat to get it back.  
 
    “Then he went into some kind of seizure and didn’t come out of it. It was horrible. I bundled him up and drove him to the hospital. They took x-rays, ran an EEG, and did a bunch of other tests.  
 
    “The x-rays showed those same bright little speckles Sharon had, all over his brain. The doctor said his EEG was full of electrical activity but it didn’t look like a seizure. I knew what it was, though. I recognized the dendies as soon as I saw them.” 
 
    “It must have been that blow to her head.” Nick paced the kitchen floor. “It must have sent the dendies circulating into her system; into the fetus.” 
 
    Debbie got up to pour coffee, trying to impose some sense of normalcy on the situation. “I thought they were supposed to be restricted to neural tissue. How could they move to the baby?”  
 
    “They were…are restricted. The impact must have dislocated some of them.” 
 
    “So how did they end up inside Darian? And how come they didn’t show up when he was a baby? Dr. Holden watched him closely for two years. She said he was all clear,” Paul challenged, sounding more accusatory than inquisitive. 
 
    “Well, remember they are nanotechnology, so you’ve got to think nanoscale. They’re much smaller than a cell, and these ones were designed to actively cross organ barriers. Getting across the placenta would be no problem. The dislodged dendies would have been lost and seeking to re-establish themselves in central neural tissue, as they were designed to do. If any of them found the baby’s developing brain, it would have provided them with a perfectly viable alternative.” Nick’s voice trailed off. He was already thinking ahead to the bigger picture.  
 
    “Paul, do you realize what this means? This is amazing!” The scientist in Nick overshadowed the concerned friend and surrogate uncle. “It's a totally serendipitous opportunity to study how dendies interact with a young human brain!”  
 
    Paul could only stare, gaping at the scientist in disbelief. “My son is NOT your test subject!” he growled, menacingly. 
 
    "No, I know that. Relax. I didn’t mean it that way. I wasn’t thinking that at all.” 
 
    “You will take them out,” Paul said, slowly and evenly. His tone made it clear there would be no discussion. 
 
    Nick rubbed his eyes. “I don’t think we can, Paul, I’m sorry, but I don’t know any way to remove a dendy lattice once it’s established.” 
 
    Paul was stunned. “You’ve got to be kidding me. How can you make something like this and not have a failsafe plan to un-make it? Are you crazy? No wonder the public doesn’t trust scientists!”  
 
    “Well, Sharon….That is, we….You have to understand. It was such a challenge just to construct them, to get them to replicate, and to connect to each other. You know how Sharon was—impatient and driven. We’d barely figured out how to make them when she jumped the gun and injected the dendies into herself. We were still working on them, and we’d barely started thinking about how to eliminate them. 
 
    "We still haven’t been able to develop a protein to digest the silicene filaments or degrade the semiconductor nanoparticles. The team was working on several ideas, but when Sharon…when she passed, her team lost direction. The whole project lost momentum, Paul. They were….we all were…lost without her. We nearly shut down the whole project. It was her students who convinced me that her work was important, that the only way to make her death count for something was to continue the work.  
 
    “So we did. We started picking up the pieces; and we're still trying to catch up. We've developed a couple of failsafe protocols to shut down dendy processing, but it doesn't get rid of them. Even if we could, we’re not sure how disassembling an established lattice might affect the brain. That’s a study we hope to do in a few years.” Nick took a breath and gathered his thoughts. “Paul, you’re an engineer. You know that some systems are hard to turn off.” 
 
    “I can pull the plug on any of my systems.” 
 
    “Can you?” Nick challenged. “Look at the internet. Sure, you can turn it off, but the ramifications to our connected society would be catastrophic.” 
 
    Paul stared at him, “They’re not the same.” His hand trembled as he sipped his coffee. “You said you can shut down their processing. Will that help Darian? Will it prevent another seizure?” 
 
    Relieved from defending himself, his research, and Sharon’s actions, Nick focused on the fact that there was a problem to solve and a boy's life to save. This was something they could deal with.  
 
    “Well, the modern dendy lattice is chemically restricted to certain sections of the brain. It’s too late to change Darian’s lattice; the dendies are already resident throughout. Sharon was working on a self-replicating version before the accident. Darian’s had that version in his system a long time now, so we have to assume that they’ve had plenty of time to reproduce and get established.” 
 
    “I still don’t understand how you can move from theoretical pencil scratches and computer models into the real world, without first having worked out multiple, redundant fail safes. This is my son we’re talking about. Darian wouldn’t be in this situation if you hadn’t made the dendies self-replicating.” 
 
    “We stopped using that version once NANOSERPA was passed. You know, the Nanotechnology Self-Replication Prevention Act.” 
 
    “Talk about closing the barn door after the horses have escaped!” 
 
    “I know, I know. Let’s just stick to the problem at hand, shall we? The lattice itself shouldn’t cause any harm. All the components are completely bio-compatible. It must be the software causing the problem.” 
 
    “Is there something wrong with their operating system?” 
 
    “No, not per se,” replied Nick. “But, if the dendies are interacting with the RAS, whenever they're faced with a barrage of new information, they could shut down the whole brain and retreat into batch processing mode.” 
 
    That was too much for Paul to follow. “RAS?”  
 
    “The brain’s Reticular Activating System. The RAS connects brain activity to the body. When the system is turned off, brain activity is largely disconnected from a muscular response. It’s why you don’t physically act out every action when you dream. When you looked at Darian’s x-ray, did you see any dendies in his brain stem? What about in the claustrum, thalamic, hypothalamic, or mesencephalic regions?” 
 
    Paul’s blank stare pulled Nick back to reality. “Sorry. Let’s assume the dendies have spread everywhere in his brain by now, and that they shut down the RAS whenever they need to process a lot of information. For example, after reading a bunch of technical or scientific articles. That’s good news. We can work with that. We can alter their programming so they don’t go into hyper-processing shutdown mode unless the RAS is already in the ‘off’ state.” 
 
    “Which means what?” 
 
    “Which means, we can alter their operating system so the dendies only re-organize when Darian’s asleep. When he dreams, they’ll go to work.” 
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    “I don’t think I can go to Church anymore.” 
 
    Paul nearly choked. What in Heaven’s name? He finished chewing, swallowed, and looked at his son. “Okay, I’ll bite. Why not?” 
 
    “I think I’m an atheist now.” 
 
    "Is that so?" He didn’t expect that.  
 
    The previous six months had whirled past. Once Nick reprogrammed Darian’s dendy lattice to coordinate its hyper-processing with the boy’s sleep cycle, the seizures stopped, and Darian’s learning accelerated exponentially.    
 
    The boy sailed through middle school and high school course material as fast as his heightened reading speed would allow. The only things impeding his progress were the school’s bureaucratic compulsion to test him at each level, and his counselor’s resistance to advancing Darian before he was emotionally and socially ready.  
 
    When they finally deemed him ready, they set a graduation date. He considered his options, and accepted an invitation from the Department of Electrical Engineering and Computer Science at MIT. He was healthier than ever and had been adjusting well. His future looked bright.  
 
    Paul sighed. It wasn’t hard to imagine how Darian might attribute his good fortune to his dendies and to the scientists at Neuro Nano, rather than to God’s plan for him. God works in mysterious ways. Darian was proving to be one of His greatest mysteries ever. 
 
    He put down his fork, and gave the conversation his full attention. “I understand that everything is coming pretty easily to you these days but, trust me on this, everyone needs to have faith in a higher power to help carry them through the tough times.”  
 
    “I can see that having faith is useful,” Darian acknowledged.  
 
    Paul was having a difficult time keeping up with his son’s thinking these days. The boy was venturing down intellectual avenues his father was more and more often unable to follow.  
 
    “When your mother died, my faith was the only thing that enabled me to carry on. I knew that God must have a plan, though it wasn’t at all clear to me, and I knew that she was in a better place.” 
 
    Darian laughed. “Oh, Dad. Your belief system is based on too many unproven and wild assumptions to list in a reasonable amount of time.”  
 
    Paul was taken aback by his son’s tone. “Perhaps. But, I am still your father and you will treat me with respect.” It had taken considerable conscious effort to keep his voice level. 
 
    “Sorry,” Darian offered, unconvincingly.  
 
    Paul held his son’s steadfast gaze, asserting silent parental authority. Only when his son looked down did he pick up his fork and resume eating. 
 
    But Darian wasn’t done. “The thing is, since I no longer find it reasonable or rational that God exists, it would be a sham to attend church services. I can't worship something I don’t consider real.”  
 
    Paul placed his fork gently and deliberately on the rim of his plate, and folded his hands in his lap. He’s just a teenager–he reminded himself. He may have an immeasurable IQ, but he’s still a teenager. Rebellion is his duty. “Okay, so tell me, why have you stopped believing in God?”  
 
    “It’s not so much that I don’t believe in any specific god, say the Christian one or the Muslim one. It just seems that the concept of any god doesn’t fit with what we know about the universe. Under those circumstances, I would think that the burden of proof for something so improbable should rest with the claim of the believer of the particular deity.  
 
    “Even if one were to dismiss a fundamental interpretation of the Bible or Quran as being provably incorrect, and were to argue in favor of a more complex version of a hypothetical god, that god can be demonstrated to be a logical contradiction and therefore not to exist.” 
 
    “And how do you get that, exactly?” They had never broached this subject before and he needed a moment to wade through the complexity. “Maybe you could simplify it for me; you know, me being a mere mortal and all.”  
 
    Darian responded without hesitation, “The Bible says that an omniscient and omnipotent God created the universe, not God is the universe, right? In fact, pretty much all creation stories say that God is not of the universe but is formless and timeless, outside the universe He created.” 
 
    “I didn’t know you read your Bible or listened at church, for that matter.”  
 
    “Oh, I listen to everything. I don’t believe what everyone says, though, just because they say it’s true. Anyway, that definition of God is self-contradictory.”  
 
    “Oh, really? How do you figure?” 
 
    “What would it mean to be the Creator?” 
 
    “The standard definition? To have made the stars, the planets, all life.” 
 
    “So, to have formed the various forms of matter and energy based on the pre-existing natural laws of the universe?” Darian asked.  
 
    “Well…no, not exactly.”  
 
    “No, that wouldn’t work. The Creator can’t operate solely within the natural laws of this universe, or we’d have to posit an even higher intelligence that made the natural laws in the first place.” 
 
    “Okay. I’ll give you that.”  
 
    “So, in fact, God the Creator can’t be just any higher intelligence or power but rather THE highest intelligence or power possible. One that is capable of making the natural laws that govern matter and energy in the universe?” 
 
    “I guess…” Paul knew he was being maneuvered down a logical path he didn’t want to follow, but he couldn’t see an off-ramp. He’d have to tag along for now. “Okay, for the sake of argument, let’s say, yes.” 
 
    “So, who made the natural laws that permit the existence of God?” 
 
    “Don’t be ridiculous. Nobody makes natural laws that govern God! He is all-powerful and eternal.” 
 
    “He just exists, right?” 
 
    “That’s what I’m saying. God exists.” 
 
    “How do you mean He exists? What’s He made of? How does He work? What does He think with?” 
 
    “God is a nameless essence, beyond human fathoming.” 
 
    “Well, if He exists, one would think He’s composed of something rather than nothing, right? Maybe not the same stuff of this universe, maybe some kind of spiritual energy or something like that, but not nothing.” 
 
    “No, he’s not nothing.” 
 
    “Okay, we can agree: if God exists, He’s something rather than nothing.” 
 
    “Yes, we can agree on that.” Paul felt a logical trap closing in. 
 
    “Then, what are the laws of nature that govern the something that God’s made of? Where did they come from?” 
 
    “They didn’t come from anywhere. They’re eternal, like God.” 
 
    “So there are laws of nature, somewhere outside of our universe, that God didn’t make?” 
 
    “The eternal laws of God’s essence? Maybe.” 
 
    “Can God alter the laws of nature that govern God’s existence? Could he make a copy of himself, for instance?” 
 
    “That one makes my brain hurt,” Paul complained.  
 
    “Because if He can’t, then He’s not omnipotent. Not if there are some other laws of nature He didn’t determine, the ones that govern His existence. He didn’t make those laws.” 
 
    “Maybe not those. But, in the context of this universe, He’s all-powerful.” 
 
    “But then, we’d have two ways that laws of nature could come about. There’s one set that governs God’s existence—that determines how His essence works—and there’s another set that He made for our universe.” 
 
    Paul grasped for theological straws. “Maybe God is just the Creator of this universe, not all universes. Maybe God has His own God.” 
 
    “And maybe that God also has a God in His universe. And then that God has a God who created His universe,” suggested Darian. 
 
    Paul frowned.  
 
    “If that’s the case, why don’t we just cut out the middlemen, and worship the God at the top of the heap? Oh, wait. There is no top. It’s just Gods all the way up.” 
 
    “Darian, this argument is getting ridiculous. It’s impossible to make natural laws. They’re just there. God used the natural laws to make all Creation.” 
 
    “The natural laws just exist?”  
 
    “That’s right.” 
 
    “And they always did?” Paul could feel the trap closing in. 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “Therefore, no one made the natural laws; they weren’t created. Therefore, there is no ultimate Creator, for there was something before Him, some set of natural laws. Therefore, God the Creator, or at least God the ultimate Creator, doesn’t exist!” 
 
    Paul couldn’t help but follow the logic. At the same time, he wasn’t about to give up his faith so easily. “You’re just playing semantics with me. Even if the natural laws just exist, God would have always, necessarily, existed alongside them.” 
 
    “Then, we can say they are equivalent, even equal? God is natural law, and natural law is God?” 
 
    “I don’t know. I’d have to think about that for a second.” 
 
    “But if they’ve both necessarily existed together, forever, it would be impossible to have one without the other.” 
 
    “Yes, impossible.” 
 
    “So, together, they are a single thing?” 
 
    “I think I see where you’re going.” 
 
    “If by God we mean natural laws and vice versa, then either you have to conclude that natural laws are intelligent and intentional, or you have to conclude that God is just another way of saying Nature.” 
 
    “Maybe that is all I’m saying. God is another way of saying Nature.” 
 
    “Even more, God is Nature.” 
 
    “Okay, sure. God is Nature.” 
 
    “And Nature just is, without intelligence or intention. God the Creator is not a conscious entity, just Nature at work.”  
 
    “I guess you’re right,” Paul had never been unhappier to be led to a new way of thinking about something. “Nature is God, and God is Nature. There is no Higher Intelligence in the sky with a Plan for humanity. Or if there is, He’s not an all-powerful ‘God’, just someone a lot smarter than us.” He looked miserable. 
 
    Darian suddenly realized that, although he was winning the argument intellectually, he was taking something important from his father. “Dad, I’m sorry.”  
 
    “Well, I hope being so damn smart helps you be happier, and to find meaning and purpose in life without any guidance from God.” Paul pushed his food around his plate. Why did his chest feel so heavy? Maybe a little resentment at being bested? Sure, maybe a little. At the same time, he felt a reluctant twinge of pride in how well Darian had argued.  
 
    He let the flood of uncomfortable questions wash over him. If the kid is right, then what happened to Sharon’s soul after her death? How can we find purpose in life if not through doing God’s work? How could the universe have popped into existence without anyone creating it? He was too tired to discuss it any further, and he had no answers of his own. At least, none that would satisfy Darian.  
 
    No longer sure that it would help, Paul said a quick prayer that Darian might someday find the answers he sought. For all his years of bible study, he still couldn’t find the answers to his own questions. 
 
    Darian finished his meal in silence.  
 
    Later that night, before heading to bed, Paul couldn’t stop himself from launching back in, “Do you hate religion, or just us Christians? Are we just some inferior species to you? Fools?” He regretted his words as soon as he heard them but there they were, spoken. 
 
    As brilliant as his lattice made him, as full of knowledge, and as understanding as he’d become, Darian was still a sensitive teenager and capable of being hurt. His confident young face crumpled, and he looked like he would break. “No, I don’t hate anyone, and I don’t think you’re all fools.” 
 
    “Do you hate people who can’t see the Truth the way you do, or do you just feel sorry for them?” Paul couldn’t stop himself; the words kept tumbling out.  
 
    “Dad, I don’t hate people because they don’t know everything. I don’t know everything. If people find strength in some belief system that doesn’t make sense to me, that doesn’t make them bad or inferior, just human.” 
 
    “I see, just human. Poor creatures.”  
 
    Darian didn’t bite. “Look, I’ve been reading a lot of biology these days, and clearly a behavioral trait as deeply ingrained as unreasonable faith, faith in something without any good evidence, must have some inheritable advantage in order to have survived in the species so long.” 
 
    “What do you mean?” 
 
    “Imagine that we were all machines with great computational power but no emotions. What principles would we use to guide our activities? How would we decide what to do with ourselves? How could we distinguish good activities from bad? Useful from useless? Our computers are machines and they can only do what they’re told. So what motivates us otherwise? What gives us inner strength? Our irrational emotions. And faith is one of those emotions.” 
 
    “So having faith provides motivation?” 
 
    “Sure. Faith has given people the courage to explore the world when fear of the unknown incapacitated those around them. It has driven people to pursue their ideas in business, science, technology, and the arts despite disbelief and derision from their family and peers. When we're fighting a losing battle—whether individual or full-scale war—and rational assessment would suggest we stop struggling and give up, faith gives us the motivation and inner strength to carry on. Faith is very powerful. Historically, great confidence has led humanity to great achievements.”  
 
    Paul smiled wryly. “Maybe that big brain of yours is good at something besides science and technology, after all.” 
 
    “Thanks…I think. But faith can get carried away and lead people to believe things that are completely untrue, just because someone claims it to be true. It's like we're wired to trust people who express great confidence in their ideas.  
 
    “The thing is, psychos, sociopaths, and charlatans can express great confidence as well as true leaders. And people can’t always tell one from the other. Some profess such strong faith that others think they must be divinely inspired and will give up wealth and family to follow someone like that on their crazy journey.  
 
    “But confidence is a sign that someone believes they’re right, not that they are actually right. In fact, sometimes, the more outrageous the person's belief, the greater the confidence and fervor it's expressed with. This has helped a lot of extremely improbable claims become widely accepted.” 
 
    “Ah, back to religion.” 
 
    “Sadly, yes. People have used religion to provide the justification to carry out horrible acts of war, murder, slavery and discrimination. Anyone should hate that part. Religious faith can inspire people to overcome their limitations to act for the common good beyond their normal family and tribal groups. But it can also get abused. It's used to vilify and dehumanize outsiders, to claim some twisted sense of superiority, to call individuals, communities and whole countries to war. Faith itself isn’t the problem, but specific belief systems can be counterproductive to human progress.” 
 
    Paul looked at his son in a whole new light. It’s not just that he’s smarter. He’s mature, wise beyond his years. “So, without any religious faith, with just Nature, how do you find the strength and motivation to carry on?” 
 
    Darian spread his arms wide, grinning. “Look at me. I’m young. My body is full of life-affirming hormones coursing through my veins. I have a pretty good life. I haven’t lived long enough for fear to conquer me.” Paul was relieved to see this flash of boyish playfulness—his son!—still alive and well inside this passionate philosopher sitting across from him. 
 
    “Seriously, though? I don’t know. I don’t have an answer to that. The universe is still full of so many fascinating things. I hope to figure out the point of it all before it becomes boring and predictable.” 
 
    Paul marveled at his son’s growth, fearlessly facing the universe on its own terms, exactly as it was. “You know, I realize the dendies make you a lot smarter than you used to be, but when did you become so wise?” 
 
    “Wait until you read my analysis of War and Peace before you conclude I have any wisdom at all,” quipped Darian, back to being a typical smart-aleck teenager. Paul shook his head and rolled his eyes with dramatic exaggeration.  
 
    They laughed it off, and parted with a hug. It felt good to share a rare “normal” father-and-son moment. Exhausted, Paul wished his son goodnight and they went to their rooms.  
 
    Darian drifted off to sleep thinking about the challenge his father had given him earlier, to figure out how one might live a life of meaning and purpose in the universe as it was, without the promise of some future reward or the threat of future punishment. His dreams that night were more vivid than normal, and his dendies were unusually active. While Darian dreamed, the dendies got down to work. They estimated a lengthy computation. 
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    NSA Classified- Level III, File No.: 06-84857 
 
    Recorded: April 17, 2032, 18:30, Dallas, Texas. 
 
    Subject: Yeshua’s True Guard (YTG) Executive Committee meeting. 
 
    Source: Verified. Compiled from quadruple-redundant neural recordings made on-site by NSA24135 Spyders. Original ocular and aural recordings attached. 
 
    Verified voices: George Colder, Patrick Burton, Saul Trent, Mike Freeman, Dona Nielson, Steve Stockwell 
 
    Colder: Lord, bless this congregation and these good people who have come together in Your Name to bring Your Kingdom to this, Your chosen nation. Let our minds be clear and our hearts steady as we pursue Your Will. In Yeshua, we are strong. 
 
    All: Amen.  
 
    Burton: Before we begin, can I get verification on the security sweep? 
 
    Trent: Yes, sir. The scan shows no transmitting devices present. Everyone’s been cleared. No recorders in the room. Normally, we’d have to worry about laser pickup off the windows, but I think we’re safe from that down here in the basement. 
 
    Burton: Alright, let’s begin by welcoming a man I’m sure y’all know real well, the next Senator from the great State of Texas and our future President, Fred Mitchell. [applause and cheers] 
 
    Colder: Thank you for coming down tonight, Mr. Mitchell. 
 
    Mitchell: My pleasure, George. Thanks for inviting me. And thank every last one of you for your dedication, your faith, and your patriotism. It is truly a great honor to be with you here, tonight. Seeing you here fills me with hope. [applause] 
 
    Colder: Thank you, sir. We have a fairly short agenda tonight. First up is Mike. Can you tell us how our numbers are looking, Mike? 
 
    Freeman: Thank you, George. The Election Committee has been working hard on Mr. Mitchell’s campaign leading up to the primaries. It's tight but showing promise. We’re at 30%. We’re closing in on Mr. Conys who's held a steady 35%, and we've pulled ahead of Reverend LaMontagne, who’s in third place at 26%. It looks like we're pretty much assured a victory in the run-off, thanks to the support that will be coming from the Reverend’s people. 
 
    Colder: Is everything in place for Reverend LaMontagne’s announcement? 
 
    Freeman: Yes. Those, shall we say, “enlightening” videos delivered to the Election Committee last month were sent to the Reverend with the anticipated result. Lord knows how he was able to keep his own mother’s falling away from the Church a secret all this time, but the clips of her attending those atheist "services" convinced him he ought to pledge his full support to Mr. Mitchell in the runoff and focus more on his congregation if he wishes to have any kind of political future in this state. His announcement will come tonight.  
 
    Colder: I expect so. [chuckling] Thank you, Mike. Please convey the Executive’s appreciation to the Election Committee for a job well done. 
 
    Freeman: I'll do that, sir. Also, Reverend LaMontagne asked me to pass along his congratulations to Mr. Mitchell on a solid campaign. He looks forward to putting this ugliness behind us and working together to defeat those damned Democrats. He trusts Mr. Mitchell will remember who provided the support needed to win this election, at some appropriate time in the future. 
 
    Colder: I’m sure we’ll be able to find a suitable role for true patriots like the Reverend in the new republic. Next up is Dona, with an update on our liaison with the committees in other states. Dona? 
 
    Nielson: Thank you, George. I spoke last week with the organizing committee in New Mexico. I’m pleased to announce that they've agreed to join us in creating our glorious New Confederacy. We have firm commitments from all the great southern states from New Mexico to Florida, north to Virginia, and west to Kentucky. That makes sixteen standing with us when we throw those devils in Washington out of our homeland and take back control of our own destiny. [applause and foot stomping]  
 
    Colder: That’s wonderful news, Dona. What about our fellow organizations in the north and on the west coast? 
 
    Nielson: I won’t lie. It’s been a nightmare dealing with those lefty socialists in California and in Washington State. Trying to get United Churchers, Unitarians, and Buddhists to agree on anything is a real challenge. But compared to dealing with those commie Canadians and the secular Frenchies in Quebec, it’s been a piece of cake. [laughter] The good news is, we’re finally getting through. The United Brethren along the Pacific coast from California to Alaska have agreed to coordinate their secession with ours. Come January, once Senator-Elect Mitchell assumes control of the Governor’s mansion here in Austin and declares it as the White House of the New Confederacy, Governor Alcraft out in Olympia will declare Pacifica’s independence as well. [cheers]  
 
    Colder: How about British Columbia? Are they ready to declare?  
 
    Nielson: Yes, the provinces of British Columbia and Alberta have both pledged to declare separation from the rest of Canada and join the west-coast states in forming New Pacifica. Truth be told, the Albertans would have preferred to join our Confederacy, but we just couldn’t figure out how to make that work geographically. Too many unallied states lie between us. That’s okay, though. They might consider themselves to be conservatives, but that’s Canadian conservative. Around these parts, we spell that with a l’il ‘c’. As far as I can tell, they fall somewhere to the left of Wilson. [loud laughter] 
 
    Colder: Any updates on Quebec? 
 
    Freeman: As soon as BC and Alberta announce separation, Monsieur Prevost, the Premier of Quebec, will declare martial law in that province. He has the active wing of the Parti Quebecois Libre waiting to assume control of government buildings and media outlets. No doubt, there’ll be a lot of resistance from the national government in…where is it? Oh, yes, Ottawa. The feds are going to have their hands so busy with the western rebellion. I expect they’ll see the writing on the wall pretty quickly. We expect the remaining Canadian provinces will move toward applying for a union within weeks, piggybacking onto whatever part of the former America is closest to them. Heck, one or two of them may try to make a go of it on their own. 
 
    Colder: You haven't mentioned our central and northern states. Are we seeing any support there yet? 
 
    Freeman: We’ve tried to help the movements in the northern states, but they just won’t have their acts together in time. And Heaven only knows what those disorganized Godless gamblers in Nevada and the Mormons in Utah are up to. [laughter] At any rate, we will have our New Confederacy. Whatever’s left of the un-United Welfare States of America will just have to look out for itself. [applause and cheers] 
 
    Colder: Thank you, Dona. It looks like we’re right on our original timetable. I have some progress to report, too. I spoke with our righteous brothers in England and France. They tell me that the Muslim-friendly European Union Parliament has gone too far. They've invited all of North Africa, from Morocco to Egypt, to apply for membership. Our conscientious objectors in the non-aligned EU countries predict this will leave Europe wide open to the Muslim invasion the Crusaders fought against over eight hundred years ago. 
 
    Trent: Good Lord, why don’t they just let in all the Indians and Chinese, while they’re at it? [laughter] 
 
    Colder: You never know, they still might. [more laughter] The EU claims they need to increase immigration because their demographics are unfavorable—not enough of their own young folk are having babies. Their debt load hasn't declined since the Great Recession, and the past twenty years of zero growth, even with negative interest rates, has been killing them. It doesn't help that the Euro's been crashing even faster than the dollar since 2021.  
 
    They're drowning, and they've had about all they can take of those rich bureaucrats in Belgium telling them what to spend their tax dollars on. Three hundred percent debt-to-GDP? That’s no way to build a future!  
 
    They're looking for us to lead the way, to rescue them from financial ruin. Again. But before we do that, they need to carry out their own Freedom Revolution. We'll be ready to offer them full support once our new government is in place—I'm talking military, monetary and organizational. 
 
    Mitchell: We’ll have to be very careful how we do that. With the European Union buying so much of our oil and liquid natural gas, we don’t want to be seen as interfering in their internal affairs. We are, of course. We just don’t want to be seen doing it. [laughter] 
 
    Colder: Not to worry. We have a number of circumspect communication channels in place, working through our friends in Iran. Ever since the Shah took back control from the Ayatollahs, the sanctions from the EU-China-Russia trading block have hurt them a lot. EU-supported, large-scale development of solar power in North Africa is hitting their oil and nuclear electricity exports where it hurts. Iran needs our support. We've promised to work with them in strategically setting prices and quotas in future. Timing is the key. But don’t worry. None of the arms or money we invest in bringing down the European Union will be traceable back to us.  
 
    Mitchell: I think I can help that along. My administration will be happy to help undermine the cozy little arrangement between the EU, China, and Russia. They haven’t exactly been doing us any favors this past decade since they started conducting all their business in Euros, rubles, and renminbi.  
 
    Many: Hear, hear! [cheers and applause] 
 
    Colder: I’ll take that as a yes-vote, then. 
 
    Stockwell: No, George, I think that’s more like a "Hell, yes!" vote. [prolonged loud laughter, cheers, and applause] 
 
    Colder: Alright. Settle down, everyone. I’ll remind you, although I appreciate your enthusiasm, we are working in the name of our Lord, Yeshua. So, let’s try to keep the profanity down, please. 
 
    Stockwell: Sorry about that. 
 
    Colder: No harm done, Steve. Now, before we call it a night, why don’t you fill us in on the progress with the New Militia? 
 
    Stockwell: Yes, sir. I am pleased to report to the Executive Committee that the New Confederacy Militia is ready for action.  Our organizational structure makes it difficult to determine the exact numbers, but I’ve passed word outward through the various Command cells to try to generate some kind of estimate of our support.  
 
    To give you a rough idea, each Militia Cell is twelve members. If everyone does as instructed and doesn’t join any cell outside their Reporting Cell and Leading Cell, then across all the future member-states, that would put us at over 52,000 trained and armed men and women prepared to put their lives on the line for the New Confederacy.  
 
    We also asked our Militia members to report if they’ve had any military training. Over 68% answered affirmatively. Our command recruits from the major Army, Navy, and Air Force bases assure me that we will have timely access to both troops and weapons.  
 
    Colder: Thank you, Steve, or should I say, General Stockwell? 
 
    Thank you all for a job well done—I remind you that it’s not over until Senator Mitchell is President Mitchell. And with your courage, your faith and, yes, your sacrifices, we will get there. History will remember you as the heroes and patriots you truly are. 
 
    On November 2nd, we start the countdown to the New Confederacy, and to a new Christian era in our beloved South. [loud cheers and applause] 
 
    Yeshua bless this Committee and the holy work we do. Yeshua bless the New Confederacy!  
 
    Many: Yeshua bless the New Confederacy! 
 
      
 
    [Original transcript and recordings transmitted to Deputy Director Thornten May 1, 2032. No copies made.) 
 
    From the moment he received Deputy Director Thornten’s suspiciously casual call requesting this meeting, Senator Fred Mitchell was filled with a foreboding premonition.  
 
    Something’s up. Something ominous. Weighty. High-level NSA Executives like Thornten don’t drop by a newly elected Senator's Lakeway District country home to have a friendly chat. And they wouldn’t conduct routine business out here. This has to be something big, something he wants to keep off the records.  
 
    Senator Mitchell poured himself a generous bourbon on the rocks, and an iced tea for Deputy Director Thornten. He’d convinced Doris to take her mother for lunch at the Golf and Country Club today so she wouldn’t feel obliged to play hostess. The two men sipped their drinks and exchanged superficial pleasantries as they made their way outdoors to the shaded terrace.  
 
    Thornten took a seat opposite the Senator; he left his sunglasses on. Mitchell resisted being drawn in by his own reflection, and took stock of the Deputy Director. He saw a highly disciplined career man sporting the lean, hard body and buzz-cut of a young naval lieutenant, and a pale complexion owing to more years spent analyzing intelligence data than sailing the open seas. Only a few small wrinkles overshooting the reflective lenses belied his true age. Neither relaxed nor hostile, Thornten wasn't giving away any clues. What was he up to that couldn’t be dealt with at work?  
 
    Mitchell nursed his bourbon and waited for Thornten to begin. It was shaping up to be another unseasonably warm December day in the Austin area, with highs expected to be in the mid-70s. The two men gazed out over the garden below, where Fernando was pruning the dormant shrubs and bushes. Sunlight glittered off the lazy Colorado River.  Down at the lower end of the property, Fernando’s assistant was placing mulch over any exposed roots of the two brilliant red Shumard Oaks. 
 
    Thornten unrolled his display tablet—a cheap disposable, Mitchell noticed—and called up the transcript. He spun it around and sat back to Mitchell some time to read.  
 
    Ten minutes later, Mitchell leaned back and took a good, long swallow of his drink. He massaged his brow, in an effort to stem his burgeoning panic. How could we have been bugged? Our security was iron-clad. We were so careful with our communications. How did the NSA even know about the gathering?  
 
    “Okay, I presume you'd like something from me. Otherwise, I’d be dead, behind bars, or on my way to some secret debriefing session.” 
 
    Where was the leak? His mind raced through the list of people who either attended or helped arrange the organizational meeting. It wasn't easy. They’d intentionally organized the YTG—Yeshua’s True Guard Church—like terrorist groups.  
 
    Meetings were limited to cells of twelve people, and each person in a Reporting Cell personally recruited the other eleven members of their own lower-level Cells. It was an annoyingly inefficient way to organize a revolution, but necessary. When your own government maintained passive surveillance on almost all public places—and apparently some semi-private ones as well—and when they actively recorded and analyzed all electronic communications, keeping secrets required attention to every conceivable hole in your security. 
 
    Wait a minute. Washington would order the NSA to descend on me in force if solid information about my treason had landed on the appropriate desk. So why is Thornten bringing this to me now, himself, and why out here?  
 
    Did the Deputy Director expect Mitchell to inform on the entire movement to save his own hide? Whether as a traitor to the country or as a traitor to the YTGC, either way, he’d likely soon be dead or in prison. He could feel his life closing in around him, and options being stripped away. 
 
    “Actually, Senator Mitchell, my purpose in coming to you today was not exactly in any official capacity. I’m here to help.” 
 
    “To help? What do you mean? Help how? I thought you were here to…” He picked up his glass and knocked back the remaining bourbon. 
 
    “You didn’t think I was here to blackmail you, did you? Or worse?” The Deputy Director chuckled and removed his glasses. “No, not at all.” His steady gaze looked sincere. “That tablet and its duplicate in my office safe contain the only two copies of that transcript and the supporting recordings. I hope that after our meeting today, we’ll agree to destroy both of those copies.”  
 
    “I don’t understand.” 
 
    “Fred, may I call you Fred? Like you, and many others in that meeting, I’m also deeply troubled by the corruption festering at the core of our once great nation. We've lost our way through a combination of non-existent morals, excessive immigration, multiculturalism, secularism, and a pathetic foreign policy.  
 
    “I used to believe I could do something about it once I reached the heart of the beast. I was so naïve. Even for the top positions of the administrative machinery, Langley and Washington remain intractable. And all the while, that nasty rot is eating away at our nation’s heart. It has to be stopped.” 
 
    Mitchell was dumbfounded. He desperately wanted another drink. “Mr. Deputy Director,” he began. 
 
    “Please, call me Chris,” Thornten interrupted. 
 
    “Chris, I’m kind of dry at the moment. Can I refill your iced tea while I pour myself another?” 
 
    “Please. But, you know, I think I’ll join you in something a little stronger, if it’s all the same to you.” 
 
    Mitchell stepped to the bar inside his study, poured Thornten a bourbon, and refreshed his own.  
 
    “Mr. Deputy Director, Chris. I have to say, I don't know how to respond to what you just told me. I’d think you were running some kind of a sting operation, if I hadn’t already seen that transcript.” 
 
     “But you have seen it.” The two men returned to the patio, where they stood examining the lawn and river below.   
 
    “Yes, I have. You have everything you need to charge a US Senator, an Army General, and probably a number of other influential and powerful people with treason. Instead, you waltz in here and tell me you’d like to join us. Now, what would you have me make of that?” 
 
    “What you make of it is that, like you, I am a true patriot. And that, like you, I also see no future for this country as it is.” 
 
    “I still don’t understand how a camera got into that room. The security was even better than it is here in my house, and I never fear speaking what I truly believe when I’m home.” 
 
    “Read the top of that transcript again.” 
 
    “This bit about quadruple-redundant neural recordings made by Spyders? What on God’s green Earth are those?” 
 
    “I could be charged for treason just for letting you read that one line,” answered Thornten. “Fred, you are now privy to one of this nation’s newest Intelligence collection tools. Only a handful of individuals with Top Secret clearance know about this. These Spyders are literally spiders, real spiders that are genetically and electronically engineered so that we can use their nervous systems as programmable recording devices.” 
 
    “You've got to be kidding me.” 
 
    “No, not at all. There’s an MIT spin-off company in Boston, run by that genius kid. You know, the one with the nano computer lattice thing in his head. Well, his company developed a way to connect nano-scale electronics with the brains of insects, if you can believe it. NSA appropriated it, and now we have the ability to walk one of these bugs into any room, and have it sit there and record everything that goes on.  
 
    “We don’t need to send radio transmission, lasers, or anything else into the room. We preprogram our bugs to walk in, record, and then walk out, completely undetected and ignored by all. We download their recordings offline. It’s the most effective listening device we’ve ever used.” 
 
    “Genetic engineering is a blasphemy against God’s creatures,” Mitchell said. 
 
    “Yes, it is. And it’s just another sign of how far this Administration has strayed from what decent, upstanding, Christian folk would agree to. It’s not enough the government lets foreigners overrun our country. Now they’re approving and funding companies to make abominations of God's creations.” 
 
    “Chris, if this gets out, it could bring the Administration down.” 
 
    “Yes, it might,” agreed the Deputy Director. “Outrage in the South would be enormous. But I’m not so sure the Yankees are going to stand with us on this. Anyway, what good would it do? Whoever replaced them would just cover up the whole thing and carry on as before, same as always.” 
 
    “But aren’t you part of that system, too?” 
 
    “Well, I used to think I was. I was just as surprised and disturbed as you to learn about the Spyder program. I would never have approved it. But when Director Brundy ordered me to use it to listen in on your organization, well, I couldn’t very well refuse on moral grounds, could I?” 
 
    “I guess not.” 
 
    “As it turned out, the whole operation was quite…serendipitous, you could say. I was inspired by what your movement is trying to accomplish and by the enormous support you’ve drawn to your cause. I can see the writing on the wall, and I don't like what I see. I’d like to offer my help so that your goals can be achieved with a minimum of bloodshed.” 
 
    Mitchell was stunned but elated. He never could have imagined in his wildest dreams that a top NSA executive would come to his home to offer his allegiance to their plans for an independent New Confederacy. A few minutes ago, he’d been contemplating the end of his dreams for a better, stronger, more moral South, and the end of his freedom. Maybe even the end of his life. Now, he was thinking of ways that this powerful insider could help make their dream become a reality. 
 
    “Chris, you can’t imagine how glad I am to hear you say that. What do you have in mind?” 
 
     “Well, I’m happy to let your executive committee decide how I might best assist you. For the moment, I envision continuing to monitor your group’s activities but making sure that the recordings, transcripts, and analyses do not get into the wrong hands. Only my own hand-selected analysts download and transcribe the recordings. They send them directly to me, and me alone. My official reports on your activities have covered up anything serious on your part.  
 
    “It sounds like your people will be ready to start activating your plans shortly. You should know that over the past few decades, my group has developed a variety of tools designed to cripple enemy information and communication systems for up to forty-eight hours. These tools can be used equally well against certain designated systems in America. I would presume that impairing the coordination of those who would oppose the New Confederacy would be a useful weapon when the time is right. Would it not?” 
 
    “Yes, most helpful.” 
 
    “And I would hope that anyone who could deliver such useful tools might find a respectable position within the Administration of that New Confederacy?” 
 
    “Yes, I’m certain that could be arranged. Chris, thank you. You’re a Godsend. Where do you hail from, anyway? You sound like a Southern boy to me.” 
 
    “Originally from Florida.” 
 
    “Raised Florida Baptist, I’ll bet.” 
 
    “Yes, sir. Tampa Bay.” 
 
    “Well, I’m sure the rest of the Executive will be as happy to welcome you as I am. I’ll call a special meeting to introduce you next week if you’re available.” 
 
    “This group has been my top priority for the past ten months, and it will continue to be so until my Director decides otherwise. Just because I’ll be working to help you rather than expose you is no reason for me to change that priority, is it?” 
 
    The two men laughed, both relieved at how well the meeting had gone. Mitchell extended his hand to make it official. “I propose we toast the beginning of a wonderful association.” 
 
    “To the New Confederacy?” Thornten proposed. 
 
    “To the New Confederacy.”  
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    Darian and his father took a table in the sunken patio of a Newbury Ave café.  
 
    Paul put in their order then sat back, appreciating the beautiful May afternoon. Pedestrians strolled along the eye-level sidewalk, luxuriating in the sunshine as they checked out the lunch options along the avenue.  
 
    Many of the passersby, like him, had been recently laid off from their jobs, but the full economic shock of The Great Secession had not yet eliminated their dining out budget.  
 
    Most were still in a state of denial. Like naively hopeful children of divorced parents, they clung to the belief that Congress and the White House would find soon some way to reverse the shattering of the union or, at the very least, construct a new federation to cooperate on issues of joint interest, like defense and the dollar. They held this futile hope in spite of the fact that over half of the elected Representatives and Senators now represented constituencies that were no longer part of the United States of America.  
 
    Lunch arrived and Paul dug into his generous chicken salad sandwich. Darian, unusually subdued, barely picked at his food. Paul's exaggerated eye-rolling, lip-smacking and appreciative comments with each bite of the bistro fare, drew nothing in return. He had learned some years ago that once Darian became preoccupied like this, he would not be enticed into the conversation until he was good and ready.  
 
    Paul turned his attention back to the food, the weather, and the people, resolved to accept the silence for as long as Darian needed.  
 
    “They’re classifying my thesis Top Secret, sealing it from the public.” 
 
    Paul stopped the French fry halfway to his mouth. “What? They can’t do that!” 
 
    “Apparently, they can.”  
 
    “Did they say why?” 
 
    “Not explicitly. But I know it’s for military application. Dad, when I designed the neural lattices that would fit into the brains of birds and mammals, even insects, I was thinking along the lines of how cool it would be to be able to direct their activities remotely by computer. You know, something like a monkey to clean up around the house, to help shut-ins and disabled folks. Maybe program house spiders to limit flies and mosquitoes in a managed way. And just think of all the applications in manufacturing and service industries! But the military and Homeland Security has other plans. Big surprise, right? I should have seen that one coming.” 
 
    “Other plans? Like what?” 
 
    “All the usual things, I imagine: spying, diffusing bombs, replacing drones, you name it. Uncle Nick told me they've used my work to develop something they call a ‘spyder’—that's spider with a ‘y’. Spy-der. Obviously, there would be military applications. Everything ever invented can be used for peace or for war. They're only tools. What makes them good or bad is the user's intent. Why would my dendy lattices be any different?” 
 
    “I’m sure the government has its reasons.” 
 
    “I don't know. I'm just disappointed, is all. Okay, maybe a little ticked off. Why couldn't they at least give my intended applications a chance, and classify only the military uses? They don't have to lock everything down. Everything, Dad. The whole works, even my thesis. They said it's too dangerous to make public.” 
 
    “That’s ridiculous.” 
 
    “I agree, but there’s nothing I can do about it.” 
 
    “Well, at least you’ll still get your degree, right?” 
 
    “Yes, I'll get the degree, but they won’t let me publish anything, not even an abstract. There'll be some innocuous title and then a little notation saying the work has been classified. That's it.” 
 
    “I guess Nick and David will be happy. If your work's classified, they don't have to worry about competitors for a while. And, no doubt, it would lead to some huge contracts from the military for the company.” 
 
    “If they want to work for the Department of Defense for the rest of their lives, they can have it.” 
 
    Paul wasn't sure how to respond. He was proud of his son, and excited for his future. But if the government stopped Darian from publishing, that was bound to put a serious dent in his academic profile. And how far did their control run? What if his son wanted to continue his research outside the government? Could they stop him from pursuing his work altogether if he didn't partner with them? Darian was so exceptional, unique really, that Paul worried about how he would get on in the world.  
 
    On the flip side, accommodating the military's interests could open up some insanely generous funding possibilities for Neuro Nano. They'd finally have some steady income, maybe even the means to pay out some dividends before long. Now that Paul’s own employment situation was uncertain, he held considerably less disdain for the government’s deep-pocketed spending and the opportunities that went with it. “Have you thought about what would you like to do after you graduate from MIT?” 
 
    Darian let his mind be lulled by the stream of pedestrians, all completely oblivious to his struggles. “I’m thinking of doing a second doctorate.” 
 
    Paul picked up another fry and chewed slowly and thoughtfully. “Okay, that’s a surprise. I thought you were done with school.”  
 
    “This would be in synthetic biology. MIT said they'd fully fund me if I ever went back and, with all the lab work involved, it would feel more like a job than school, anyway.” 
 
    “What would you work on?” 
 
    “I’ve been thinking that Mom never really got to finish her work. In her design, the dendies require a non-biological seed so the synthetases can replicate from the template. I’m thinking I’d like to see if the whole system can be built from scratch, starting from a strictly biological basis.” 
 
    “I’m sorry, but about all I got out of that is that you'd like to continue the dendy work you mom started, is that right?” 
 
    “Yes. I don’t think I’m quite finished exploring everything of interest in that area yet.” 
 
    “Wouldn’t that work also get classified?” 
 
    “Maybe I won’t publish everything I’m working on.” 
 
    “Listen, son, you’re only seventeen. Be careful what you say. Sure, you have a couple of MIT degrees and a solid academic reputation, but you don’t want the government taking too much of an interest in you. They might just decide to classify you, and I don’t think you’d like the restrictions they would put on your work or your life.” 
 
    Darian pulled the pick from his unfinished club sandwich and poked at the bread. 
 
    “Maybe it’s time to think about doing your research someplace besides MIT,” Paul suggested. “You know, your mother actually began her dendy research while she was up in Canada.” 
 
    “Yeah, but they’re almost as crazy as we are these days,” Darian countered. 
 
    “That’s true, in some ways. Everyone's going through a lot of adjustment right now. So long as you avoid the religion-based schools in the South and stay clear of the socialist kooks up here, you might find a happy middle ground with the moderates in California. Or what about up in British Columbia?” 
 
    Darian nodded and picked up his sandwich. “Berkeley was one of the homes of SynBio, and they're still doing a lot of great work there.” 
 
    “Berkeley's always been a great university. Very liberal but solid in the Life Sciences,” Paul offered helpfully. “And if you apply now and move to San Francisco this summer, you'd be able to get in before they close the borders to Americans outside of Pacifica.”  
 
    “But then you’d be here, and I’d be in another country,” Darian pointed out between mouthfuls. "Our home is here, and so is everything I’ve ever known and cared about.” 
 
    “Well, maybe it’s time you expand your horizons. I mean, you’d still be in North America. It’s not like you’d be moving to Germany or anything. ”  
 
    Darian nearly choked. "Germany, Dad? Really?"  
 
    "Look, there’s nothing tying me to Boston anymore.” Paul held up his hands, demonstrating a distinct lack of shackles. “Maybe we should sell the house, and I’ll move out to the coast with you.” 
 
    “It’s not like I need my daddy to keep me company,” Darian grinned.  
 
    “No, you’re well past that,” Paul agreed quickly. “It could be good for me, too, though. It wouldn’t hurt for me to expand my own horizons a little. I don’t know how our government is going to respond to this secessionist rebellion any more than you do, but the economy here in what's left of this country is dismal. It’s hard to imagine a rosy future, right now.” 
 
    Darian’s focus shifted outward to some distant point. Paul recognized the look. It meant his son was either referencing a ton of material on the internet, or he was busy with some deep calculation, or both. Waiting for Darian to finish whatever he was doing inside his marvelous lattice-enhanced brain, Paul finished his sandwich and ordered another cold beer. 
 
    “I’ve been reading some articles about President Wilson, Senator Mitchell, and Governor Alcraft; and the political analyses and background papers on what happens when countries break apart due to internal insurrections.”  
 
    Darian's voice took on a stilted academic tone when he was thinking with the semiconductor lattice instead of his biological brain. “In addition, I have investigated several political, social and psychological modeling methodologies, and constructed a crude composite simulation to predict future activities by these three men. Preliminary results indicate that President Wilson will choose to negotiate rather than call upon the military. The negotiations are unlikely to lead to any agreements on the major issues in the near term, especially on currency and defense. 
 
    “Senator Mitchell seems entrenched and is unlikely to respond well to suggestions regarding future cooperation. He doesn't like President Wilson’s politics or his religious affiliation. He will move the New Confederacy toward stronger protectionist and isolationist policies for the foreseeable future.  
 
    “Governor Alcraft, on the other hand, leans toward pragmatism. He will work hard to maintain good relations with what is left of the United States and Canada. I estimate a 95% probability that all parts of the former country will default on 70% of their collective debts over the next three years. There is only a 5% probability that the New Confederacy will recognize its obligation for any of these debts, while there is an 80% chance that Pacifica will assume some portion of its previously shared obligation.” 
 
    “Makes you wonder why they bothered to separate at all.” 
 
    “The majority of analysts suggest the states and provinces making up Pacifica all share a desire for increased fiscal responsibility and a pragmatic, inclusive, secular government.  
 
    “They differ from the government of the New Confederacy in rejecting a Christian basis for Criminal and Civil Codes. They also differ from the remaining United States in refusing to endlessly fund unaffordable corporate welfare programs.  
 
    “They were rushed into an untimely secession, owing partly to their respective governments refusing to pass balanced budgets, and partly to the precipitous actions of the movement in the South.” Darian blinked at his own analysis. 
 
    “Well, the New Confederacy certainly seems hell-bent on ruining what’s left of this country, that’s for sure.” 
 
    “It does appear that the key figures behind the New Confederacy wish to punish the collective governments of the past for their reckless spending, cultural dilution, and lack of religious purity.  
 
    “There is an 85% probability that the New Confederacy will recognize Christianity as its official religion and English as its only official language. There is a contingent 80% probability that the surviving America will be forced to make a similar declaration in order to reduce emigration to the South by the wealthy. By contrast, Pacifica is likely to continue to emphasize a multi-cultural approach, given its large Latino and Asian populations.” 
 
    “Well, I agree with both social tolerance and fiscal responsibility. But it’s hard to say which fragment of the country will fare best. No matter how you slice it, this is a real mess.” 
 
    “My model calculates a 98% probability that the US dollar will depreciate a further 40% before the situation stabilizes. The GDPs of the remaining union and New Confederacy are almost certain to decrease by three to five percent per year for the next five years before settling into a significantly reduced standard of living. Pacifica appears to have the right combination of resources and innovative capability to withstand that kind of devaluation. Should they decide to create their own currency, it would be more stable than the Greenback or the Greyback.” 
 
    “Maybe it wouldn’t be such a bad idea to relocate out to California, after all,” Paul hypothesized. 
 
    Darian smiled, a sign that he’d returned from the world of the cold, analytic machine within him. “Maybe this would be a good time to move. And it would be a pretty good place to go—as good as any, right now.” 
 
    Father and son shared eye contact for a few seconds. “Psst! Don’t look now,” Paul hissed, “but I think we just made a decision. See, that wasn’t so bad.” They burst out laughing, and Darian reached across the table to pilfer his father's unfinished fries.  
 
    Feeling good, but not quite ready to face all the changes and details headed their way, Paul steered the conversation to the Red Sox's chances in the upcoming season. "Well, it's no secret American League Baseball has always wanted to go international. I guess they got their wish—just not the way they expected," he chuckled.  
 
    America might be going to Hell in a handbasket, but at least its national sport would continue. 
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    “Is that him?” Larry pointed toward a small delegation approaching the foot of the stairs.  
 
    The young man being swarmed by university executives looked too young to be a professor. He carried himself more like a first-year grad student: awkward, gawky, and out of place. He certainly looked nerdy enough to be a physics professor. His “do-it-yourself” haircut was far from stylish, barely combed, and he was painfully uncomfortable in the shirt, tie, and outdated tweed jacket.  
 
    The object of everyone’s attention gave the appearance of being properly impressed with the campus architecture as his tour guides pointed out each particularly splendid feature. Online VR tours now made such personalized walkabouts unnecessary but whether it was due to nostalgia, a testament to their pride, or a twisted test of character, the majority of Department Chairs still insisted on dragging new recruits through the motions. 
 
    “Yeah, that looks like him,” Greg answered. He and Larry were camped at the top of the stairs, looking out over the covered Convocation Mall between the Library and Student Services buildings. Their perch was strategically positioned to catch a glimpse of Simon Fraser University’s newest celebrity faculty member, Darian Leigh.  
 
    Almost all campus foot traffic passed on one side or other of the Mall before entering the lower level of the Academic Quadrangle. On a nice day like this sunny July afternoon, it was impossible to resist climbing the majestic stairs and meandering your way across the floating path that spanned the reflection pool and provided shade to the brightly colored koi below. At the end of the pond, a passing appreciation of the sunken central gardens and pyramid sculpture was obligatory before heading into the raised AQ building to enjoy the spectacular view of Indian Arm.  
 
    “He looks way younger than his pictures,” Larry noted.  
 
    Perhaps that was because he was indeed, young. Darian Leigh carried without much grace the thin, insubstantial form of a stereotypically anemic academic, including an early predisposition toward a small paunch. Clearly, he spent more time in thought, than in the gym.  
 
    But at twenty-two years old, with PhDs in Nano-Computing, Synthetic Biology, and Quantum Cosmology, and the rumblings of a Nobel Prize candidacy (or two) already in the wings, Darian Leigh was the most remarkable person ever to stand in the middle of the soaring columns of SFU.  
 
    “I expected him to look a little, I don’t know, smarter,” Greg confided.  
 
    “Well, you’re a lot smarter than you look,” Larry mocked. 
 
    “Thanks, I think.” He and Larry had been friends throughout grad school. Starting their first postdoc positions together under such a famous Principal Investigator as Darian Leigh cemented the easy camaraderie and good-natured ribbing that had accompanied their student years. 
 
    “Well, maybe not a lot smarter,” Dr. Kathy Liang, the newest member of the team, chimed in as she claimed a seat alongside them.  
 
    Greg laughed, a little louder than intended. His attraction to the intriguing Chinese-American engineer only amplified his usual social awkwardness, causing him to overcompensate in her presence.  
 
    Kathy was accustomed to the effect she had on male colleagues and politely ignored their discomfiture, doing her best to be a casually accepted member of the group.  
 
    She had arrived in Vancouver only a month earlier, hired to help set up the new lab. Given the paucity of instructions from Dr. Leigh, this had proven a challenging task for all of them. They ended up spending a good deal of their time familiarizing themselves with each other’s work, with Dr. Leigh’s seminal papers on the theory of Big Bang physics, and with the coffee and beer served in the Student Society pub.  
 
    While they were chatting, Darian and his executive entourage had climbed to the top of the stairs unnoticed by his new assistants. “Not waiting for me, are you?” 
 
    They jumped to their feet. “Dr. Leigh!” Though Darian was the youngest of them all, he was their undeniable superior. More than his coveted faculty position, it was his intellectual prowess and prestige that commanded their attention and respect.  
 
    Darian decided that introductions were in order. “Madam President, Dr. Pinto, Dr. Wong, Dr. Pratt, I’d like to present the charter members of my group here at SFU.  
 
    “Dr. Katherine Liang is a graduate of the Applied Physics Department at Stanford. Dr. Valeriy Rusalov and Dr. Girikanshayam Mahajani are graduates of Physics here at SFU.” He nodded at each of Kathy, Larry and Greg in turn as he introduced them. Both groups stood in awkward silence at the unaccustomed meeting of disparate academic strata.  
 
    Kathy stepped forward, hand outstretched, “It’s nice to see you again, Dr. Leigh," she beamed, precipitating handshakes all round. 
 
    “We were just finishing the campus tour. Why don’t you join us for lunch at the Faculty Club?” Darian invited. The university executives were clearly uncomfortable with the whole idea but reluctant to dismiss their celebrity’s wishes or generosity. Everyone looked to President Sakira for a decision.  
 
    “Yes, please do. But we will have no technical discussion,” she decreed, with a wagging finger. Everyone laughed. Dr. Sakira was a world-renowned expert in Europolitics, equally well-known and respected on campus for trying to keep social occasions among the academics civil and inclusive. Her appointment as President of SFU had been widely viewed as a stroke of brilliance in troubled times. 
 
    “I am proud to remind you all,” she began, making deliberate eye contact with Darian and each of the executives and postdocs, “that SFU has no separate Faculty Club. Our policy is more equitable here. The Diamond Alumni Centre is open to all. Shall we continue?” 
 
    They walked under the AQ and entered the central garden. Dr. Sakira resumed her narration of the tour. “Notice the relationship between the land and the structures. This campus was designed by award-winning architect Arthur Erickson in the early 1960s. Inspired by the acropolis in Athens as well as the small towns in the hills of Italy, he incorporated the mountains on which they stand into the design of the buildings. 
 
    “Here, you can see how the massive cement columns of the AQ rise and support two floors of classrooms and offices above us, leaving open access or sight lines to this peaceful one hundred meter square park in the middle. The entire campus, including this futuristic-looking building, continues to be used as a movie and television set. The first movie filmed here was the sequel to The Fly, filmed in 1989, I believe.” 
 
    “Actually, it was the Groundstar Conspiracy, with George Peppard,” Larry interjected. When everyone turned to look at him, some with surprise and others with disapproval, he added, “Sorry. A bit of a trivia buff,” and shrugged. 
 
    “You are correct,” Darian said in support of his assistant. “At least, according to the latest information available on the web. It starred Michael Sarrazin and Christine Belford, and was directed by Lamont Johnson.”  
 
    “Are you also a movie trivia buff, Dr. Leigh?” asked Dr. Pratt. 
 
    “Not at all,” replied Darian. “I looked it up.”  
 
    “Oh, that’s right. Your internal DNND network,” observed Dr. Pratt. “Well, I do hope it is useful for academic purposes as well.” 
 
    Darian didn’t bother to respond to the openly snide remark. Apart from Dr. Wong, Chair of the Physics Department, it appeared that none of the other three faculty members carried implanted dendy lattices. And while Dr. Wong did sport a telltale induction headband, even he was not sufficiently comfortable with the technology to access movie trivia on a whim.  
 
    Dr. Pratt's open contempt for the DNND technology wasn’t uncommon. On this campus and many others, the issue of whether built-in access to online data should be considered a professional cheat or an essential enhancement was a hotly debated topic. Most established professors eschewed the conveniences of the new technology, saying that solid, scholarly work ought to rely more on skillful thinking and solid research than on fancy computer tricks.  
 
    As always, the students—those who could afford it, anyway—were quick to adopt the new technology. Truth be told, they were employing it more for entertainment purposes than intellectual pursuit. To obviate the need for wifi shielding in lecture halls, induction headbands were not permitted during exams. Cheating still relied on conventional methods. 
 
    President Sakira skillfully intervened. “Oh, it looks like we’re running a little late,” she said, glancing at her watch. She picked up the pace, and briskly redirected them along the north side of the AQ, down through the Robert C. Brown Hall, and across the road to the Diamond Alumni Centre. Not by accident, the faster pace made it difficult for the group to keep up the conversation and breathe at the same time. 
 
    The host delivered them to a table along the north windows of the DAC dining room, overlooking Indian Arm inlet and the beautiful Pacific Coast range. The cold blue waters of the glacial fjord extended inland between steep, conifer-lined slopes. Sakira took a moment to enjoy the view; she believed it to be among the most magnificent, and calming, of any university-based restaurant in the world.  
 
    They ordered and ate their meals, confining their remarks to appreciation of the food and scenery, and were relaxing over coffees and teas when the conversation took an unexpected turn.  
 
    “I was sorry to hear of your father’s death this past winter,” President Sakira offered; “I’m sure he’s in a better place now.” 
 
    “I doubt that he would prefer an urn over our house in California,” Darian responded. His table mates winced at his dark, dry sense of humor.  
 
    “I meant,” the University President corrected, “his soul in heaven.” 
 
    “Mm,” Darian said, “his soul. Well, I’m quite sure that, prior to his death, my father was finally convinced there is neither heaven nor hell, and that the whole concept of souls is simply a reflection of a very human inability to accept that our brief physical existence on this planet is really all there is. He accepted his death as his ultimate end.”  
 
    Dr. Pratt could not resist weighing in. “That couldn’t have been very comforting to him.” 
 
    “I’m sure that it wasn’t as comforting as his previous belief in the myth of an eternal afterlife. After facing the prospect of his imminent death for two years, my father was finally able to accept that nothing uniquely him would survive the cessation of coordinated biological activity in his brain. We had many discussions about this during his battle with cancer. I think he was brave to discard his earlier superstitions and face his death without an emotional crutch.” 
 
    “I hate to say it, Dr. Leigh, but you sound rather heartless,” Dr. Pratt retorted. “Science has little if anything to say about the existence of a soul or spirit, if you will, or about the possible existence of heaven.” 
 
    “That is not at all the case.” Darian's three postdocs raised their eyebrows in unison. Pratt was an internationally respected moral philosopher whose moderate religious views were perceived as generously inclusive. Why was Darian picking a fight with him? 
 
    “I would be interested to hear how you believe the study of natural law can contribute to our understanding of the transcendent,” said Pratt. 
 
    “Very well,” agreed Darian. Kathy shot Greg and Larry a discreet look in response to his literal-mindedness, and made herself comfortable.  
 
    “First, I need to know which version of the soul you might subscribe to.” 
 
    “Version?” 
 
    “Yes. Do you believe the soul is a kind of energy that temporarily occupies the brain or body, and returns to the universe upon corporeal death where it simply dissipates? Or do you believe that the soul is an organized structure unique to each person; that it can think or feel, and possibly remember? I think that the soul alluded to by most religions would generally belong to the latter category.” 
 
    “If those are my alternatives, I would go with choice number two, that the soul is eternal and unique to each person. But I reserve the right to revisit choice number one.” 
 
    “That’s fine. Do you accept the compendium of sub-atomic particles that constitutes the Standard Model of Physics, as incomplete as it may be?” 
 
    “Certainly.” Dr. Pratt was reasonably well-versed in modern physics, considering it to be a sub-interest of sorts to reconcile common scientific and religious viewpoints. “Except, the soul belongs to the supernatural.” 
 
    “And what exactly is the supernatural?” asked Darian. 
 
    “Something outside the laws of nature,” Pratt replied by rote. 
 
    “But a supernatural soul would still need to interact with biological matter, no? With cells made of molecules, those molecules consisting of atoms, those atoms formed from the various sub-atomic particles, and all behaving according to the laws of nature?” 
 
    “Of course.” 
 
    “And how, exactly, would it do that?” 
 
    “I don’t know. It’s supernatural.”  
 
    Darian’s entire body bobbed eagerly. “Yes, this is the crux of the problem. The known particles of physics interact with each other in well-understood ways. For example, electromagnetic forces are carried by photons passing between particles such as electrons—” 
 
    “Well, you and Dr. Wong would be the experts on the various particles and forces but, yes, that is also my understanding.” 
 
    “And a supernatural soul—if it doesn’t interact with the brain in any conventional manner—would still need some kind of mechanism to exchange information with the normal matter of the brain in order to affect the body’s actions.” 
 
    “Yes, I would agree.” 
 
    “So, if we were to speculate that a soul is some sort of as-yet undiscovered force, we would still have to admit that it can somehow interact with the normal matter of our brain, right? Otherwise, both body and soul would exist but would have no relationship to each other.” 
 
    Dr. Pratt chewed on the idea. “Well, there is certainly some kind of interaction. Our life experiences and the moral judgments we make on Earth must be reflected in our soul. If not, how could we be judged fit for Heaven?”  
 
    “So, if the soul is some kind of matter or energy we haven’t yet discovered, and it interacts with normal matter, then it must do so through some force or particle that we also haven’t discovered yet.” 
 
    “I would certainly agree that we haven’t found any ‘soul particle’ yet.” 
 
    “So one important question is, how does the soul know that the matter it’s associated with belongs to the brain of a human, and not to a chimpanzee, or a dog, or a fly? After all, biologically, neural cells from many different species are largely indistinguishable.” 
 
    “Certainly there are some differences between the cells of a man and those of a fly,” said Pratt. 
 
    “Yes, indeed. Many. But would that require the soul to read the entire DNA of the cell? Or would it just recognize cell-surface proteins the way another human cell would?” 
 
    “Let’s say the soul recognizes human DNA.” 
 
    “Okay, given that chimpanzee DNA is about 96% similar to human DNA, do chimps also have souls?” 
 
    “I think that’s a trick question.” 
 
    Darian laughed. “Yes, good for you. That is a trick question. The DNA of male humans and male chimps is about equally similar as that of male and female humans.” 
 
    Dr. Sakira couldn’t help herself, “That explains so much.” 
 
    Pratt smiled indulgently, but he wasn’t prepared to give up yet. “While animals may have spirits of their own, only human souls are generally considered to be made in God’s image. So, let's say the souls we are discussing are uniquely human.” 
 
    “Okay, let’s specify the soul can recognize some subset of the DNA present in male and female humans that is uniquely human. Unless you would like to deny that human females have souls?” 
 
    Dr. Pratt looked at President Sakira and Kathy. “I think I had best not deny that,” he said with a wry smile. Sakira returned the smile graciously. 
 
    “Okay, so the soul recognizes some unique human brain DNA. Do you see the problem here?” 
 
    “Yes, I think so. Since the DNA of all the cells in one person is essentially identical, the soul would need to be able to specify some non-DNA recognition mechanism that is specific to the brain, wouldn’t it?” 
 
    Darian smiled. “Exactly. Now, we still could allow the soul to recognize some surface molecule encoded by the DNA but only expressed in the brain.” 
 
    “Very well,” Pratt replied, “Let’s do that, although I’m sure you’ll find some way to make me regret conceding the point.” 
 
    “That would lead to the question of how a soul knows its host body is dead. If it just recognized molecules instead of activity, one would think it would stay attached after death until decomposition was complete.” 
 
    “I hadn’t realized the discussion was going to become so morbid,” said Dr. Sakira. 
 
    “My apologies,” Darian briefly bowed his head in mock contrition.  
 
    Dr. Pinto, who had remained relatively quiet through lunch, ventured in. “Why can’t we say the soul somehow recognizes electrical activity in the brain?” 
 
    “Sure,” said Darian. “I imagine we could make a case that there is some pattern of brain activity that is uniquely human, perhaps even unique to each human. And perhaps that would allow the soul to stay attached to the body so long as the brain continued to be active.” 
 
    “I could accept that,” said Pratt. 
 
    “However, even this would still require the so-called soul particles to interact with active neurons, with their molecules, and their atoms.  
 
    “We already have a model for how that might work, if we take a look at the dendy lattices. The semiconductor dendy sensors position themselves at synaptic junctions in the brain so they can detect and modify the neurochemical activity. So a reasonable place to look for the soul-brain interface would be at those synapses. I see two possible ways it could do this.” 
 
    “Only two?” Pratt ribbed. 
 
    “Logically, that’s all that’s possible. First, there could be interactions that we haven’t discovered between the molecules in these synaptic junctions and the supernatural particles of the soul. Now, those interactions would still have to act according to some sort of governing laws. Technically, that would make them supra-natural, not super-natural. Just because we haven't discovered or explained these particles and interactions, doesn't make them outside of nature. They would still fall under the purview of physics eventually.” 
 
    “But the supernatural is unknown and unknowable,” Pratt objected. 
 
    “Exactly,” replied Darian. “Accepting the possibility of such a mechanism would suggest that there are simply gaps in our understanding. We can surmise that we could eventually discover these soul particles and delineate their interactions with other particles. 
 
    “Perhaps we need to put a live human in a particle accelerator,” Pratt jested. 
 
    “The fact we have never seen such particles suggests we might need to do something like that,” said Darian. Even his postdocs weren’t sure whether he was being serious. “Over time, the discovery of such soul particles could conceivably lead to the development of a technology that might include soul detectors, perhaps even soul modifiers, or soul destroyers.” 
 
    “I don’t think I’d like to see a technology of the soul.” interjected Dr. Sakira. 
 
    “Me, neither,” replied Darian. “If sub-atomic soul particles actually existed, they could be horribly abused. However, Dr. Pratt also said that the supernatural is unknowable, so that only leaves us with the second mechanism.” 
 
    “And what is that?” 
 
    “The soul interacts with the brain directly by transiently altering the local natural laws. This is the very definition of supernatural. For example, the soul could alter the natural laws of physics locally, causing an ion channel in a synapse to open and initiating neural activity. Souls might be composed of collections or fields of natural laws. But no science of any such thing exists; we have no understanding of how such fields might interact with each other.”  
 
    “In that case, souls would exist outside the universe of natural law. So science would have nothing to say about them, would it?” Pratt concluded triumphantly. 
 
    “Correct. In that case, souls would be outside the natural laws of this universe.” 
 
    “Thank you,” Pratt gloated, glad to finally gain some ground. 
 
    Darian stared out the window, deep in thought. His breathing slowed and his eyes became unfocused.  
 
    Is he going to pull some winning rebuttal out of thin air, or is he sore about losing a point—Greg wondered. In the awkward silence, the rest of the table sipped contemplatively at their beverages.  
 
    Finally, Darian inhaled loudly, breaking the spell, and turned to Pratt as if there had been no pause in the conversation. “However, that would not put them outside of scientific investigation,” he said. 
 
    “That’s preposterous!” 
 
    “Not really. This discussion made me wonder whether we might be able to describe a physics of natural laws rather than a physics from natural laws. I have been working for some months on speculative physics of other universes and was able to sketch some equations based on the generalization of some alternative natural laws. I made the assumption that there could be a field or fields that would determine the rules for particle interactions in this universe or other universes.  
 
    “The math was tricky,” his sheepish smile and boyish charm made everyone at the table, save Pratt, smile along with him. “But I believe the solution to those equations suggests it should be possible to test this new theory. That is, to create a device that could generate such a field and alter what we think of as the normal physical laws. Locally, at least.” 
 
    "You could do that?" Bolting upright, Dr. Wong's sudden enthusiasm startled those beside him. Being a resolutely practical man, the topics of metaphysics and the supernatural normally fell outside his area of specialty. His interest in the conversation about souls had waned almost as soon as it began. But this could be big. Very big. “Do you mean to say, you've just invented a completely new area of physics?” His eyes locked onto Darian’s.  
 
    “Well, the start, anyway. I’ve just sent the paper resulting from my calculations to your email. I hope you will approve it to be submitted for publication.” 
 
    “You wrote a paper? Just now? In a few minutes?” 
 
    “Let’s say, I finished one that I’ve been tinkering with for quite some time. The long relationship with my lattice helps a lot with that kind of thing. However, it does extract its payment. I’ll be famished again in about an hour.” 
 
    “You've lost me," Pratt admitted. "How exactly does this relate to our discussion?” 
 
    Greg jumped in. “If there is a physics describing how natural laws are generated and interact with each other, that would open the realm of the super-natural to scientific investigation.” 
 
    “Exactly,” continued Darian. “We should be able to settle questions of the existence of souls, ghosts, and even God, once and for all. Once we remove these quaint concepts from our thinking, we’ll be able to proceed with a rational exploration of the basis of reality.”  
 
    “I think you can all see why we were so pleased to be able to steal Dr. Leigh from Stanford,” President Sakira chuckled. “What will you call this new physics, Dr. Leigh?” 
 
    Before Darian could answer, Larry suggested, “We should call it Natural Law Effect Physics.” 
 
    “No way,” said Kathy. “The acronym would be NLEP. Too clumsy.” She scrunched her eyes, thinking fiercely. Greg loved watching her think.  
 
    “Hey, I know,” she continued, “When I was an undergrad, one of the companies we studied was Apple, you know, before they merged with IBM to become Apple International. One of their founders, Steve Jobs, was famous for getting people to see things his way. People used to say that he had a Reality Distortion Field because he could convince people to redefine their perceptions of what was real or possible when he was around.  
 
    “This new physics would be sort of the opposite. You could call it a Reality Assertion Field. RAF.” 
 
    “I like that," said President Sakira. “I met Steve Jobs once when I interned at Apple. I think he would have been amused. What do you think, Dr. Leigh?” 
 
    “I agree, and I think my dad would have liked it, too” Darian replied with a grin. 
 
    President Sakira stood and raised her coffee cup. “I propose a toast.” Cups and glasses rose, and a handful of beaming faces looked at her expectantly. “I would like, once again, to welcome Dr. Darian Leigh to Simon Fraser University. We look forward to a long and productive relationship, and to a brilliant career—especially if today’s dazzling display is any indication. Here's to your first discovery at SFU, the Reality Assertion Field.” 
 
    The table answered with a hearty, “To the Reality Assertion Field!”  
 
    Dr. Pratt extended his sweating glass of iced tea in Darian’s general direction and performed a brief but convincing requisite sip, while he glared over the rim. The Reverend will not be pleased about this. 
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    NCSA recording of a conversation between Dr. Lucius Pratt (Simon Fraser University, Burnaby, BC, Pacifica) and Reverend Alan LaMontagne (Austin, Tx, New Confederacy) on October 7, 2037.  
 
    Pratt: Hello?  
 
    LaMontagne: Dr. Pratt?  
 
    Pratt: Speaking. 
 
    LaMontagne: This is Reverend Alan LaMontagne calling from Austin. 
 
    Pratt: Reverend LaMontagne! I wondered if I might hear from you directly. How may I help you? 
 
    LaMontagne: I received a rather disturbing call from Reverend Curtis in Vancouver the other day. He says Darian Leigh is tinkering with God’s Laws of Nature, and that you provided the inspiration for that line of investigation. Is that correct? 
 
    Pratt: If I lent that man inspiration in any way, I assure you, it was in no way intentional. I could never have guessed that our conversation would lead to that. We were hosting Dr. Leigh at a welcome lunch back in July, and Dr. Sakira extended her condolences to the lad on the recent death of his father. She merely remarked that the man’s eternal soul was now resting in a better place, and Dr. Leigh responded with a heartless monolog about how neither he nor his father believed in the human soul as there was no scientific evidence to support its existence. 
 
    LaMontagne: Scientists! They should know better than to stick their noses outside their specialties. 
 
    Pratt: I felt it was my duty to come to the poor woman's defense, so I pointed out that science has little if anything to say about the possible existence of souls. I thought that would put a diplomatic end to it. After all, it was his first day on the job and he was speaking to the President, the Dean of Sciences, and Department Heads. Instead, he attacked me, launching into an aggressive Socratic rant on his depraved view of the soul. He seems to think that souls are as amenable to study as rocks. I couldn’t allow such a statement to go unchallenged. I just couldn't. I made a case that souls belong to the realm of the supernatural; they are not and should not be subject to scientific investigation. I believe I was actually winning the point. 
 
    LaMontagne: So how did he turn the discussion to his favor? 
 
    Pratt: Not by fair argument. He twisted the intent of my words completely. He agreed that souls might be beyond the natural laws but, rather than concede the argument, he announced that he’d used his internal computer to invent some new kind of physics. He claims that mathematics provides some insight into how natural laws, the laws of God, might come into existence, and how they might be manipulated. I was appalled, of course. I could almost believe the man is in league with Satan, himself.  
 
    LaMontagne: He very well could be. [Several seconds of silence follow] 
 
    Pratt: At any rate, there is certainly something unholy about young Dr. Leigh. He is not a normal human being, with this internal machinery, and I fear the level of respect he is accorded by the science community. Playing God is dangerous. The hubris of this man is astounding. He is entirely oblivious to the dangers of what he is doing.  
 
    LaMontagne: Many of his persuasion are so cursed. 
 
    Pratt: When I accepted this position, I knew the deep lack of faith exhibited by the people of this region would require me to hold our Lord, Yeshua, more tightly to my breast than ever. But their lack of Godliness is astonishing, and it has only increased since the formation of this country they call Pacifica. They test me greatly on a daily basis. 
 
    LaMontagne: Your devotion and service to the Church is both noted and appreciated, Dr. Pratt. Evil is strong in the hearts and minds of many scientists. Their materialistic view of the world is an abomination; it reflects the devil’s dark deeds in opposition to our Lord. We are thinking perhaps you could use some assistance in your battle against this evil.  
 
    Pratt: The burden may be great but I believe that I am up to the challenge. I don’t see how anyone might assist me.   
 
    LaMontagne: The aid we're considering would be able to operate more overtly, with no risk of jeopardizing your valuable role within the community. You’ve proven your value in that post to us many times, particularly through your growing insight into the workings of these people. We don't want to risk losing that. 
 
    Pratt: Thank you, Reverend. I must admit, it would be nice to see a more direct challenge to the blasphemy I hear every day within this academic environment. 
 
    LaMontagne: Yes, it is time we begin countering these scientific and humanistic lies, and the long task of returning Pacifica to the righteous path from which it has strayed. [Short silence.] It's decided, then. I will arrive in Vancouver before the end of the year. Can you arrange proper accommodation for me? 
 
    Pratt: It would be my pleasure, Reverend. I will coordinate with Reverend Curtis. 
 
    LaMontagne: Would you also be able to arrange an appropriate time and place for me to engage with Darian Leigh, somewhere outside of his normal environment? 
 
    Pratt: As it happens, we may have the perfect opportunity in place already. The local Philosophers’ Café group just announced that Dr. Leigh will be next month's guest speaker. He'll be discussing this new physics of his. What better place to start demystifying his "infallible" image? Would that work, or would you prefer something sooner? 
 
    LaMontagne: No, that's perfect. My staff will contact you with my itinerary. I won’t meet with you personally while in Vancouver, Dr. Pratt, but I want you to know that you have our thanks for your efforts to date.  
 
    Pratt: Thank you, Reverend LaMontagne; that means so much to me.  
 
    LaMontagne: I’m glad to hear that. Bye, now.  
 
    Pratt: Okay, good bye, sir. Thank you for calling. 
 
    * * * 
 
    The three scientists sat around the pub table staring at the white gel capsules in front of them. They had been staring at them silently for the past ten minutes, no closer to deciding whether to take them. 
 
    “How do we know it’s safe?” Larry voiced the question foremost in all of their thoughts.  
 
    Greg looked to Kathy for assurance, but she appeared to be lost in her own thoughts. “Why wouldn’t it be? Darian said it’s the same combination of dendies he designed for himself at Stanford. He’s not giving us anything he hasn’t already tested on himself.” 
 
    “I mean, why take it at all? We already have our own dendy lattices, the FDA-approved legal version,” Larry pushed.  
 
     “Yes, and they’re state of the art,” Greg said, “but they’re only good for entertainment and communications, Larry. They won’t make us smarter.” 
 
    “I know Darian said the virus is just an upgrade,” Larry replied. “That this version will integrate with our brains more closely but…” 
 
    “Don’t forget, it’s going to augment our biological thought processes with spintronic computational abilities,” added Greg. “It might even make us as smart as him.” 
 
    Larry thought about that. The three had seen for themselves how useful the additional capabilities could be. Darian always had every needed fact immediately accessible. He could do math in his head in milliseconds that would take the rest of them hours to do, while conducting coherent conversation and multiple other tasks. Nevertheless, they worried about potential effects on their personalities. Darian was not exactly the poster child for warm and fuzzy.  
 
    “Yeah, but in a virus?” Larry didn’t like the idea of deliberately infecting himself with anything. It was, at best, unnatural. Possibly dangerous. One reason he’d chosen to become a physicist and not a biologist was because he didn’t like dealing with the uncertainty of living organisms. 
 
    “It boils down to whether we want to follow Darian at his speed, or at ours.” Greg picked up the capsule and turned it over in his hands.  
 
    During the past three months, the group had worked obsessively to flesh out the mind-boggling implications of Reality Assertion Field theory, while simultaneously engineering a prototype RAF generator. Darian begrudgingly adapted to the demands of life as a professor, including the heavy teaching and committee requirements, the long office hours, and the incessant student inquiries that pulled him away from the work he loved.  
 
    But the team sensed his frustration with how long the new field was taking to develop, even though their pace had been more than adequate by normal scientific standards.  
 
    Greg tried to imagine how Darian felt. Why settle for such plodding progress? Why are we hampering ourselves? We could be achieving so much more as a team if we all hosted our own internal dendy lattices with Darian’s capabilities. 
 
    Whether plodding or blazing, the RAF generator moved steadily toward completion. The device itself turned out to be much smaller than any of them would have predicted, about the same size as an old-fashioned laptop computer. 
 
    In preceding decades, physicists had thought it necessary to use more powerful machines to achieve the energy levels needed to explore the physics of basic particles. However, the Reality Assertion Field theory suggested computational power, rather than sheer energy level, was more important in generating fields that established local natural laws.  
 
    The three postdocs didn’t quite understand why that would be but, according to Darian, the math was unequivocal. And so they proceeded, hoping it wouldn't turn out be a complete waste of time and effort. 
 
    “Are they even legal?” Larry picked up his own gel-cap and rolled it between his thumb and forefinger.  
 
    “Well, you won’t find them on the list of approved medical devices,” answered Greg. “Does it really matter, though? This is like the Holy Grail of smarts; these things can raise our effective IQs into the stratosphere. Who cares if they’re legal? Regulation and laws are so far behind current technology that it’s laughable. And when the bureaucracy does make a ruling, it’s even more laughable. They’re ill-equipped to make the decisions they’re tasked with. You know that every bit as well as I do.” 
 
    Larry was not convinced. “That's if they work. That's a big if. And what about the risks? What if something goes wrong? Don't forget, Darian was still in the womb when the dendies were introduced into his bloodstream. His nervous system was still developing, and his body had years to adapt. His mom was an adult when she injected herself. We all know what happened to her.” 
 
    “It’s not like he’s forcing us to take them,” Kathy noted. “It’s more like a gift, a really valuable gift. Anyway, the legal issues would be all Darian’s. He’s risking a lot to give these to us.” 
 
    “Don’t you think we should analyze them first?” Larry directed this question at Greg. 
 
    “How would you propose we do that? We could get someone to read the viral RNA sequences and calculate the encoded proteins, but then we’d need access to the Washington State supercomputers for a week to calculate even a single folded protein. Even at that, I’m not sure we could interpret what the protein function would be. No, none of us is a dendy lattice expert like Darian. I think we have to trust him.” 
 
    “I wonder how much of his brain is still biological,” Kathy mused. 
 
    “What do you mean?” Larry asked, surprised. 
 
    “If he has incorporated high-speed logic functions into the dendies, wouldn't they be thinking around the brain rather than through it?”  
 
    Greg and Larry stared back at her blankly.  
 
    “I mean, a normal dendy lattice like ours is basically a control and communication device. It reads the activity at our synapses and interprets what that means, or else it feeds external input to the appropriate synapses so that, for example, we can ‘see’ a computer projection without using our eyes.” 
 
    “So?” 
 
    “If I can extrapolate from my early biological-psych textbook, a dendy lattice with computational capability would have to re-create all of our existing synaptic connections in order for us to still be ‘us’, you know, to have our same personality. After the lattice replicated our brain structure and became functional, the lattice signal and decision speeds would supersede neuronal processing speeds. Our neurons would become redundant. I wonder, would they just die out once they’re not needed?” 
 
    Larry had been absent-mindedly kicking the foot of the table and fidgeting in his seat. He stopped abruptly, and brought both of his forearms down on the table with a thump, “You see? You see what I’m talking about? There's so much we don't know! So many risks. So many uncertainties. How could you still be you without your brain? Are we all going to end up as robot-controlled zombies?” he demanded. 
 
    “Oh, you’d still be you, I think,” laughed Kathy, “It would take more than a dendy lattice to override you, Larry. More like a steamroller. The software of your personality would just be running on the faster silicene and crystalline semiconductors instead of on your slow biological neurons. You would still need to compensate for the absence of hormonal influences on personality, though. I'm not sure how that would work.” 
 
    “Seriously, would we even be human at that point? What would happen to our consciousness? Would we even experience being alive?” Larry fretted. 
 
    “I wonder what it would be like to think at that speed,” Kathy said dreamily, “to be that smart but having the software basically…emulating you.  
 
    She sat up straight. “Well, only one way to find out.” She picked up the capsule and popped it into her mouth, washing it down with a gulp of beer.  
 
    The two men gaped at her. 
 
    “What the hell!” Larry gasped. “How could you just do that?”  
 
    Kathy put down her glass, licking foam from the side of her mouth. “I think we can trust Darian. He may be a bit strange but he still seems human to me. Plus, there’s no reason for him to try to hurt us, and there are lots of reasons for him to try and make us better at what we do. He needs us to be as smart as we can possibly be so that he'll have someone he can discuss his crazy ideas with. I’ve watched him try to explain his theories to you guys and the other profs. It’s like trying to talk calculus with a toddler. Nobody gets it. We need to get it.” 
 
    “Darian doesn’t need anybody,” Larry argued, as Greg’s glass thunked loudly beside him on the wooden tabletop.  
 
    “Ahhhh!” Greg exclaimed, dragging the back of his hand across his mouth with theatrical flair. His gel-cap was also gone.  
 
    “Not you, too!” exclaimed Larry. 
 
    “Kathy’s right. Darian needs us, and I trust him,” Greg answered calmly. 
 
    Larry pushed his chair back, letting it fall, and leaned over his lab mates. He stabbed a finger at the gel cap in his open palm. “This…is an engineered virus. A brain virus, guys.”  
 
    His actions were drawing the attention of a handful of early evening patrons who'd come by the local watering hole to relax. Larry lowered his voice but was no less insistent. “This is potentially dangerous. It’s a huge unknown, on many levels. What happened to you two? You’re acting like a couple of idiot kids on some big adventure, not like the mature, professional scientists you claim to be. Whatever happened to taking measured, reasonable precautions?” 
 
    “Sometimes progress requires risk,” replied Greg. 
 
    “Yeah? Well, this is too much. You've crossed the line here, big time, and there's no coming back from this one!” yelled Larry. He wheeled toward the exit and bumped into the server who'd been on his way over with the manager in tow for backup.  
 
    Larry turned back to the table. His finger jabbed at his two colleagues. “Darian can’t force us to do this. I’m reporting him.” The server and manager tapped his arms on either side, inviting him to leave quietly or be pulled away from the still-seated Greg and Kathy.  
 
    Larry brushed their hands away and huffed toward the exit. 
 
    “Do you think he’d actually do that?” Kathy’s distraught expression triggered Greg's protective side. 
 
    “Nah,” he said with a cavalier flip of his hand. “Larry’s a bit of a drama queen.” 
 
    “I don’t know; he seems really mad.” 
 
    “Yeah, but he won’t jeopardize his own job just for our health and well-being.” 
 
    “What do you mean?” 
 
    “After he cools off, he’ll eventually come to see that we did something reckless and stupid. He figures we were unduly pressured by Darian, and he hates that kind of thing. He’ll calm down once he realizes that we did what we wanted to do, and that we’re okay with it if he doesn’t want to follow suit.” 
 
    “I hope so.” 
 
    “I’ve known Larry for years. He went into science because he saw it as an oasis of sanity in a world full of craziness, uncertainty, and insecurity. He hates risk, especially personal risk. He’s a very careful and deliberate scientist. I mean, I like the guy; we’ve been through a lot together. But, honestly, he’s more of a stamp collector than an innovator. He’s smart enough to have done his grad work anywhere in the world, but he never moved away from Vancouver. Probably never will. Just didn't inherit the adventure gene, I guess.” 
 
    “What about you? Are you adventurous?” Kathy asked, a sly smile on her face. Greg’s heart beat a little faster. 
 
    “Well, I moved here from Mumbai to go to grad school so that has to be worth something.” 
 
    “Yes, I suppose it is.” 
 
    “And I applied to work with Darian as soon as I heard he was coming here.” 
 
    “How come?” 
 
    “Apart from the fact that it’ll look great on my CV? I happen to think that he’s the most exciting theoretical physicist to come along since Einstein.” 
 
    Kathy laughed a sparkling laugh that lit up the room. Greg decided he would travel across the world to hear that laugh again.  
 
    “That’s high praise for our young professor,” she said. “Do you think he’ll be able to live up to it?”  
 
    “Well, he has so far. His Big Bang theories were great but only pushed the envelope back a little. His new stuff is ridiculously genius. It's huge.” 
 
    “I’m just an engineer but, so far, the RAF device doesn't look like much more than a fancy laptop supercomputer with some non-standard built-in antennae.” 
 
    “Yeah, I know. It doesn’t look like much, does it? But his RAF theory is so out of this world. It’s beautiful and crazy at the same time. At least, the bit I can comprehend. Darian has taken our understanding of Standard Theory to a whole new level.  
 
    “I’ve heard you guys talk about that, but I don’t really get it.” 
 
    “Basically, he’s proposing that all manner of virtual particles can, and do, exist beyond just the virtual equivalents of the real particles in this universe. There could be particles with bizarre charges, or masses, or color. All kinds of other oddities or strangeness, maybe even outside of our perception.”  
 
    “More than just the Standard Model particles?” 
 
    “Yeah. Besides the usual virtual fermions and bosons, he proposes other things with very weird properties.” 
 
    “So then why isn’t our universe full of real-particle analogs of all these crazy virtual particles? You’d think we’d see something at least remotely similar in our universe.” 
 
    “I was thinking the same thing at first. Darian says that virtual particles are like little blips in the quantum field. When a bunch of these little blips overlap each other in just the right way, they can set off resonance effects that suddenly allow the virtual particles to set up a standing wave that stabilizes them. The wave allows them to…well, they just precipitate into reality.” 
 
    “Okay…. So where does the RAF come in?” 
 
    “Well, at the beginning of the universe, all these different resonances were competing with each other to become real. Certain kinds won out over others, and now what we experience as the real universe…exists.” 
 
    “So if we want to test the theory, we need a way to encourage other resonances among virtual particles,” Kathy posited.  
 
    “Exactly, and that’s what the RAF does. It selects certain resonances over others by helping to fill in the gaps among the virtual particles in the quantum field.”  
 
    “And that can all be done with just electromagnetic waves?”  
 
    “Sure, that and a ton of math to figure out the exact shape and timing of those waves in order to select the right resonances. So much that the RAF generator has to have petaflop capabilities.” 
 
    “And some highly optimized algorithms. I see the math and I can convert it into code, but I’m glad I don’t have to understand it.” Kathy’s software skills were at least as valuable as her hardware skills. 
 
    “Yeah, the math is still beyond me, too. Hopefully, the new dendy lattice will help us with that.” 
 
    “So how does resonance fit into the creation of the universe,” Kathy asked. 
 
    “Darian says that in the time before the Big Bang, a particular set of resonances evolved into what we consider the real particles of our universe with a stable and consistent set of interactions. The resonances are self-propagating. That process keeps our universe stable and ensures that only certain kinds of particles come into existence.” 
 
    “And Darian wants to mess with that? Maybe Larry was right.” 
 
    “No, not at all. The complexity of computing how to alter the natural laws over a region of space goes up exponentially. Calculations for anything over a cubic meter or so would be practically impossible.” 
 
    “I’m relieved to hear that. I have to say, I didn’t think anyone could get so passionate about things that don’t exist."  
 
    “Except that virtual particles do exist and so does the RAF,” Greg began. He stopped when he noticed Kathy’s smirk. “Okay, okay. So I get a little carried away. I’m a nerd at heart. Sorry.” 
 
    Kathy grinned. “That’s alright. I kind of like it.”  
 
    Greg could feel his face growing warm, and the more he tried to ignore it, the worse it got. “So…yeah…uhhm,” he faltered, scrambling to switch topics. “What did you think about the whole ‘soul’ discussion at lunch that day?” 
 
    Kathy knew right away which day he meant. “Well, I was raised more or less Buddhist. Buddhism kind of assumes that the soul represents the essential part of a person that gets reincarnated again and again into different bodies over time. The goal is to eventually achieve enlightenment and nirvana, but I’m not sure I ever understood the concepts completely.” 
 
    “Yeah, I was raised Muslim but my family considers me a heathen now, for being agnostic. In the past, I would have agreed with Dr. Pratt that science doesn’t have a lot to say about Allah or God or souls.” 
 
    “Darian does have a way of pushing logic to uncomfortable conclusions, doesn’t he?” finished Kathy. 
 
    “Yes, he sure does.” 
 
    “Well, Buddhism doesn’t say much about the whole idea of a Creator God, either. It seems to have inherited the idea of an eternal soul from earlier religions. Spirituality never was all that important to me, but it’s what attracted my mom to move to California.” 
 
    “So what do you believe now?” 
 
    “I’d like to believe that something of us persists after death, and that there is some purpose to it all. Do you know what I mean?” 
 
    “Wouldn’t we all? But, I have to admit, Darian’s arguments about the lack of a plausible mechanism for the soul to interact with the body make a lot of sense.”  
 
    “Just because we don't understand everything about the soul, doesn't mean that it doesn't exist. Why couldn't it all work through something like…like interacting RAFs, for example?” 
 
    “Maybe; although that just suggests souls operate under a different kind of physics.” 
 
    “So what’s the matter with that?” 
 
    “Well, if Darian’s RAF theory works out, this device might enable us to develop a legitimate science and technology of the soul. Souls would not be beyond the reach of science anymore; they would no longer be classified as supernatural. Which would also, eventually, make God within reach of science.” 
 
    “Wow. That’s both depressing and scary,” Kathy concluded. They sat still for a moment, letting it all sink in while they pondered the depths of their empty glasses. 
 
    “Well, we’re clearly not going to figure this out all on our own,” Greg said after a while. “Darian’s giving a Philosophers’ Café on ‘The Universe Before the Universe.’ You want to go?” 
 
    Kathy eyed him playfully. “You mean, like a date?” 
 
    “We could go out for dinner after, if you’d like,” Greg offered. 
 
    “I’d like that.” 
 
    “And who knows? With a topic like that, and with the type of people who usually show up for these Cafés, I wouldn’t be surprised if the discussion moves away from physics and into the metaphysical. It could get interesting.” 
 
    “Oh, I’m sure it’ll be interesting. Just as long as it doesn't end up in a free-for-all brawl. You know how feisty those philosophers can get!” They laughed at the idea of a roomful of brawling professors. It felt good to laugh, just to let go a little. They needed the levity as much as oxygen.  
 
    “Let’s order another beer,” Kathy suggested. “You can tell me what it was like growing up in India, and I’ll tell you all about California.” 
 
    “You're on!” 
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    The bus came to a smooth halt at Hastings and Seymour, gently kneeled, and the rear door opened. Darian stepped out onto the sidewalk, followed by Greg, Kathy, and a few dozen other attendees, all on their way to the Philosophers’ Café at the downtown Simon Fraser campus.  
 
    It was a typical November day in Vancouver. The wind and gloomy sky presaged the arrival of rainy season when the city would be plunged into four months of cold, depressing, all-enveloping grayness. Darian fastened his coat and unfurled the collar. His college experience in the hot, dry years of California’s recent super-drought had not prepared him for winter in the Pacific Northwest.  
 
    Half a block down the street, precisely where they were headed, a noisy crowd was picketing. Well, that's a little disconcerting.  
 
    The weather didn't seem to be dampening anyone's enthusiasm in the least. Darian watched as local and national network cameras scrambled for a position outside the main entrance of the building.  
 
    As they approached the crowd, people shouted and jeered. Greg read a few of the placards bobbing and stabbing the air: THERE IS NO GOD BUT THE LORD! SCIENCE IS THE WORK OF SATAN! LEAVE NATURE ALONE!  
 
    Surely, all these people aren't here to protest us, are they? Greg turned to Darian and was met with the vacant, emotionless stare that meant his boss was scouring the internet for information.  
 
    “Apparently our discussion today has drawn the ire of Yeshua’s True Guard Church,” Darian explained. "They appear to have sent a small delegation to attend the talk." The television cameras spotted them and shifted focus from the boisterous protestors to Darian’s small entourage. An eager reporter rushed over.  
 
    “Dr. Leigh, did you expect your lecture to draw such strong protest?” he shouted over the commotion. Darian stopped to address the camera directly. The protesters worked their way behind him and positioned their placards so they’d be visible in the video. 
 
    “I wish all of my presentations would incite such passion,” Darian replied. “Most of my students find them far less fascinating and have a more difficult time forming such definite opinions.” 
 
    “How would you reply to those who think your research infringes on God’s domain?” Darian could barely hear the man over the ruckus.  
 
    “God is usually purported to work in the domain of miracles, not in physics,” Darian quipped. “I don’t expect we’ll be performing miracles anytime soon.” The jeers rose briefly, punctuated by vigorous pumping of placards.  
 
    “But you are working on altering the laws of nature; isn’t that an incursion into God’s domain?” 
 
    “Which god? Upon whose powers are we infringing? Are we offending the single Abrahamic being known as God, Yahweh, or Allah? Do the many major and minor gods of, say, Hinduism, ancient Greece, the Aztecs, or the Norse feel threatened by our work? Or are we are simply extending humanity’s knowledge of the physical world into a new area of natural and meta-natural phenomena?”  
 
    Darian and his interviewer both ducked as an egg, hurled by one of the protestors, smashed a few feet away on the wet sidewalk. 
 
    The reporter was secretly pleased—This is going to show great, maybe even make headline news. Encouraged, he opened another controversial issue.  
 
    “Rumor has it that you developed this new theory in less than a minute. Is that true?” 
 
    “Once I had the proper inspiration, it only took about a minute to complete the calculations and draft an article describing the theory. But I hasten to add that I’d been thinking about this area for several months prior to that moment.” 
 
    “And what was the source of that inspiration?” 
 
    “A conversation about the nature of the human soul with Dr. Pratt from our Department of Philosophy, the host of today’s event, led me to consider how the natural laws that govern matter and energy might have arisen. I simply followed that train of thought to its logical conclusion.” 
 
    “You’re not even human!” yelled one of the placard wavers. “Crawl back to the machine that gave birth to you,” screamed another.  
 
    Gratified at hearing the slurs, and enjoying the rush of power he felt from having provoked them, the reporter pressed on.  
 
    “Your accidental exposure to a dendy lattice prior to your birth has given you a unique mind. Do you consider yourself to be more human, or more machine, after all these years with the lattice doing your thinking for you?” 
 
    “What exactly do you think I am? For that matter, what are you? How do you feel about all those neurons doing your thinking for you?” Darian asked rhetorically.  
 
    He slipped into lecture mode, his voice strengthening and taking on a comfortable cadence. “The essential ‘I’ is not some internal homunculus pulling the levers of our brain like a puppet master. The thing we call ‘I’ is simply the program of our personalities, abilities, and memories running on the machinery of our brain. Whether that machinery is all biological, or partly spintronic silicene and semiconductor, makes no difference to my experience of me as me. Sure, many of my axons and synapses are not biological, but I am still the one doing the thinking,” he assured, tapping his sternum for emphasis. 
 
    “You have no soul!” shouted a protestor. 
 
    “Neither do you,” answered Darian quietly, “you just think you do.”  
 
    None of the protestors heard, but the reporter and the camera's microphone both picked up his comeback. 
 
    Zing! That little sound bite alone is going to knock my ratings out of the park. Guaranteed, this bit’s going viral! We’ll have to air it as a teaser. 
 
    Sensing an opportunity to bait Darian's ego, the reporter pandered to him a little. “Dr. Leigh, you are probably the smartest man alive today, possibly the smartest man that ever lived." 
 
    “Undoubtedly,” Darian concurred. “Through a combination of instantaneous access to everything I’ve ever read and everything ever published on the web, any test of my knowledge would score higher than that of any other person. But what is intelligence, really? It’s more than accumulated knowledge of facts; it's also the ability to use those facts.  
 
    “My dendy lattice permits a wider and faster exploration of concept-space than the unassisted biological brain, but it still has limitations within the parameters of this body. Anyone or any machine equipped with a similar lattice could become as intelligent as I am.”  
 
    Darian made a show of checking his antique pocket watch—only to make a point, since he was always aware of the time through his lattice connection to the web. I am out of time and patience; wrap it up. 
 
    “One last question: Are you angry about FDA restrictions on the use of the dendy lattice?” 
 
    Darian frowned. “Using the DNND lattice only to access published websites or enhance one’s experience of inSense movies is a huge underutilization of the potential to improve human knowledge and intelligence. The dendies allow me to perform many feats that could be available to everyone. Things like understanding and performing complex mathematical modeling, or learning to play the piano instantly.  
 
    “The enterprise that my mother began will continue to do well, even if it is limited to entertainment applications, but humanity will not benefit as much as it could. That said, I understand the political necessity for the FDA to act with utmost caution, and I’m sure that, in time, it will conclude that the potential for DNND technology to help humanity far outweighs any remote possibility of detrimental effects. The lattice doesn’t remove our humanity; it enhances it. 
 
    “If these protestors…” Darian motioned to the crowd, reigniting their jeers and placard waving. “If these protesters were equipped with dendy lattices, they would be capable of understanding my work, and they'd find themselves supporting my efforts rather than blindly opposing them as their church dictates.” 
 
    The reporter was unable to mask his astonishment at Darian's brash comments. “Do you think they’re wrong to be concerned about the possibility of a science that can supersede the laws of nature?” 
 
    “I think that’s one question more than you promised,” laughed Darian. “I suggest you come inside to hear the answer.” He turned to the crowd and raised his voice to be heard over their shouts. “I suggest you all come inside, and we’ll discuss your questions and concerns rationally.” He turned to his assistants and gestured for them to head inside.  
 
    A few of the rowdier individuals tried to push forward but were stopped at the door by Security until they agreed to deposit their placards outside. The rest of the protestors reluctantly followed suit, and entered the hall with sullen, angry, and determined looking faces that all but dared the philosophically-curious attendees who were already seated to utter a word. The simply curious wisely avoided direct eye contact. 
 
    The lecture hall could have been in almost any university in the world. Neutral-colored, wear-resistant carpet nicely offset the laminated cherry wood finish on the row-upon-row of thin-cushioned theater chairs, each of which sported its own annoyingly undersized, tuck-away writing tray.  
 
    The stadium-style seating accommodated over four-hundred people. The monthly Philosophers' Café meetings usually drew a hundred attendees at most. Today, it was standing room only. Attendees filled all of the chairs and spilled into the stairwells leading to the small podium at the front. With any luck, the fire marshal wasn't on duty. 
 
    “Ladies and gentlemen, good afternoon.” Dr. Pratt's amplified voice projected into the depths of the packed hall and foyer from overhead speakers, a voice from the heavens that triggered ripples of "Shhh" throughout the venue. He waited a moment while people settled. 
 
    “Welcome to the Philosophers' Café. Please bear with us while we accommodate the folks in the foyer. It looks like today’s topic, or maybe it's our young guest speaker, is a little more popular than most of our Cafés.” He paused and looked around. He saw very little sense of humor and even less patience on the faces looking back at him.  
 
    Pratt continued, content to be amusing himself. “Due to the overwhelming response to today’s talk, the university has opened up Lecture Theater 3 for overflow seating. It is equipped with state-of-the-art audiovisual equipment that will allow everyone to participate fully in today’s discussion. I repeat, Theater 3, located across the hall, is now open for seating. Would everyone waiting in the foyer please make their way to Theatre 3. Thank you.” 
 
    The PA system cut out and Pratt set the lapel microphone on the podium. He turned to greet Darian and his small entourage approaching the front seats. “Ah, Dr. Leigh. Good to see you.” The two men shook hands. Pratt smiled congenially in an effort to offset Darian’s wariness. “I see you brought some moral support with you.” 
 
    Darian looked back at Greg and Kathy taking their seats in the front row. He scanned the audience for Larry, and was surprised to see him seated some distance back as if he preferred not to be associated with his colleagues. “I’m not sure why you think I would need moral support,” he replied. “I’m going to be discussing physics. Physics is truth, and the truth needs no support from anything other than data.” 
 
    Dr. Pratt considered responding but thought better of it. He noted the hour with some relief. “It's time. Allow me to call this gathering to order.” He picked up the lapel microphone and raised his voice to cut through the background din.  
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    “Ladies and gentlemen, if we could begin, please.” The crowd took its time settling down.  
 
    “Thank you. I am Dr. Lucius Pratt from the Department of Philosophy at Simon Fraser University.” The polite applause lasted a second or two. “Before I introduce today’s speaker, I would like to reiterate our format and a few rules of order for the Philosophers’ Café series.  
 
    “Dr. Leigh will open our discussion with a short introduction to the topic. Following his introductory remarks, he and I will co-chair two thirty-minute question and answer periods with a fifteen-minute refreshment break between. We have two assistants with microphones stationed in each of the two theaters. If you would like to ask a question, we ask that you raise your hand and let the nearest assistant come to you. Please keep all questions and comments brief so that as many people as possible will have an opportunity to contribute.  
 
    “Similarly, we ask that the answers or rebuttals…” he bowed to Darian, who nodded politely, “…be kept as short and to-the-point as possible. Please frame your questions and comments civilly, respectfully, and intelligibly. To that end, no mathematical equations will be permitted.”  
 
    A number of the attendees chuckled. A few frowned. 
 
    “Today, we present Dr. Darian Leigh, who was accidentally exposed to a DNND lattice infection prior to his birth, giving him extraordinary mental abilities. Using the substantial computational powers of his lattice, he rapidly completed his education and undertook multiple advanced degrees in a variety of scientific fields, including nanotechnology, synthetic biology, and cosmology.  
 
    “Dr. Leigh is also known for his work at Neuro Nano Devices Inc., the company his mother, Dr. Sharon Leigh, co-founded to develop the inSense virtual reality lattice so popular among today’s youth. Much of his work in these areas remains restricted throughout North America and Europe by the FDA and various international security agreements.  
 
    “In recent years, Dr. Leigh has turned his attention from nanotechnology and synthetic biology to pursue the more traditional fields of physics and cosmology. However, his research in that area has been anything but traditional.  
 
    “We are very pleased to welcome him today to our last Philosophers’ Café of 2037 to discuss, ‘The Universe Before the Universe.’ I present to you, Dr. Darian Leigh.”  
 
    Darian looked out across the sea of faces while the applause died down. He wondered what percentage of the audience was already hostile to the very notion of what he was about to say, without having heard a word from him.  
 
    He set a small part of his lattice to work compiling profiles and histories of the attendees while he began speaking. He tapped into one of the cameras in Theatre 3 so he wouldn't miss anyone there.  
 
    “First, I would like to thank Dr. Pratt for inviting me to speak today. This is my first ever Philosophers’ Café, and I hope you’ll go easy on me. I’d also like to extend my deep gratitude to him for his inspiration. It was a conversation we had over lunch one day that first inspired many of the ideas I’ll be presenting today, and which eventually moved me to propose the Reality Assertion Field itself. I owe Dr. Pratt a great deal for helping me to challenge conventional wisdom about the origin and nature of the universe.” He bowed in acknowledgment to Dr. Pratt, who returned the gesture with awkward uncertainty.  
 
    Well played. Score one for Darian Leigh—both men thought.  
 
    “Today, I want to talk about what the universe might have looked like in the beginning, the Universe before the Universe, if you will.  
 
    "Since we're not all physicists here, I'd like to start out by talking about the Big Bang, and how cosmologists think the universe began. Don’t worry, I’ll keep it brief. From there, we'll move on to nothing. What do philosophers, theologians, and physicists mean by the word, ‘nothing?’ I’ll warn you, it’s more complicated than you think. Then things are going to get a little strange. I’ll introduce you to what I think of as the ultimate bits of nothing, virtual particles; how physicists think of them; why we’re certain they exist, even though they can’t be directly observed; and why they're so important.  
 
    “That will bring us to my most recent theories, which attempt to answer some of the most exciting and fundamentally important questions in our era, questions such as: How could real particles and the physical universe evolve from the virtual particle chaos that preceded it? Where do the ‘laws of nature’ come from? And, how can we test and apply these ideas?  
 
    “Let’s begin with something you’ve probably heard before. Scientists believe everything in the universe began in a cosmic explosion that we call the Big Bang, around 13.8 billion years ago. Why do we think everything came from a Big Bang, a moment of creation? This is still a relatively new idea. The ancient Greeks, for example, believed that the universe was static; that it had always existed.” 
 
    Darian put up a slide of the familiar Milky Way galaxy shown as it was projected to look from hundreds of light years above its elliptical plane. 
 
    “Until the mid-1920s, astronomers thought that our own Milky Way galaxy, with its hundred billion stars, comprised the entire, never-ending universe.  
 
    “In 1925, Edwin Hubble used a 100-inch telescope at Mount Wilson to prove there were other galaxies outside of ours. Suddenly the universe was a lot bigger and more remarkable.” 
 
    The slide changed to a famous picture compiled by the Hubble telescope, showing the thousands of galaxies in what used to be thought of as an empty portion of the sky. 
 
    “Around the same time, a physicist named George LeMaître constructed a mathematical model based on Einstein’s theory of relativity. His model concluded that the universe was expanding from an initial Primeval Atom. But nobody believed him, not even Einstein. A few years later, Hubble showed that not only was the universe expanding, but the farther away a galaxy was from us, the faster it was moving from us.  
 
    “Since then, we’ve looked at millions of galaxies using far more powerful telescopes like the orbital Hubble, the James Web, the Wukong 3, and they all confirm what Professor Hubble saw over a hundred years ago. When you rewind the motion of the fleeing galaxies, you can project that all matter must have at one time occupied the same point in space from which it expanded outward.  
 
    “These calculations and observations put an end to the idea of a static universe. For a while, some people believed that perhaps the universe was oscillating through periods of expansion and contraction, eternally being re-created. But our best calculations today suggest this universe is going to go on expanding forever. There’s not enough matter for gravity to pull it all back together. There’s no contraction in our future, and there probably wasn’t in our past, either. 
 
    "But not everyone has been satisfied to leave it at that. There’s a simple problem with the idea of a Big Bang: where did everything come from? If there was nothing here before that, what was it that exploded? What caused the explosion?  
 
    “Our best cosmological answer is still: nothing. However, the physicist’s definition of nothing is quite different from the philosophical idea of nothing. And precisely defining ‘nothing’ in a way that satisfies everyone turns out to be exceedingly difficult, more difficult than one might imagine. Both sides agree that something can’t come from absolutely nothing. So how do you get around the problem that there is, obviously, something? 
 
    “Let’s look at the philosophical theologians’ perspective. Christian ideas about creation, along with those of many other religions, assert the existence of some deity, God, if you will, who is outside of time and space, who has always existed, and who created the universe from absolutely nothing.  
 
    Darian changed the slide from the image of thousands of distant galaxies to a picture of the famous Michelangelo paintings on the ceiling of the Sistine Chapel, showing the Christian God in the act of Creation. 
 
    “Let’s think about that for a minute. Theologians say, ‘God is not made of anything.’ In other words, God is outside the universe of matter and energy, outside of space and time. Still, He is powerful enough to make something from nothing. But is this really nothing, even a philosophical nothing?  
 
    “As I see it, there are two possibilities that fit with this traditional religious model of creation. Either the universe was created as part of God, or there was something in existence, or potentially in existence, apart from God, before He supposedly created the universe from it.  
 
    “If the universe came from a part of God, and the universe is made from ‘something,’ then it seems logical to conclude that God is made, at least in part, of ‘something’ as well, especially if the universe is still a part of God. On the other hand, if God created the universe apart from Himself, then whatever He made it from was either ‘something’ or had the potential to become ‘something’.  
 
    “Some theologians speak of an ‘empty room,’ separate from God, with absolutely nothing in it. But an empty room is a location, a space separate from God. So, that’s still something, isn’t it? Either everything was God at the beginning, or there was something, maybe only an empty space, that wasn’t God. In the end, the Creationist idea of an omnipotent God creating the something of the universe from absolutely nothing fails logically.”  
 
    * * * 
 
    Darian casually scanned the audience and monitored the progress of the background facial recognition check. The data both piqued his interest and accounted for some of his unease.  
 
    The lattice revealed statistics about a number of attendees that fell well outside the norm for a casual presentation like this. Among the usual mix of students and professors, there was a high proportion of people with no discernible links, neither present nor past, to any of the universities in the city. It was common to have unaffiliated members of the public dropping by these Philosophers' Cafés but usually no more than a dozen or so at any particular event. Today's turnout was remarkable. Or perhaps it wasn’t, considering the protest that had greeted him outside. 
 
    The lattice also revealed a disproportionate number of individuals, across the university and non-university attendees alike, who maintained strong ties with fundamental Christian religious groups. The Yeshua’s True Guard Church was especially well represented. Of those individuals, a suspiciously high number had recently flown in on tourist visas from the New Confederacy, many of whom he recognized as agitators from the unruly crowd outside the building. 
 
    Are they in town for some big event and just dropped by? Why would so many show up to hear me talk about physics?  
 
    Darian expanded the parameters of the background search, and applied it to his own internal recording of the audience. The program identified a network of subtle glances between identified Church members, focusing on two specific members garnering an inordinate amount of attention.  
 
    The first individual whom people were watching came as no surprise. As the prominent leader of the True Guard Church, Reverend Alan LaMontagne was easily recognized, a celebrity of sorts. Those who recognized him were likely to be at least mildly curious, if not hyper-attuned to, his reactions to the talk.  
 
    The second person drawing unusual attention was more of a puzzle. He was not a well-known celebrity, and he raised no other alerts in the lattice. By all accounts, he wasn't in any way noteworthy, not until the system factored in facial micro-expressions. With that, his hatred of Darian jumped out like a gargoyle sculpture in a Japanese Zen garden. Compared to the rest of the audience, his face expressed an inordinately high number and level of distasteful expressions.  
 
    The individual was otherwise a picture of blandness: middle-aged, Caucasian, male, neither too pale nor overly tanned, short-cropped blondish hair, neatly but not fanatically groomed. He was casually dressed in khaki pants and a beige, all-cotton hiking vest.  
 
    His face exuded uncompromising, steely determination. He had barely moved a muscle during the entire first half of the talk; it was his face alone that set off numerous alerts within Darian’s lattice. The system had tracked all sorts of facial micro-shifts as the man’s gaze intensified. It registered his brow gathering into tense little creases, his eyes locking onto the young scientist without distraction, and the jaw clenching and unclenching.  
 
    Darian instinctively picked up on the murderous intent in the man's stare; he didn't need his lattice to interpret that. What it couldn't tell him, was the connection between this man and the members of the YTG Church who kept glancing his way. According to official records, the man didn’t even belong to the group, yet their glances indicated that many recognized him. What could I have done or said to attract such open hostility? I haven't even touched on the controversial part yet.  
 
    Darian sighed; there was nothing he could do about it at this point, anyway. And judging by the audience composition, things were only going to get worse. He waded in.  
 
    * * * 
 
    “So, we’ve arrived at one conclusion. The argument that a Creator God existed before the universe is not substantially better than the Greek static model of the universe. The Greek model doesn’t fit our observations, and the Creationist model simply moves the static, eternal part into an adjacent universe containing an intelligent, willful being. It does not say how this universe containing a purposeful, omnipotent God came about. Nor does it explain how or why a potential universe, a space adjacent but separate from the universe of God—an empty room from which or where He created everything—could exist. It is illogical. 
 
    “What does physics have to say about all this? What kind of natural ‘nothing’ could have existed before the Big Bang, according to physics?” 
 
    The next slide was a pure black image. "In quantum mechanics, nothing is generally interpreted as space devoid of stuff, without matter or energy. The nothing of physics is not the same as the nothing of philosophy or religion, so physicists call it something different, a quantum vacuum. A quantum vacuum is empty of matter and energy, it contains no things. But it’s not completely empty; it's full of virtual particles, of perturbations in the quantum fields.  
 
    “Aha, you say, that's still something! Well, yes, and no. Virtual particles are called ‘virtual’ because they’re not real. In quantum mechanics, they're as close to nothing as physicists can imagine. Virtual particles pop into and out of existence all the time.  
 
    "I know this sounds completely ridiculous and unreal to many of you. You're thinking, he might as well say unicorn as virtual particle. It would make about as much sense. An imaginary thing for an imaginary thing, right? Let’s see what would that sound like. 
 
    “Unicorns come in balanced pairs: unicorns and anti-unicorns. One of the unicorn types can travel some distance for a very short time before recombining with an anti-unicorn of the same type. When they combine they are both annihilated. This happens over such a short time and distance that unicorns can’t be observed. Nevertheless, unicorns have real effects that can be observed. 
 
    "Sounds silly, I agree. Except they're not the same. Unlike unicorns, virtual particles are more than just an idea. How do we know that?  
 
    “We use virtual particles to explain such things as quantum tunneling. That's a well-documented phenomenon where an electron can disappear from one side of an insulator and instantly reappear on the other side, in spite of the barrier. All of our modern electronics containing quantum dot, field effect transistors depend on this tunneling effect.  
 
    "Ordinary static electricity is a virtual particle phenomenon. It’s a field composed of the virtual particles emitted by moving electrons inside a charged material.  
 
    “Virtual particles also allow us to calculate the exact wavelengths of light emitted by heating pure elements with astounding accuracy; within one part in a billion, or 0.0000001 percent. So we accept the virtual particle theory because it allows us to make the most accurate calculations in all of science. 
 
    "Now, many of you may have heard of the two kinds of real particles, fermions and bosons. Fermions are particles such as quarks, electrons, or neutrinos. Bosons carry forces between the fermions. Bosons include photons, gluons, Higgs bosons, and so on. We can calculate how these real particles and the virtual particles are related. 
 
    “Everyone’s heard of Einstein’s famous E=mc2, right? Energy equals mass times speed of light squared? An atomic explosion converts mass into energy. Most people don’t realize that Einstein’s equation works in the other direction, too. When you put enough energy in one place, the energy gets converted into mass.”  
 
    He displayed an image of the familiar mushroom cloud from an atomic explosion. That was shortly replaced by a strange-looking image full of weird blobs, representing the interactions between virtual particles and quarks inside a proton. 
 
    “The binding energy that ties virtual particles together inside a real particle makes up the majority of the mass of that real particle. Indeed, about seventy-percent of the mass of a proton comes from the energy created by the virtual particles bound together inside of it.  
 
    “Another way to think of real particles is as complete standing waves in the quantum field. What does that mean?  
 
    “Well, think of each real particle as a string that loops back on itself. The looped string represents a wave in the quantum field. If a wave is of the correct frequency, relative to the size of the loop, when it reaches the end of the loop, it starts all over again, creating what we call a standing wave in that loop. Kind of like when an audience at a football game performs a wave that goes all the way around the stadium, and starts over again. Real particles, standing waves in a loop, are stable. 
 
    "Virtual particles, on the other hand, are just incomplete sections of a complete standing wave. They're highly unstable and transient; they don’t last long enough for us to even observe. 
 
    “We have recently shown that every known real sub-atomic particle can be modeled, not as a solid speck or ball, but as a boiling collection of randomly appearing and disappearing virtual particles that somehow manages to maintain a consistency of behavior in the aggregate, that is, in the collective whole.  
 
    “How do these chaotic, erratically behaved virtual particles—these incomplete waveforms—become nice, stable standing waves? The short answer is, through resonance.  
 
    “Two resonant—or compatible—waves on the same looped string reinforce each other. When they match the natural resonance of the string, they form a stable standing wave. 
 
    “So, imagine we have a partial wave in a quantum field, and it meets up with another partial wave of the same frequency. The second wave ‘completes’ part of the first wave. And, if you put enough of these resonant partial waves together, you create a full standing-wave pattern. And, bingo! The virtual turns into the real. The sections that overlap are redundant and fall out of the resulting real particle as excess binding energy. 
 
    “That makes reality, the universe as we know it, an emergent phenomenon of interacting virtual particles, things that don’t really exist in any directly-measurable way. Poetically speaking, one might say that the physical nothing of the quantum vacuum is filled with an infinite number of tiny bits of imagination, existing without dimension, for no time.  
 
    “That sounds like a whole lot of unicorns, I mean, ‘nothing’ to me.”  
 
    Very few laughed. Most stared back, stone-faced, uncomprehending, fidgety, and silent.  
 
    “What, no laughs? C'mon, that was funny!” 
 
    Wow, tough crowd—he thought, but it was more than that. There was a pervasive tension building out there. Something's up. He took a sip of water and returned to his lecture, uneasy. 
 
    “An entire universe filled with nothing but virtual particles would be very chaotic, yet it would appear completely empty to us. Virtual particles of all kinds would spontaneously appear, briefly interact with each other and disappear.  
 
    “Most of these interactions would be extremely short-lived because the incomplete waves of one particle would likely not resonate with the incomplete waves of incompatible, neighboring virtual particles.  
 
    “Which brings us to the question that has motivated my research team: How could a universe full of these chaotic, poorly behaved virtual particles give birth to the well-behaved real universe we see today?  
 
    “How can we conceive of a completely natural mechanism of real matter that evolves by a kind of natural selection from virtual matter, without the intervention or initiation of any intelligent creator? In other words, without God? 
 
    “The problem of spontaneous creation of a universe from nothing is not really a problem of the creation of energy and matter. As we've established, what we used to think of as nothing, is actually full of stuff. The quantum vacuum, deeper than the deepest vacuum in outer space, is crowded with energetic virtual particles.  
 
    "The problem is that, in the universe before the Big Bang, these virtual particles had not yet evolved a consistent set of stable, well-behaved interactions with each other. They existed; they just didn’t exist stably.  
 
    “Our newest theory came from thinking about this problem. That led us to the next question, which led to the next, and so on. Questions like: How could these virtual particles that filled the great nothingness before the Big Bang achieve stable associations in an otherwise chaotic universe? How could virtual particle interactions propagate from one pair to another?  
 
    “Our best theory is that an orderly universe would start to distill from this chaotic brew of virtual particles by the resonance I mentioned earlier. A very rare event would eventually place numerous virtual particles, each with sufficient overlapping oscillations to produce a standing wave in the quantum field. Such standing waves would be the first real particles and provide little islands of stability in an essentially chaotic universe.  
 
    “The standing waves of these real particles would interact with the incomplete waves of nearby virtual particles. Our models show that after many, many interactions—too many to easily count—these interactions could eventually lead to larger stable domains in the otherwise chaotic universe. All of this would have taken place with ridiculously low probability.  
 
    “But before the Big Bang and the causality that we know and love today, even ridiculously low probability events were essentially guaranteed to happen eventually.  
 
    “These resonances formed the basis of the rules that determine how matter and energy interact, the laws of nature, if you will. The laws evolved from these interactions; they were not designed or imposed by an external force. The resonances, leading to the ways in which particles formed and interacted, arose by chance from infinite possibilities.  
 
    “Now, the real universe that formed through this process, our universe, still shares the same space with infinitely many other possible virtual universes. However, these other possible virtual universes have been unable to form a stable set of interactions and become real. 
 
    “This is different from the so-called multiverse theory, which states every universe that can exist, does. That's correct to a certain extent, but only our universe ever became real, that is to say, stable. All other possible universes remained virtual, never forming a stable relationship between enough of their member virtual particles to coalesce into reality. They're all still out there, those many other possibilities, interacting, appearing, and vanishing. Rather boggles the mind, doesn't it? 
 
    Darian switched to a slide showing a traditional analog stopwatch with a ticking second hand. The image was overlaid with a large question mark. 
 
    “I've got another brain twister for you. Consider the ridiculously high, practically infinite, number of interactions that would have to take place, along with the ridiculously low probability of just the right bits coming together precisely when, where, and how they needed to. Got that?  
 
    “Now, given all of that, how long do you think it took for our universe to come together, to evolve naturally from chaos? Anyone want to venture a guess?"  
 
    Darian looked around to see if there were any takers. The second hand moved on the overhead slide. He let them suffer for a few seconds before jumping back in.  
 
    "No takers? Well, I don't blame you; it was kind of a trick question. In a universe struggling to come into existence as I’ve described, the question of ‘how long’ is meaningless.  
 
    “There is no way to measure time before the first stable interactions were in place. The chaotic universe was eternal, lasting forever. Time was immeasurable as far back as one could possibly imagine. Without cause and effect, time has no direction.  
 
    “In such a universe of chaos, we can roughly define time as something like event opportunities. According to this definition, we can see there would be adequate time for a real universe to evolve. Event opportunities are essentially infinite. 
 
    “Another question we've been scratching our heads over is: How could that lead to the Big Bang?   
 
    "What we've come up with so far is this. While partial waveforms of virtual particles are easily able to share the same space, standing waves of identical real particles, particularly those we call fermions, are not. This is called the Pauli Exclusion Principle.” 
 
    “Remember those little islands of stability I mentioned earlier? As more and more of those interacting domains of stability appeared, a sufficiently large nucleus accumulated.  
 
    “The effect those domains had on adjacent virtual particles through resonance became overwhelming. New real particles sprang into existence as the stable interactions started to spread outward, mediated by their resonance effect on adjacent virtual particles. The nucleus of real particles expanded faster than the speed of light because the resonant effect of virtual particles is not limited by the speed of real photons.  
 
    “Virtual particles coalescing into real particles in this way hate to occupy the same space. They rush to get away from each other. This led to the release of a huge amount of energy, the culmination of which, we call the Big Bang. Although, I think it would be more accurate to say, the Big Bloom.  
 
    “Our universe blossomed out of the chaos, rather than exploded. A region of stable reality spread into the surrounding area where only non-coherent virtual particles had existed previously. I suspect the process is still ongoing at the edges of the real universe, which continues to expand into the infinite chaotic virtual universe faster than the speed of light. 
 
    “In this way, the ancient Greeks were right: our universe has existed forever. There was a universe of chaotic virtual matter going back forever before the Big Bang. That virtual matter is the source of our universe, and the stable interactions that evolved between coalescing virtual particles are what we think of as the laws of nature.” 
 
    Darian paused to take a sip of water and a deep breath. 
 
    “I realize that what I’ve described to you sounds extraordinary, certainly less than obvious. Science is, above all, pragmatic. We can make up all the outlandish theories and hypotheses we like, but they can only become scientifically accepted after they are tested against the reality of the universe. Reality is always the final arbiter of truth.  
 
    “So how can we test these ideas I’ve described? How do we go from wild conjecture to scientifically sound knowledge? We can’t exactly go back 13.8 billion years into the past to test the origin of the universe, nor can we go trillions of years into the future to see how it all turns out. 
 
    “So here's where it gets really interesting. We believe that we can develop a device to generate complex fields that will amplify and select interactions among other virtual particles. Particles other than the ones that led naturally to real particles in our universe."  
 
    Darian noted a couple of dubious faces peering up at that comment.  
 
    "Once these virtual particles are coaxed into their own resonance, they will form tiny universes with their own natural laws, laws different from our own." A few more furrowed brows appeared. 
 
    "We call these fields ‘Reality Assertion Fields’ because they assert a new set of natural laws on a region of space. It turns out that a Reality Assertion Field, or RAF, is surprisingly easy to generate. All we have to do is compute the shape of a field that will encourage the selection of these new resonances between adjacent virtual particles within the RAF.  
 
    “We can use any field, but electromagnetic fields are the easiest to generate. The hard part is computing the shape of the overlap of a large number of EM fields so we can encourage the specific resonances we desire among the various virtual particles in a portion of space. The math gets a little difficult, as you might imagine.” 
 
    There was an appreciative chuckle from the physicists in the audience.  
 
    Darian checked in with his lattice sub-routine again. No one, other than the Reverend LaMontagne and the man his lattice had flagged were raising any further alarms with the algorithm. He would keep an eye on those two during the Q&A session.  
 
    “My group is now in the process of building a very fast and powerful computer, and developing new types of mathematics, which we will use to calculate the fields required to generate a new RAF in a very small volume—about one hundred cubic centimeters—of a nearly perfect vacuum.  
 
    “Once completed, we will probe this region with a variety of tests to make sure that it has physical properties different from those specified by the laws of nature in our own universe. We expect to be able to demonstrate that our principles are correct within the next few months and, from there, I anticipate some paradigm-shifting science unfolding.” 
 
    Among the sea of confused, bored, or frustrated faces looking back, Darian counted a disappointingly small number of individuals still exhibiting rapt attention.  
 
    In his distraction, he failed to see the angry man and Reverend LaMontagne exchange glances. The angry man gave an almost imperceptible nod. 
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    Dr. Pratt lumbered out of his seat and requested a microphone from one of the assistants. He tapped it twice to make sure it was working. Thank goodness that’s over. And I thought it was painful listening to Darian talk about the human soul.  
 
    Aloud, he said, “An intriguing hypothesis, I’m sure, Dr. Leigh. Thank you for explaining your ideas so elaborately. Perhaps I could begin the question period by asking you, how dangerous is it to try and alter the laws of nature, even at the smallest level? I’m sure you’ll recall the concerns many of us had over the experimental work on the Higgs boson, the so-called God particle. Although that work turned out to have no dire large-scale consequences—at least, none that we know about so far—it seems to me that your own research may pose an even greater potential for disruption. How do we know that your work is not moving us toward some horrific and irreversible disaster on a universal scale?” 
 
    “Thank you for your question, Dr. Pratt,” Darian replied equitably. “As you point out, the fears around the Higgs boson research were indeed exaggerated. However, that is not the reason we think our current research poses no danger.  
 
    “The reason we do not fear some unforeseen disaster resulting from our research is that the real universe is incredibly stable.  
 
    “The universe of real particles is much more robust than, say, people’s perception or memory. People think they remember things happening that didn’t really happen at all, sometimes that couldn’t have happened. Unlike imagination or memories—let’s call those our perceived realities—an objective reality actually exists. It is formed out of countless, consistent and well-defined resonances between the virtual particles that, altogether, make up the real particles of the universe. It is definable, measurable, predictable, and can be consistently recreated.  
 
    “It is, however, exceedingly difficult to calculate how even a small number of stable real particles might interact with their adjacent virtual particles. That’s why we are generating the RAF—the Reality Assertion Field—in as much of a complete vacuum as we can. Until we understand how artificial microverses interact with the real universe, we want to avoid any contact between these two different kinds of matter.”  
 
    Satisfied with his answer, Darian turned to the audience and asked, “Other questions?” A hand shot up immediately. Darian recognized the speaker from campus, “Yes, Mr. Lim?” 
 
    The third-year physics major beamed at being identified by name by the world-famous scholar. It didn’t occur to him how easy it was for Darian to access SFU's confidential registration data via his lattice in the brief time between seeing a raised hand and acknowledging it. An assistant handed the student a microphone. “I’m confused about the quantum fields—” 
 
    “I believe that feeling is widely shared,” Darian joked, “even physicists have struggled with the complexities. But what is it in particular that you find confusing, Mr. Lim? Perhaps I can help clarify.” 
 
    The undergrad smiled shyly and continued in a quiet, precise voice. “I’ve been taught that all quantum fields are associated with a real particle. So how could one extend across the universe, when most of the universe is empty space? How can a field exist in the absence of any particles?” 
 
    “An excellent question, Mr. Lim. You have touched upon something that has bothered many theoretical physicists for quite some time.  
 
    “Remember my earlier description of static electric charge? As charged real particles move, they interact with virtual particles that are constantly and spontaneously arising all around them. Some of the virtual particles will resonate by chance with the real particles. These, in turn, may resonate with other nearby virtual particles. Stringing these together, leads to the transmission of the resonance outward from the material.   
 
    “Actually, what we call the quantum field is simply the potential for resonance by the virtual particles. But virtual particles permeate the universe and beyond. So the field itself isn’t a real thing; it's more like a representation of potential, a mathematical convenience, if you will. The part of a field closest to an actual thing is this traveling wave of resonance which is transmitted through the cloud of virtual particles. Does that clarify it for you?” 
 
    Mr. Lim nodded his thanks and sat down, even more confused than before. He wasn’t the only one lost. The majority of individuals who attempted to follow the conversation displayed bewildered looks. 
 
    “Don’t worry too much about the details,” Darian said. “This is not easy to convey in words, and it’s an awful lot for you to absorb in one short session. I know this isn’t a common or obvious way to think about the universe.  
 
    “The best way to get a sense of it is by asking how a universe of virtual particles would behave. Once you see that the only way to go from the virtual to the real is through resonance effects of adjacent particles, you will realize that all matter, forces, and fields can be explained through this mechanism.  
 
    “When you finish your classes next year, I hope you’ll join my graduate seminar to see how the math works, Mr. Lim. I think you’ll find it much easier to grasp when you can see it laid out in the formulas.” Darian smiled, encouragingly he hoped, and was rewarded with an enthusiastic nod and ear-to-ear grin from Mr. Lim.  
 
    “I believe we have a question from the other hall,” said Dr. Pratt. “Theater 3, your question, please?” 
 
    The monitor displayed a thirty-something woman with lustrous brown hair and fashionable attire. She reached awkwardly for the microphone being offered to her by a theater assistant. “But…but isn’t it all….” Her voice faltered as she spoke into it, as if she was surprised by her own sound. Feedback squealed through the speakers in both halls. The assistant winced and pulled the microphone to an inch away from the woman’s mouth. He gestured to her to begin again. 
 
    She cleared her throat, and her eyes darted to the group sitting next to her. Several severe-looking men along the row bobbed their heads in stern encouragement. She returned her focus to the speaker and started again.  
 
    “Dr. Leigh, your ideas are rather fantastical, invoking things that sound like fairy tales, particles that no one can see, the whole universe springing into existence by random chance, a reality field. It all sounds so…unbelievable, and so unbelievably complicated.”  
 
    She took a shaky breath as Darian and the rest of the audience waited for a question.  
 
    “My question is, why should I believe your complex and incredible story instead of simply believing that the Lord God made it all? The story of creation as told in the Bible makes a whole lot more sense to me.” She looked around the audience, pleading with her eyes for people to join her in the firm and comforting belief in her God. 
 
    Back in the other hall, Darian composed himself. “Your question contains so many assumptions, and it is so steeped in ignorance, that it is difficult for me to answer in the short amount of time that we have here.”  
 
    The audible intake of breath and the hurt, angry look on the woman’s face in the monitor made him realize that his reply must have come across too harsh. He rushed to repair the damage, for both their sakes.  
 
    “What I meant is that in order to really understand the theory, one would need a lifetime of studying mathematics and physics. You are ignorant only in the sense that you lack knowledge in these areas of study, perhaps in science altogether. Sadly the word ‘ignorant’ has become so clouded with emotion in modern use that people are offended when it’s used to describe them.” 
 
    The audience watched the woman on the screen turn to her neighbor and mouth something. Darian's lattice had no trouble reading her lips. He nodded in response as if she had spoken to him directly.  
 
    "For the rest of the audience’s benefit, the speaker commented—to her neighbor's approval—that she does not ‘believe’ in science.” The woman looked simultaneously chagrined and embarrassed. 
 
    “Well, folks, if it were legal, I could duplicate my neural lattice within their brains so that both she and her neighbors could benefit from sufficient understanding of scientific knowledge to properly judge whether or not it is believable. But let’s see if we can demonstrate that without such a drastic approach.  
 
    “Is science just another belief system in an essentially subjective universe? I think that is the essence of the question. Certainly it is a kind of belief system, a belief that the universe is real, that it works through definable and reliable laws of nature, and that these physical laws can be shown through data. We might call this belief system empirical physicalism.  
 
    “But even magical versions of the universe behave according to definable and reliable rules. Pantheistic magic, for example, has rules for invocations. The magic of the Abrahamic God also operates according to rules. The main rule for that particular form of magic is that God must will it; if so, the universe bends to God’s will. 
 
    “A number of philosophers and writers have posited that the universe is not real, that we are all asleep in some greater outside universe. Some philosophies even suggest that our lives in this universe are just fractions of our real lives in the greater universe, that a life here is but one night's dream in the true universe. This is one of the models behind the idea of reincarnation, and it has a certain appeal. The biggest problem I see is this: if we have no way to know if this universe is real, how could we be sure that life in the greater universe is real and not just another dream in an even greater universe? Is it just dreams all the way up? How would that even work? 
 
    “Then science comes along. Science is built from our common experience that the universe works in a predictable way according to well-defined rules: the laws of nature. In the early history of humanity, many of these rules were too complex for us to perceive. We could explain that wood was something that burned, while rocks didn’t; that was easy. But the coming and going of storms, the cause of lightning, and so on, those were too complicated for our early minds.  
 
    “We invented gods, hundreds or even thousands of them, to explain what we perceived as the capriciousness of natural behavior. Over time, we started to understand the workings of more and more things, and the ancient gods died off. I don’t mean literally, because they never really existed. We just stopped turning to them as a way to explain natural occurrences. 
 
    “Nature is complex and it begets complex science. At a certain point, the complexity of scientific knowledge overwhelmed the ability of the human mind to grasp. So we specialized. Physicists used their understanding of electron movement in semiconductors to invent things like transistors. Mathematicians invented ways to represent and manipulate information, and computers were developed. Biologists and biochemists gleaned an understanding of the chemical basis of life and became capable of engineering new organisms.  
 
    “Faced with the overwhelming complexity of nature, and with the sheer volume of the knowledge being amassed by scientists, many people turned back to an older and simpler view of the universe for relief. That view is the ancient one where the magical powers of God determine how everything works. 
 
    “But the scientific approach to understanding the universe isn’t just any belief system. Its essence is pragmatic; it works. It just works. Throughout history, once we achieved significant and correct understanding of natural phenomena, we were able to use that understanding to do things. We could build automobiles, airplanes, submarines, computers, the internet, insect-resistant crops, nuclear bombs, and so on.  
 
    "Where we were temporarily ignorant of the functioning of something, such as, say, cancer in the early part of this century, we prayed to our old God or gods to help us. Sometimes, prayer seemed to work and we attributed the healing to divine intervention. We now understand many of the causes of cancer, and we are able to reliably and predictably cure it. Cancer is no longer in the realm of the gods. Like so many other areas of ignorance before, it has fallen to a scientific, natural understanding of the universe.  
 
    “We don’t need a God or gods in order to understand the universe, though it may be beyond the intelligence of unaided, individual humans. No, what we need is to elevate the level of intelligence in humans so that we can all better understand the universe. Although it is vast, majestic, and complex—and we might not be able to understand every little thing that happens within—it is still a natural universe with natural laws. It can be understood.  
 
    “We used to think God moved the planets and put the stars in their place in the sky. Then Newton and Einstein helped us to see that astronomy was explained by gravity, and our magical explanations of the universe retreated to the realm of biology.  
 
    “We used to invoke godly ‘vital spirits’ to explain the animation of life and inheritance. But Darwin showed that inheritance along with competition to survive and reproduce could explain the development of new species. Then Watson, Crick, and Franklin, among others, showed that DNA was the basis of inheritance, and it became obvious that biology was really just complex chemistry.  
 
    “We used to think that life could not have spontaneously begun in the primordial ooze that was Earth. And then, just a few years ago, Barholt showed us how life can spring from wet, salty puddles, with no other explanation than chemistry and thermodynamics.  
 
    “Our God-based rationalizations have steadily retreated as scientific theories of natural phenomena have advanced. Today, God is mostly only invoked within the scientific community to explain the existence of the human soul and the creation of the universe. 
 
    “I’m certain that advances made in artificial intelligence over the next few years, perhaps by someone in this room today, will challenge the magical explanation of the human soul.  
 
    “Very soon we will be able to create the software that will show intelligence is an emergent property of organized, neural-like systems, whether those neurons are biological, electronic, or spintronic. I predict that within a hundred years we will develop synthetic intelligences whose humanity we will be unable to deny. 
 
    “Even the very laws of nature are close to becoming something we can manipulate through science and technology. The work being done by my group will show these physical laws have a perfectly natural origin, that no magical or supernatural explanation is required to explain them.  
 
    “The theory we are developing will point the way to a deeper understanding of how our natural laws evolved among the original bits of the universe. It will give us a chance to vary these laws in a small, local section of the universe, and see how different sets of natural laws interact. This work could lead the way to some major breakthroughs: limitless energy, smarter computers, faster-than-light travel to places that only our distant descendants will know.  
 
    “Personally, I find a universe that evolved naturally is much more exhilarating than a universe created by an all-powerful being to celebrate His glory. I would hope that the rest of you would find it equally exciting.” 
 
    To Darian’s surprise, applause broke out among about a third of the audience members. The remainder sat, frowning, with crossed arms and disapproving glares.  
 
    “Ahem,” Dr. Pratt broke in after a few seconds. “I see we have exceeded the time allowed for the first half of the Café. We’ll take one more question before the break and then enjoy a fifteen-minute recess. 
 
    Pratt scanned the room looking for the last questioner. He pointed to an older gentleman sitting halfway back in the lecture theater, whose hand was barely raised. “Yes, you, sir, the gentleman in the striped shirt,” he said and directed one of the floor runners to deliver a microphone to the selected audience member.  
 
    Darian waited patiently as the man fiddled with the microphone. The clumsy collusion between the host and the planted questioner could not have been clearer if he had received a script in advance of the Café.  
 
    “Reverend LaMontagne,” Darian announced for the benefit of anyone who might not have recognized the former statesman and church leader being invited to speak. “I was wondering if you might weigh in on the discussion. Welcome.” 
 
    The Reverend was only moderately surprised at being recognized by the professor. The holy man’s reputation was much larger in The New Confederacy than in Pacifica. Still, his vocal support of a fundamentalist interpretation of the Bible, and of its use in government and education, led to his image appearing in many news stories across popular media around the English-speaking world.  
 
    “Thank you for a most interesting presentation, Dr. Leigh,” LaMontagne began. “I only have two very brief questions for you, if I may. First, I’d like to know what you think is the purpose of it all. Why, of all possible universes, was this one, which is so attuned to human life, the one that came into existence? Second, without the guiding hand of our Lord and His son, Jesus Christ, how are we to know right from wrong? Thank you.” He handed the microphone back to the waiting assistant. 
 
    “Short questions frequently lead to long answers,” replied Darian. “But I’m sure everyone would like to get to the refreshments and the restrooms so I’ll try to keep it brief, and if anyone cares to continue, we can discuss it further during or after the break. 
 
    “Your first question, why this world, and what is the purpose of it all, alludes to an anthropocentric view of the universe and of our Earth. Some people believe everything was designed for the optimal existence of life or, more precisely, of mankind. From this perspective, inevitably follows the argument that, because this is the only human-friendly planet we know, it must have been created by God expressly for humanity. This belief seems to have plagued a great many philosophers and even a few physicists over the past several hundred years. Unfortunately, it is based on a faulty assumption.  
 
    “The vast majority of the universe, and of the potentially habitable part of this planet, is actually not amenable to life, certainly not to human life. Indeed, it is quite hostile. Most of the universe is what we think of as empty; it’s in a vacuum flooded with various wavelengths of radiation, including light.  
 
    “The anthropocentric argument would carry a lot more weight if humans or other intelligent life were found throughout space or even inside the stars, since they comprise much more volume than Earth-like planets.  
 
    “If the universe had been at all intelligently designed for the purpose of life and of humans, it would have made much more sense to increase the habitable surface area by breaking the planets into smaller pieces, like asteroids. However, the weak gravity of asteroid-sized planetoids is insufficient to hold air or water on the surface, and so life becomes restricted to the planets.  
 
    “Even on Earth, life inhabits only a thin layer along the surface; it does not infiltrate most of the available volume. Life is only suited for extremely specialized environments found in an extremely small percent of the universe. 
 
    “If one wanted to claim that God created this vast universe but only placed life and humanity on the thinnest layer of a single inconsequential planet going round a nondescript star near the edge of an unremarkable galaxy among the hundreds of billions of galaxies in this part of the universe just so that we'd know our importance to Him, that is a very different claim from the anthropocentric one.  
 
    “If that were the case, then God would have had to think humans exceptionally vain and stupid to require such an enormous waste of space just to bring home a simple point.  
 
    “As for the purpose of it all, when I make something—let's say I build a house—I assign it a rationale. It could be to shelter me, to sell for money, or so on. Its purpose is given by its creator, me, in this case.  
 
    “Your first question assumes the universe has a Creator, who built it for His own purpose. If the universe simply evolved from the chaos that preceded it, it has no intrinsic purpose given by a nonexistent Creator. It simply is. 
 
    “Now, can we, as intelligent beings, decide on living our lives with purpose? Sure. We’re able to decide what skills and talents we have, what we like and dislike, what meaning we attach to our activities. As well, we have a wide variety of societal and cultural influences to help us decide how to build our lives with purpose. We decide our purpose, each individual for him or her own self.  
 
    “Which brings me to your second question: How are we to know right from wrong? There are many moralities possible without God. Secular humanists and moral philosophers of many stripes have addressed this issue for centuries.  
 
    “Moral codes, a sense of right and wrong, pre-existed Christianity, and even the Old Testament. Christianity overlaid many of its practices and celebrations onto the earlier pagan worship and events.  
 
    “The fact that societies without the Christian God, or any gods at all for that matter, were capable of arriving at moral codes not too different from those of the Old or New Testaments would suggest that morality may have other bases besides the Christian God. We don't have time to go into evolutionary sociobiology here today, but many scholars have written about it. 
 
    “Instead, I’d like to suggest that the universe encodes moral laws just as much as it encodes physical laws. Universal moral laws apply more so to the species as a whole rather than to isolated individuals 
 
    “The fact that there are biologically unbreakable moral laws at the species level is as evident as the physical laws that we readily accept. One example might be: ‘Thou shall not eat all your young.’ Clearly, this law cannot be broken by all members of any mortal, sexually-reproducing species if that species is to survive. Just as one cannot jump off a cliff in defiance of the law of gravity, all members of a species cannot defy the moral law, ‘thou shall not eat all thy young,’ and survive.  
 
    “Notice how nature enforces moral law. When moral law is broken by a critical number of a species, that species becomes extinct. The physical punishment for breaking a natural moral law is much harsher than that of eternal damnation in a burning hell specified by Christianity. It is the subsequent non-existence of the species. 
 
    “Natural moral laws are similar to the laws of quantum mechanics in many ways. At the subatomic scale, individual particles are capable of all kinds of strange behaviors that seem to break the laws of nature.   
 
    “Take electron tunneling, for example. An electron seems to jump across an insulating barrier. One instant, it’s on one side of the barrier; and the next instant, it’s on the other side without ever traveling through the barrier. It appears to defy natural laws of motion.  
 
    “But, as I mentioned earlier, in the aggregation of all these particles into larger-scale lumps of matter, things that we can hold in our hands, those many small-scale oddities average out and matter ‘behaves’ itself.  
 
    “All kinds of behavior might be possible for individual members of a species but, if that species’ aggregate behavior deviates too far from the limits tolerated by nature, the species cannot survive.  
 
    “Other examples of natural moral law might go something like, ‘Thou shall not contaminate your environment to uninhabitable levels,’ or ‘Thou shall not overly limit diversity.’ The first of these is rather obvious, but the second one is very interesting.  
 
    “Nature needs genetic diversity in a species because the environment is unpredictable. Levels of moisture, available food sources, changing light levels, and so on, mean that no species is ever completely safe from their environment because environments are not stable.  
 
    “The way that species adapt to change, in an evolutionary sense, is to encode variability right into their DNA. Individual members of any species are slightly different from other members. As an environment changes, some members will be better able to adapt to the change than others. In biology, we say these traits are selected but, really, we mean that some of the variations are more suitable than others. So nature says species must be capable of adapting or they run the risk of becoming extinct. 
 
    “How does this apply to us as individuals? It turns out that nature does not care too much about individual members of any species except as they may contribute to the survival of the species as a whole. However, as individuals of an intelligent species, we can choose to synchronize our individual behaviors with behaviors that are important to the species as a whole. We can attend to the needs of our young; we can be responsible shepherds of our environment; we can develop diverse skills and talents; and we can appreciate diversity in others, even if we don’t like their behavior very much. 
 
    “Does any of this require an overarching God to threaten us with punishment if we stray? No, not at all. Nature will deal our species the ultimate punishment, non-existence, if we are immoral—that is, if we behave contrary to the types of behavior that select for survival of an intelligent species.  
 
    “Children require the guidance of an adult to help them select and practice behaviors that fit with survival over the long term. We learn to share, to cooperate, and to care about the well-being of our fellow humans. Much of infant behavior is directed and guided by their ‘omnipotent’ parents. But there comes a time when we develop the ability to think rationally, to reason on our own about right and wrong. We no longer need the threat of punishment to determine what kinds of behaviors are good for us and what kinds are bad.  
 
    “If as a society—as a species—we can learn to become aware of the behaviors that are good for our species over the long term, we can begin to take steps to select good behaviors from bad ones without needing the threat of eternal punishment. We no longer need the idea of a God or gods to choose good behaviors.  
 
    “I believe that it is time for humanity to grow up, to claim its adulthood, and to begin taking conscious responsibility for its future development.” 
 
    LaMontagne leaned forward, itching to launch a rebuttal. To his dismay, his opportunity to reply was drowned out by thunderous applause. Much of the crowd rose to its feet and enthusiastic hoots rose from both theaters. Darian took it all in, surprised by the response.  
 
    One spectator, despite remaining seated, stood out; it was the same man who had been fuming through the entire talk. His face was contorted with fury; his chest heaved in ragged and uneven breaths.  
 
    Throughout the talk, the man had been holding his hands clenched tightly at his sides. His slightly overweight frame looked like it had once been muscular and well-toned; a certain hardness underlay the soft exterior. Years of military training and discipline—Darian guessed.  
 
    Unable to restrain himself any longer, the man’s right hand slid slowly and deliberately across his body and disappeared under the vest. When it reappeared, it held a large pistol.  
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    The first shot went into the ceiling. Someone yelped, and the shooter drew a broad arc through the crowd. “Everyone, sit down and shut up! I don’t want to hear a word out of anybody. Not one word.”  
 
    Darian transmitted an urgent notice from his lattice to the local police broadnet.  
 
    The man fixed his sight on Darian, and made his way into the stairway leading toward the podium. “Darian Leigh, you have blasphemed against the Lord God and His only son, Yeshua! You have set the false idol of science before us. You have attempted to turn our gaze away from His loving face and toward your own.”  
 
    As he made his way down the stairs, the shooter’s hand bobbed and swayed a little with each step. Darian contemplated dashing for the door. He’s far enough away. I’d be hard to hit with a handgun. He realized that running would likely put the entire auditorium at risk. I have to draw his fire. 
 
     Training his eye firmly on the man’s trigger finger, the young professor subtly echoed the sway, side to side in rhythm with the assailant’s steps, minutely amplifying the motion each time. He hoped to lure the man into increasing the sway, making it harder for him to maintain an aim on Darian’s chest.  
 
    If I can get him to fire on an outward sway from at least twelve or more meters away, I can reverse my own movement and get up to a seventy percent chance of dodging the bullet. His calculations had to incorporate a lot of assumptions about the man’s training, response time, and how many shots he could fire before someone stopped him. All this computing power, and it comes down to hunches and guess work. 
 
    Darian fought to remain calm. 
 
    Internally, he raced through his lattice archives for teachings of Yeshua’s True Guard Church. If I can get this guy angry enough to fire off a sloppy shot before he gets any closer, I might have a chance. I have to get all his attention on me. Maybe someone in the crowd can stop him before he gets off a second shot. Or a third. 
 
     “You, sir, are the blasphemer!” Darian shouted. The man stopped in his tracks and stared at the scientist.  
 
    Playing up his indignation, Darian grabbed the lapel microphone from his collar and threw it to the ground. The speakers squealed as it bounced off the tile floor. He kept his eyes locked on the man’s trigger finger and broadcasted his next words directly from his lattice into the PA system, hoping the unaided amplification might further rattle the man.  
 
    “You have entered a House of Knowledge with a closed mind, arrogantly sure of your fairy tales and your false god.” 
 
    It didn't take a lattice to see the man's surprise return to rage and disgust. Darian slowed his side-to-side rocking, and prepared to twist away the instant the trigger was pulled.  
 
    The man’s lips stretched into a smile as if recognizing a familiar face. He continued his descent toward the podium. “Ah, Satan speaks through you, I see,” he bellowed, “but Yeshua has shown us the way. ‘I am the light and the glory,’ He says. ‘There is no path to heaven but to follow me.’ It will be a great service to the Lord, when I rid you of the demon that haunts you, Darian Leigh, when I free your soul from the Prince of Lies.”  
 
    The gunman’s spare hand produced a silver cross from the breast pocket of his vest. “I cast thee out, Satan,” he cried. “In the name of Yeshua, son of God, I command thee to depart from this man. Lift the veil of darkness from his eyes so that he may see the true light of our Divine Lord and find his soul in peace.” 
 
    Darian was stunned. He’d imagined a great number of possible responses to his talk today, but being the subject of an impromptu exorcism by a religious fanatic did not occur to him. He momentarily forgot his plan to avoid being shot.  
 
    “You are delusional,” Darian said, just loud enough for the gunman to hear. “Do you believe so deeply that only you know the truth, and you know it so confidently and righteously that you would kill a simple scientist for the mere crime of speaking?” 
 
    “The poison of your words is more destructive than a million guns!” screamed the gun-bearer. “Do not attempt to deceive me, Satan. For I hold Yeshua firmly in my heart. Your words hold no weight with me. You may fool millions with your evil lies but be warned. There are legions who see through your deceptions. Our Lord has permitted your presence so He may weed out those who are too weak, losers who are too easily swayed by your dark promises to enter into His Kingdom. Your day of reckoning is coming, you servant of Darkness!” 
 
    As the man stepped off the final stair, Darian’s lattice screamed at him: MOVE NOW! He saw the bullet leave the gun barrel, or maybe it was just the projection from the motion-modeling software in his lattice. In any case, he responded. Everything slowed as he twisted to one side, away from the projected point of impact. The last thing he saw before registering intense pain was Greg tackling the assailant from behind, and Kathy lunging forward to join Greg in an effort to bring down the shooter.  
 
    The bullet slammed into Darian’s left side, spinning him around, and sending him crashing to the floor.  
 
    Galvanized by Greg's and Kathy’s heroics, a handful of attendees leaped forward. The rest took advantage of the distraction and fled in the opposite direction. Four university security officers shouted and shoved their way down through the panicked crowd.  
 
    The ruckus grew distant as Darian's mainly biologically based consciousness faded to black, dragging his lattice along with it.  
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    Larry sat in the eighth row, one seat in from the center aisle. He rested his chin on his hands and stared dismally at the empty stage. The shooter was in Police custody. Ambulance attendants had strapped the wounded Darian to a stretcher and whisked him away, with Kathy and Greg glued to his side. Larry had tried to make his way over to them through the panicked crowd but it was impossible. They didn't even bother to look for me.  
 
    He shouldn't have been surprised. Things had been tense between him and his lab mates since last month. It started with that big blowout they’d had over whether or not to expose themselves to Darian’s engineered virus. The following morning, they’d all shown up for work a little late, and something had changed between them. A coolness had settled over them.  
 
    Adding to the irreconcilable moral and philosophical differences, they’d said things that could not be unsaid. They were only human, after all, and hurt feelings, a sense of betrayal, and burgeoning resentment was all it took to undermine the friendship they once valued. 
 
    They maintained an awkward but professional working relationship, and they worked as hard as ever, but the light banter and easy comfort they’d once enjoyed with one another was gone.  
 
    The past few weeks had been especially trying for all of them, with Larry constantly monitoring the other two scientists for subtle changes in their abilities or personalities. 
 
    “Don’t worry; I’m sure he’ll be okay.”  
 
    The deep voice snapped Larry out of his reverie. A man in his mid-sixties, escorted down the auditorium stairs by three Secret Service types, was heading his way. They wore characteristic black suits, navy blue ties, and comm gear in their ears. Despite the hall being nearly empty, their eyes scanned the room continuously, presumably assessing the potential threat of hidden assassins. 
 
    The man who had spoken seemed at peace, unconcerned about possible danger. His face reflected nothing more than kind concern for the worried scientist.  
 
    “Reverend LaMontagne,” Larry recalled from Darian’s introduction to the audience. “Thank you. I hope so; it looked pretty serious.” 
 
    “You are Dr. Rusalov, no?  
 
    Surprised at being recognized, Larry nodded. 
 
    “Why didn’t you accompany your mentor and friends to the hospital?” 
 
    Larry frowned. “I couldn't get to them in time. Anyway, I’d just be in the way there. There’s nothing I can do to help.” 
 
    “True,” said the Reverend. “And it doesn’t seem like Dr. Leigh is the kind to need moral support. Nevertheless, your colleagues seemed to feel that they should go with the ambulance.” The Reverend allowed several seconds for that to sink in. “Do I sense a little discord in the Leigh research group?” He smiled sympathetically, like a kindly father or grandfather might have done. 
 
    Larry regarded the man, trying to decide whether he should say anything. If he confessed his doubts about Darian’s methods, it might open his friends and supervisor to unwelcome scrutiny, perhaps get the lab shut down, maybe even result in legal action. This man was from outside the group, outside the university. Heck, since secession, he was from outside the country.  
 
    But the Reverend’s approach struck a chord. Larry desperately needed to talk with somebody. He was being squeezed out of the gang of lattice-imbued geniuses, and he could use a sympathetic ear. Reverend Alan LaMontagne was probably as sympathetic an ear as Larry was likely to find. If you can’t trust a man of God, who can you trust? Talking to the Reverend couldn’t do the group any harm, and the man might even offer some sage advice.  
 
    “Things have been difficult these last few weeks, I guess,” admitted Larry. “The physics we’re working with has always been excruciatingly difficult to understand but lately we’ve also been dealing with a few, I don’t know, ethical issues. I’m just having a hard time sorting it all out, is all.” 
 
    “Do you mind if I sit down?” Reverend LaMontagne gestured to the seat beside Larry.  
 
    Larry didn’t object, and the Reverend gratefully took the empty place. “As a spiritual advisor, I’d like to think I might have some insight into moral issues but,” he chuckled, “I don’t normally expect to find many such issues in a Physics department.” He sighed, “Dr. Leigh does seem to have a propensity for pushing the boundaries, though, and not just academically.” He patted Larry’s arm consolingly. “Why don’t you tell me what’s troubling you?” 
 
    “It’s hard to say. He always has an answer, and it always seems so reasonable, so well thought out, and so well supported by evidence.” 
 
    “And yet?” LaMontagne encouraged, with a gentle tilt of his head.  
 
    “And yet, I’m not convinced he’s actually right. Something just seems wrong, deeply wrong, about the direction we’re heading.”  
 
    “Something wrong with the math?” The Reverend asked. 
 
    Larry, struggling for words, missed the subtle attempt at humor entirely. “I wouldn’t know. Without a dendy lattice like Darian’s, the math is way beyond me. But that’s not really it. I mean, he’s just so smug in saying that a Creator couldn’t possibly exist. It seems to me like God would have to be so incomprehensible that such math would be as far above Darian, as his math is above me.” 
 
    “Yes, I should think so. The arrogance of some scientists is truly amazing to regard.” 
 
    “Do you think he might actually be…evil?” Larry struggled with the idea. 
 
    “Darian? Hmm. I’m afraid even I can’t tell you that. Normally, I would think he’s simply misguided as to what science can and cannot prove. But Darian Leigh seems to enjoy rubbing our noses in his superior perspective in a most annoying way. ” 
 
    “That’s for sure.” Larry’s bitterness added years to his face. “But if he can figure out the basis for natural laws then couldn’t he, potentially, learn to manipulate those laws? He'd have God-like powers. Wouldn't challenging God’s dominion over creation be evil by definition?” 
 
    “Do you really think he might be able to do that?” 
 
    “Well, as I said, it’s beyond my ability to figure that out. But he thinks he’ll be able to, and soon.” 
 
     “I see.” LaMontagne rubbed his chin thoughtfully. “Let’s assume that he’s right, that his research does lead to a new understanding of what makes the universe work, and that he’s able to modify the physical laws of nature, the laws given by God, in some manner. Does that mean there is no original Creator? No, it does not. In fact, it would rather seem to support the idea of an Intelligent Designer whose Word spoke the natural laws into existence in order to create our universe as it is.” 
 
    “Well, there’s always the multiverse theory.”  
 
    “The idea that all possible universes exist? Don’t look so surprised, Larry. I try to keep up with the arguments that disfavor the existence of Our Lord, as well. Know thy enemy, and all that. But even Darian doesn’t believe that any of those other universes are real. And the multiverse wouldn’t prove the Creator doesn’t exist, any more than a single universe proves that He does exist.” 
 
    “Why not?”   
 
    “The multiverse would just provide more ways and more possibilities for God to demonstrate His infinite love and wisdom. Nothing about the multiverse would answer why we are all here, why something rather than nothing exists, any more than a single universe does. No, I don’t believe that we’ll ever find an answer to why everything exists until we acknowledge the purpose of it all is simply to bring glory to its Creator.” 
 
    Larry relaxed. “I agree. I believe, like Newton and Einstein, that there’s no purpose in trying to understand it all except to catch a glimpse into the mind of God. Knowledge for the purpose of raising man above God does not feel right to me.” 
 
    The Reverend smiled and stood up, “Well, then. See? That wasn’t so hard to figure out, was it?” 
 
    Larry hung his head. “That isn't all. There’s more.” 
 
    The Reverend sat back down. “I wondered if there might be.” He waited patiently as Larry grappled with his conscience. 
 
    “You know Darian’s story, don’t you?”  
 
    “Doesn’t everyone? A fascinating tale of hubris, risky experimentation, and playing God.” 
 
    “I mean, his mother’s story.” 
 
    “So did I.” 
 
    “Darian's mom was once quoted as saying, 'I don't play God; it's rather hard work.'” 
 
    LaMontagne harrumphed his disapproval. “She would say that. Nevertheless.” 
 
    “Did you know that Darian’s strain of intelligence-enhancing dendy was never approved for use by the FDA?” 
 
    “Or any other respectable agency, for that matter,” added the Reverend. 
 
    “The thing is, he offered to…infect us, the rest of his team, with the same dendy virus. You know, so we could grow our own enhanced-IQ lattices and be better able to help his research.” He reached into his jacket pocket and pulled out the virus-containing capsule, showing it to LaMontagne. “It’s so small,” he whispered.  
 
    The Reverend scowled, “When Our Good Lord created man, He did not intend for his handiwork to become a machine. This goes beyond eating the fruit of the Tree of Knowledge of Good and Evil. This is becoming the Tree, itself.” 
 
    “I know,” Larry whispered. “The thing is, my two colleagues, Greg and Kathy, they took their pills. Enhanced dendy lattices are developing inside their brains as we speak.” He imagined the RNA strands invading their brain cells, forcing them to lay down silicene strands tipped with semiconductor sensors and activators where they met neural synapses. “I’ve already noticed a few changes in their performance; they pick up details faster than I can, faster than they did before.” 
 
    LaMontagne rubbed his eyes, suddenly fatigued. “Thank you for telling me this,” he said. “I have no doubt that Dr. Leigh’s actions are illegal but, here in Pacifica, I’m afraid I have little authority beyond reporting his indiscretions.”  
 
    “Do you think I should call the FDA or maybe the police?”  
 
    The Reverend closed his eyes for a moment of prayerful contemplation. When he opened them again, they were cold and decisive. “No.” He leaned in close to Larry and continued in a conspiratorial hush, “If you are willing, it would help us, all of us, to have someone sympathetic to our viewpoint working closely with Dr. Leigh.” 
 
    “I suppose I could report his activities to you.” 
 
    “Would that endanger your position with the team?” 
 
    “It would be hard to get much lower than I am right now.” 
 
    “If you don’t think it would be too risky, it could be helpful to have someone with a superior moral compass and a solid foundation in Our Savior, Yeshua, to monitor their activities.” 
 
    “I can do that,” Larry said. “But I’m not a member of your Church.” 
 
    LaMontagne smiled. “Never mind that. His spirit is strong within you, whether you know it or not.” 
 
    Larry extended his palm that the dendy pill toward the Reverend. “What should I do with this?”  
 
    The Reverend took the pill from his hand. “Leave it with me. I'll have it safely destroyed.”  
 
    Larry’s immediate response was panic. He'd been struggling for weeks over whether he should accept Darian’s priceless gift. To have that choice taken from him so casually, only heightened his uncertainty. He searched the Reverend's face and found confidence, clearly written, along with something else he couldn’t decode, perhaps a bit of eagerness. It’s going to be okay. The Reverend is so much better equipped to deal with dilemmas like this than I am. Having come to terms with his decision, Larry let the sense of relief wash over him. 
 
    “Please make sure you treat it like medical waste and have it incinerated. It’s too dangerous to flush down the toilet.” 
 
    “Never you fear.” The Reverend laid his hand on the scientist’s shoulder and intoned, “Bless this man, this warrior, My Lord. Bless his sacrifice and give strength to his resolve. May he achieve an even deeper love for You through his service.”  
 
    LaMontagne stood, leaned forward, and kissed Larry on the top of his head, a blessing that was oddly comforting to the scientist. He pulled a business card from his jacket pocket. “I have to go now, but here’s my private contact information. I will always be available for you. Don't hesitate to call me anytime, day or night. You are a brave man, Dr. Rusalov. Rejoice and do not fear, for God has smiled upon the sacrifice you make in His name.”  
 
    The Reverend grasped Larry’s right hand in both of his own, shaking it with deep respect. “Do you know Dr. Lucius Pratt?” 
 
    “In the Philosophy Department? A little. I met him when Darian first arrived at the university. We were invited to join them at the welcome lunch. Darian's postdocs, that is. Why?”  
 
    LaMontagne pursed his lips. “Dr. Pratt is friendly to our cause, as you might have surmised.” Larry smiled and nodded, recalling the debate between Pratt and Darian over lunch that day. How could I forget? That was the most painful free lunch I’ve ever experienced, trapped there between the two of them while they sparred, and no polite way to duck out.  
 
    The Reverend continued, “If you'd like, I could ask him to check in with you from time to time.” He held up his hand to quell any objection to being supervised that might be forming on Larry’s lips. “Don’t worry. He won’t be watching you. He’ll just provide a sympathetic ear when you need one. You can use him as a sounding board—but only if you want.” 
 
    Larry cast his gaze at the floor. “As long as he’s there as my friend and not as your spy.”   
 
    “No, nothing like that. You are undertaking a journey on our behalf at considerable personal risk, and I just want to make sure you have ongoing support close at hand. You will never need to face this alone.” 
 
    Larry nodded his acquiescence. “Okay, I’ll speak with him.” 
 
    LaMontagne smiled, more with his eyes than his mouth, and signaled his security people. The four of them continued lockstep down the stairs and out of the hall, leaving a bewildered young scientist watching them as they left. What did I just get into?—Larry wondered. 
 
    Passing the abandoned refreshment table in the foyer, Reverend LaMontagne helped himself to a bottle of juice and opened the cap with a satisfying “snap”. As they entered the lobby, he sent his retinue outdoors to scout the main entrance for any possible threats. With his team occupied and no one in the nearly empty lobby paying him any attention, he popped the dendy pill into his mouth and took a swig of juice to wash it down.  
 
    He beamed in appreciation of his incredibly good fortune, and in anticipation of the tremendous advantage that he had just been given on behalf of his church. Thank you, Lord, for steering events to this time and place, and for this glorious opportunity to enhance my capabilities in service to Thee. He continued to the exit where his car waited. 
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    NCSA recording of a conversation between Dr. Lucius Pratt (Simon Fraser University, Burnaby, BC, Pacifica) and Reverend Alan LaMontagne (Austin, Tx, New Confederacy) November 14, 2037.  
 
    Pratt: Hello? 
 
    LaMontagne: Dr. Pratt, this is Alan LaMontagne.  
 
    Pratt: Reverend LaMontagne! Please tell me we were not in any way involved in what just happened. 
 
    LaMontagne: Dr. Pratt, you are aware this conversation is automatically being recorded, right? 
 
    Pratt: Yes. Yes, of…of course. I’m just in shock. 
 
    LaMontagne: Understandable. But you can rest assured that the Church had no involvement with the shooter. He acted alone for whatever personal reasons he might have had. His actions are between him and God, now. 
 
    Pratt: Thank you. That is good to hear. Have you heard how Dr. Leigh is doing? 
 
    LaMontagne: We do not have any news yet. It’s no secret that we would view it as the Justice of Yeshua should his prognosis turn unfavorable. It is unfortunate, nevertheless, that one so young and so bright should be called to account for his actions before the Lord. 
 
    Pratt: It is sometimes shocking to see how swift and terrible His Justice is [sighs]. But Darian did bring this injury on himself. He has never made any effort to temper his impetuous research or its implications. 
 
    LaMontagne: No, he hasn’t, has he? Which brings me to the reason for my call. 
 
    Pratt: Oh? 
 
    LaMontagne: It seems that Dr. Leigh has been engaging in some very questionable human research in his spare time. 
 
    Pratt: What do you mean? 
 
    LaMontagne: You are aware of his involvement with the dendy research at Neuro Nano Devices, the company his mother founded? 
 
    Pratt: Yes, everyone’s aware of his research. 
 
    LaMontagne: Actually, there are several lines of that research that very few are acquainted with. But that's not important right now. Did you know that dendy lattices can be grown from engineered RNA introduced into one’s system using a viral transmission vector? It would appear that Dr. Leigh has managed to procure or manufacture a vector quite similar to the one responsible for his special lattice. 
 
    Pratt: That is surprising. I would have thought that would be illegal. 
 
    LaMontagne: It certainly is. Intelligence-enhancing lattices are strictly forbidden. Neuro Nano assured the FDA that all copies of that particular vector were destroyed, and that there isn't a single synthesis company that can legally recreate it. Nonetheless, Dr. Leigh has shared with his three lab assistants that he has that virus. Furthermore, he offered it to them. 
 
    Pratt: What? That’s outrageous! He can’t do that. 
 
    LaMontagne: Legally, Dr. Leigh can’t force them to take the pill. Simply being in possession of it is strictly against the FDA ruling. Unfortunately, the punishment for obtaining, offering or using banned medicinal substances has been weakened since the dismemberment of the former United States of America, particularly in Pacifica. He would face no more than a small fine. But the real news is that two of his team members have already ingested the vector; only one resisted the temptation. 
 
    Pratt: Oh, my goodness. Do you mean to say there are now three humans with enhanced intelligences at the University? As if one wasn’t trouble enough. 
 
    LaMontagne: I presume it will take some amount of time before any significant behavioral differences are observable. But you are quite right. One such person in the entire world is a blasphemy to the Lord. Three is an abomination. 
 
    Pratt: I should report this to campus authorities. 
 
    LaMontagne: I'm not sure that's the best course of action. The university has been quite thrilled to have a single enhanced-intelligence Professor. Imagine their glee at discovering they have three. 
 
    Pratt: So what can we do? 
 
    LaMontagne: Well, as luck would have it, I just finished having a very interesting conversation with the only member of Dr. Leigh’s team to refuse the pill. 
 
    Pratt: Who was that? 
 
    LaMontagne: Dr. Larry Rusalov. I've just spoken with him and he has been touched by the Divine Light. Despite a life dedicated to the perversities of science, he has not turned away from Our Lord. He believes deeply that there is something fundamentally wrong with Dr. Leigh’s theories, and he has faith in the Creator.  
 
    Pratt: That’s remarkable. 
 
    LaMontagne: Indeed. Furthermore, he has agreed to keep us apprised of the activities and progress of Dr. Leigh and his team. 
 
    Pratt: Reverend LaMontagne, I’m surprised that we can condone such action. 
 
    LaMontagne: His choices were his own. He also handed over the poison pill to me to destroy. Of course, I made sure right away that the pill met its proper end. 
 
    Pratt: Yes, of course.  
 
    LaMontagne: It would be helpful if you could meet with Dr. Rusalov every few weeks. Relay what the group is up to, and help him continue to hold to the Truth.  
 
    Pratt: I will reach out to him right away. 
 
    LaMontagne: The way of intellectualism has long been known for its temptations. His journey will be a difficult one, fraught with the peril of being blinded to the Truth by scientific theories.  
 
    Pratt: Yes, too much wrong thinking can make it difficult to see the Light of Our Lord. 
 
    LaMontagne: Fortunately, Dr. Rusalov has come to us in time. We can help him stay the course. 
 
    Pratt: Very well. I’ll arrange to meet with him. 
 
    LaMontagne: Might I suggest you make every effort to keep your relationship discreet? I don’t believe his colleagues would look favorably upon his discussions with you. 
 
    Pratt: Agreed. I will invite him somewhere quiet, off-campus.  
 
    LaMontagne: Thank you. I think that would be best. Please keep me apprised of your discussions.  
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    Darian Leigh woke to deep, silence, darkness, and pain. He dampened the agony coming from his left shoulder. Well, at least I’m alive…I think.    
 
    Everything felt strange, hollow. Oh! My brain must be unconscious. His entire cognitive experience was running solely on his silicene semiconductor lattice. That’s never happened before. 
 
    His body felt oddly distant. He sensed that he was lying down. His touch, kinesthetic, and pain receptors were all reporting normally. Soft sounds impinged on his auditory channels: regular beeping of a heart and respiration monitors, hushed talking off to his right. He felt the weight of a warm blanket pressing firmly and evenly across his body.  
 
    It sounds like a surgical recovery room. His biological brain was still groggy from the general anesthetic. Odd—my lattice is active, but out of sync with the rest of the brain. 
 
    The pain was gone. In fact, he felt nothing at all, but he knew it would come rushing back the instant he unblocked the sensory channel. For the moment, his experience seemed to be free of the normal neurohormonal wash of emotions. He replayed his memories of what happened in the hall. When he saw his assassin’s trigger finger tighten, he slowed the images so he could track the bullet’s trajectory.  
 
    Ah, yes. He had let himself be distracted by the seething hatred and insane accusations of his assailant, and moved too late. Greg’s heroic tackle had shifted the gunman's aim a hair to the left. Darian had failed to evade the bullet entirely but, luckily, it only smashed his collarbone instead of piercing his heart.  
 
    He analyzed his lattice-based response to the physical trauma, and identified several significant weaknesses. The dendies only extended a little way into the autonomic and limbic nervous systems. The lattice had a still smaller overlap with the RAS, the Reticular Activating System that normally connected the conscious brain to its body. It was enough to suppress pain and to keep him from moving around when he was watching inSense.  
 
    Interesting. I’ll have to look into the pros and cons of extending the dendy lattice’s reach into older, deeper parts of the brain. Having direct access to physiological functions like respiration and heart-rate as well as a range of hormones could be useful. More relevant to his current predicament, he would have control over the brain-body connection and consciousness.  
 
    What if my biological brain doesn’t wake up? Could I dispense with my brain altogether and operate solely on my semiconductor lattice? He contemplated the idea. No. I’m not quite ready for life in this stark, strictly logical, state of consciousness. I need a way to realistically simulate emotional responses before I try that. 
 
    He wondered how his lattice had become operational in his present state. Normally, when his brain felt the need to sleep, it detached consciousness from sensorimotor functioning, and his lattice became dormant as well.  
 
    He tried to feel the active pathways, without success. Either some residual activity of the RAS had managed to fool the lattice into perceiving his status as alert, or the dendies had become active all on their own. He would have to run a proper scan once the hospital released him.  
 
    No idea how long it will be before the rest of me wakes up. I might as well take advantage of the downtime. He turned his attention to designing new viral vectors for broader dendy control of brain functions. 
 
    Half an hour later, the unaccustomed sense of confusion returned. His brain was stirring slowly awake, its biological consciousness battling for dominance with the dendy lattice. While one part of him was happily engaged in design work, the other part was groggily trying to figure out what happened and where he was.  
 
    Memories of DNA and RNA and protein models clashed with the renewed perception of pain and sound. His lattice-based self quickly stored away his work in progress, leaving the confused biological part of him to puzzle out his whereabouts and what had happened.  
 
    The young professor struggled to bring his dazed brain up to speed by rapidly forming new biological memories, but the neurons refused to cooperate. His synapses were flooded with residual anesthetic and not responding correctly to nudges from the dendy lattice. He hadn’t felt this weird since he was twelve. It was like pulling a heavy tractor with a Ferrari using a rubber tow rope. Part of him would race ahead while the other part tried to catch up.  
 
    His sluggish biological brain was having a lot of trouble accepting impulses from the lattice, including signals to disengage for a while. He tried to synchronize semiconductor and neural thinking for a few more seconds and then gave up. Reluctantly, he put his dendy consciousness into “hibernation” mode to await reactivation once his biological brain got control of itself, and he drifted back into the haze. 
 
    * * * 
 
    “Mr. Leigh? Darian? Are you back with us yet?” The nurse leaned forward, presenting her face for him to focus on.  
 
    He groaned, responding more to the pain near his left shoulder than to her calls. A vague memory flitted through his awareness; he'd been spun around by the impact of the bullet as it passed through him, shattering his collar bone. He recalled losing consciousness, the result of his biological brain and semiconductor lattice becoming simultaneously overwhelmed by the shock.  
 
    Still unable to muster his senses to respond to the nurse, Darian woke his lattice, allowing its memories to flow over his neurons, this time gently re-exerting control over his physiology.  
 
    He was surprised to discover that the lattice had already been working in the background. He was not at all surprised, however, by the direction his newest research had taken while he'd been unconscious. He rallied the lattice to his aid in reducing the pain, or rather his perception of it, to a more tolerable level. 
 
    “I’m awake,” replied Darian, “Groggy. How bad is the damage?” 
 
    “I’ll have to let the doctor tell you about that,” the nurse answered as she slipped a stethoscope under the pressure cuff on his right arm. She listened attentively for a few seconds. “Your pulse is sounding better; I think we can move you out of here and into your own room. I’ll get an orderly to come help move you.” She went across the hall to the nearby nursing station, made a brief call, and poked her head back in the doorway to deliver the news. “Someone will be here in a few minutes, and then we’ll get you more comfortable.” 
 
    Thirty minutes later, a voice woke him up. “Mr. Leigh?” Darian tried to nod and sit up but the spiking pain in his clavicle made him wince. “Yeah,” he grunted.  
 
    The orderly apologized for the delay in getting down to recovery. “No worries,” Darian slurred. 
 
    A junior nurse disconnected him from the recovery room monitoring equipment and prepped the bed for moving. The orderly keyed the new room number into the clip pad, dropped it back in the holder at the foot of the bed, and started walking. The bed followed him on its own power.  
 
     “We’re heading up to the sixth floor in the new Pacifica complex,” the orderly said, looking back over his shoulder. “You’ll like it up there.” As they left the OR recovery area, two uniformed policemen silently stepped into place behind them, one on either side of the mobile bed.  
 
    The orderly looked back at Darian who raised his eyebrows in silent question. “I guess they figure you still need protecting,” the man replied. Darian grunted.  
 
    His posse inspected the room and, finding it clear, stepped aside as his bed docked. The floor nurse arrived and reconnected the vitals monitor. Moments later, he was alone with the quiet hums, drips, and clicks of his room. Exhausted, Darian relaxed the lattice’s grip on his brain and he let himself ease back into a welcome sleep.  
 
    * * * 
 
    “Hello. Mr. Leigh? I’m Madison,” came a voice through the fog. “Do you need to use the washroom?” Now that his attention was drawn to his bladder, Darian realized he did need to go. He nodded—more carefully, this time—and tried to sit up so he could swing his feet to the floor. The room whirled, and he dropped his head back to the pillow. This is starting to get annoying–he thought. I’ll really have to look into going fully semiconductor.  
 
    “I’ll bring you a bottle,” the voice suggested. He felt a consoling hand pat his forearm. The nurse went into the adjoining washroom and returned with a blue plastic bottle, which she handed to Darian. He looked at it skeptically before pulling it under the covers and positioning himself as best he could. He tried to imagine the nurse wasn’t watching over him so intently, and was soon rewarded with a warm trickle.  
 
    Three seconds later, the warm trickle was running down his buttocks and onto the sheet. He tried to re-position the bottle but his body was not responding well, and the trickle continued wherever gravity and his bad aim directed it. He gave up, realizing they were going to have to change the sheets anyway.  
 
    He laughed drunkenly at the ridiculousness of his situation—courtesy of the aftereffects of the anesthetics. He was used to being in full control of his body, thoughts, and emotions at all times. All it had taken was one little bullet for him to see how illusory that control had been.  
 
    “How are we doing?” the nurse asked. 
 
    “Not very well, I’m afraid” he replied, thickly. “I think I’m going to need some fresh sheets.”  
 
    The nurse looked only a little exasperated as she took the bottle from him. “Well, that happens,” she said curtly. She ducked out and came back within seconds with fresh linen and some help. Working as a well-coordinated team, the two nurses outfitted him with clean, dry sheets and a new gown. The process wore him out, and he found himself dozing again. Unconsciousness brought relief. Though he managed to keep most of the pain at bay, he still felt an unaccustomed heaviness in his head, and slept. 
 
    * * * 
 
    “Well, that was a close call, wasn’t it?” 
 
    Darian pried his eyes open and looked to see who was disturbing his rest this time.  
 
    A middle-aged woman with short, disheveled hair regarded him clinically from beside the bed. A short white lab coat covered her standard hospital-issued green scrubs. “I’m Dr. Stephenson,” she said. “I’m the one who rebuilt your collar bone.” She held out her hand, and Darian shook it weakly.  
 
    “Thank you.” 
 
    “Luckily, the bullet missed your aorta or you wouldn’t even have made it to the hospital.” 
 
    “Luckily,” Darian replied. “If I hadn’t been so distracted by his crazy rant, I might have avoided the shot completely. It put my timing off.”  
 
    She regarded him skeptically. “Well done, I guess,” she said. “Let’s have a listen.” She put the cold stethoscope to his chest without bothering to warm it. “Slow breath in. Now, let it out. Good. Again.”  
 
    She pulled the stethoscope away, compared the monitor readouts with earlier log entries, and keyed an entry into the clip-pad. “Everything looks good. Well, as good as possible for a man who barely avoided death today. I have to say, this is the first time I’ve ever heard of someone getting shot at a philosophy lecture. You must have said something that really ticked the guy off.”  
 
    “It was more of a popular science lecture. And certain types of people are easily upset, I guess,” he answered. 
 
    “My apologies. I’d heard it was at a Philosophers Café, and I just assumed.” She spun on one heel and left the room. Darian lay back on his pillow, letting sleep wash over him. The door to his room opened again. Two heads peered around the door. It was Kathy and Greg. 
 
    Kathy set a cheery bouquet with a “Get Well Soon” balloon on the nightstand and took Darian’s hand in hers. “Thank God, you’re alright.” 
 
    “I don’t think God had anything to do with it,” Darian replied. He looked over at Greg. “Thank you, both of you, for stopping that whack job from getting off another shot. That was either very brave or very foolish, I’m not sure which. But thanks, anyway.” 
 
    Greg smiled shyly. “Foolish, I think. The guy didn’t see me at all, even though he was right in front of me. It was a pretty easy tackle. I didn’t even think about it.” 
 
    “Well, I wish you would’ve tackled him about two hundred milliseconds later,” said Darian. “I would have been out of the way of the bullet. Your tackle jarred the pistol to his left. The bullet shattered my clavicle.” 
 
    Greg scoffed, incredulously. “You mean, instead of going through your heart?” he said. “That’s the thanks I get?” 
 
    “No, you’re right,” answered Darian. “I’m sorry. I’m not quite myself yet. The anesthetic is playing havoc with my brain and my lattice can’t seem to get properly synchronized.”  
 
    Kathy let go of Darian’s hand. She moved to Greg’s side and took his arm protectively. “You should be grateful. He risked his life for you. We both did.” 
 
    “I know,” Darian acknowledged. “Listen, I’m really thankful for what you did. It was courageous, and you probably saved my life. If he’d gotten off a second shot, I might not have been so fortunate. Thanks.” 
 
    He looked at Kathy and smiled contritely, “Thanks for launching yourself onto the tackle, too." His eyes moved to where her hand clutched Greg’s bicep. "So are you two together now? Is this something I need to consider when scheduling work?” 
 
    “We are,” Kathy said defiantly.  
 
    Greg looked surprised and embarrassed but proud, nonetheless. He pulled her closer and put his hand over hers. “We are,” he said. “But it won’t affect our work,” he added hastily. “Our lattices are growing well. There are no signs of complications, and we’ve both noticed slight improvements in our performance this past week.”   
 
    Kathy grinned and looked at the floor. Greg blushed. “At work, I mean. Geez, at work! We’ve been finding it a little easier to understand everything. Reading research articles is a snap. I follow the math better now, and Kathy’s engineering work has been progressing well. In fact, she’s almost finished the RAF generator.” 
 
    Darian eased himself upright, more interested. “That’s good to hear,” he said. “I don’t know how long they’ll keep me in here. Probably a few days, I imagine.” 
 
    “Is that all?” asked Kathy. 
 
    “Yeah, their part is done; the recovery work is up to me. My left collarbone was completely smashed in the middle section but they implanted a 3D-printed scaffolding for a new one. It hurts like hell, but it’s probably in better shape than it feels. It’ll take months to fully repopulate with my own bone cells, but these newer scaffolds have quite a lot of strength on their own. If I promise to be good, I’m sure they’ll let me out before next weekend, especially if I promise not to give any more public lectures.” 
 
    Greg and Kathy grinned. “It will be great to have you back,” she said. “We’ve missed you.” 
 
    “Listen,” said Darian. “They have full internet access here. I’ll set up a discussion interface on my live feed page and email you guys the access code. We can keep in touch during the week, in case you have any questions. And maybe we can do a test run as soon as I’m out of here.” 
 
    Greg and Kathy nodded and answered at the same time, “Okay.”  
 
    “Anyway,” Darian continued, “with no teaching or committee meetings for a while, I might actually get a chance to push the theory a bit further. Maybe even come up with some new ideas for experimental validation.”  
 
    Darian looked behind the two of them at the door to his room. “Where’s Larry? Didn’t he come to the hospital with you?” 
 
    “I don’t know. Everything happened so fast after you were shot,” answered Greg. “It was pretty chaotic there for a few minutes. I didn’t really see him.” 
 
    Darian remembered spotting Larry sitting several rows above the other two. “Is something going on?” he asked. “Does this have anything to do with the two of you having a relationship?” 
 
    “No, nothing like that,” said Kathy. “We had a fight over the dendy virus capsule. Greg and I took it; Larry refused. He kinda freaked out a little. We thought it was just a hissy fit, and that it would all blow over by the next day or two. We’d had a few drinks, loose tongues, said some stuff, you know. He was really upset. He said we were crazy, the risks were too high, that he wasn’t having any of it, and stuff like that. He made quite a scene. But leading-edge science is never without its risks.” She looked pointedly at Greg, “And its risk takers, right? Besides, we were pretty sure you wouldn’t give us anything you thought was dangerous.” 
 
    “Well, thank you for the vote of confidence. I’m sorry; I didn’t think Larry would object so vehemently to the enhanced-IQ lattice. There are obviously some things I don’t know about him yet.” 
 
    “I’ve known him a long time,” said Greg, “and even I didn’t see that coming. For some reason, he suddenly got all cautious with us, like, scared or something. I think he might have some religious-type objections.” 
 
    “Religious objections?”  
 
    “Well, he doesn’t talk about it much, but Larry was raised Orthodox when he lived in Russia. We’ve had a few deep conversations over the occasional too-many beers. I think he could be a closet believer.” 
 
    “Really?” Darian and Kathy both asked at the same time. 
 
    Greg smiled, “Well, it is possible that even an astrophysicist could hold a belief in a creator deity. After all, we haven’t proved your hypothesis to be correct yet, you know.” 
 
    Darian sighed, suddenly exhausted again. “That’s true,” he said. “But there are many reasons why the idea of an original creator is highly unlikely.” 
 
    “Oh, I agree,” said Greg. “And I still think it’ll all blow over, especially after the shooting. I’ll talk to Larry. I’m sure I can convince him it’s safe to take the capsule now that he can see for himself it’s not causing us any problems and it’s already helped us become smart enough to understand most of what you’re trying to teach us. I’m sure he’ll come around.” 
 
    “I hope so,” answered Darian. He yawned. “I’m sorry guys, but I think I need to get some sleep. Let’s talk Monday and we’ll see where we’re at.” He gave in and let slumber drag him to empty peace. Greg and Kathy turned off the lights and tip-toed out of the room. 
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    In the days following the shooting, Kathy and Greg pushed even harder to complete the RAF generator. Without the benefit of his own intelligence-enhancing dendy lattice, Larry couldn’t keep up with his colleagues. No matter how many hours he pored over their work, his unaided brain couldn’t master the complex mathematical calculations describing the Reality Assertion Field.  
 
    In spite of the growing rift between them, Larry didn’t regret his choice to decline the dendy virus.  
 
    Greg did try, once, to discuss the virus capsule with him, but Larry shook his head brusquely and rejected the topic with determined finality. Subject closed. Greg saw no point in bringing it up again.  
 
    Larry did more than accept his natural limitations, he clung to them. He did his best to make himself useful, carrying out the more mundane lab tasks at Kathy’s direction, while Greg retreated to the office to perform intricate computations on increasingly unusual and complex models.  
 
    Between the strains of the deepening divide between them, their intense schedule, and the challenging work, they could barely tolerate one another. Larry held his tongue and steamed inwardly each time Kathy was curt with him. The mutual disdain was nearly constant, most often the result of his trouble comprehending the software and theory.  
 
    Larry would have left the team if he hadn’t promised Reverend LaMontagne that he’d keep an eye on their progress and report to Dr. Pratt. He knew his role was vital to the fate of the world, if no longer to the research itself.  
 
    He swallowed his pride and sustained every thinly veiled insult from his workmates, along with their more obvious disappointments. He stood back and observed the pair as they drifted further and further into their arcane studies, further and further away from being human in his eyes.  
 
    Kathy and Greg held daily update briefings which included Larry, but their rapid back-and-forth jargon made him feel like a toddler who’d wandered into a NASA meeting. Or, more accurately, like a man listening in on a data exchange between two supercomputers.  
 
    In the beginning, he’d pestered them to reduce their conclusions to language he could understand. After the first week, he grew tired of their eye rolling and furtively exchanged glances, and he stopped asking. They may have been sympathetic to his emotional struggle but they were on a deadline. Darian was going to be released from the hospital any day now and they wanted to be ready for the first live test.  
 
    By the following week, activity in the lab had slowed down as if lulled by the wet, heavy snow falling over Burnaby Mountain campus.  
 
    Try as he might, Larry could find no further operational problems with the hardware or software. He followed the protocols Kathy had been painstakingly dictating to him in remedial fashion. He ran the tests, checked the results, and ran them again.  
 
    Looking over the latest results, Kathy smiled and stretched back in her chair. “I think we’re ready,” she announced, more to herself than to Larry. She pushed away from the desk and went to find Greg to share the news.  
 
    A few minutes later, Greg popped his head into the lab. He looked happy and relaxed, more like the old friend Larry had been missing. “Hey, we’re going out to grab a bite at the Pub. Wanna come along?” Kathy was hanging on his arm. 
 
    “Don’t you want to run a live test first?” Larry asked. 
 
    Greg laughed, “Do I want Darian to kill us for running the first live test without him? No, thanks. Come out with us. Let’s celebrate.” 
 
    Larry considered it for a moment. “No, that’s okay. I think I’ll just keep poking away here. I’m not sure I’ve put the software through all the craziest possibilities imaginable yet.” 
 
    A flicker of apprehension crossed Kathy’s face, “Well, okay. You can play all you want but don’t break anything. And do not run a live test.” She tugged Greg away from the door. “Come on, let’s go grab a table before it gets busy.” 
 
    Greg stared at Larry for a few seconds. “You’re sure you’re okay?”  
 
    “Yeah. You guys have been working really hard and you deserve a break. Take your girl on a lunch date for once. Heck, why don’t you two take off the rest of the afternoon? Go catch a movie or take a stroll around the Seawall. I’ll lock up.” 
 
    Greg smiled his appreciation. “That’s a good idea. It’ll feel good to shut down the lattice for a while and experience life as a big ol’ hunk of meat, again,” he laughed. “Okay, don’t stay too late. We’ll see you tomorrow. I think Darian will be very pleased.” He put his arm around Kathy’s waist, and the two sashayed down the hallway.  
 
    Larry tinkered awhile, running routine tests until he was sure they weren’t turning back. He removed his hands from the keyboard and stretched his arms high above his head. He’d been considering running a live test for a while but wasn’t sure if he was ready.  
 
    Darian’s equations predicted the RAF generator would create a microscale universe—a microverse—with its own physical laws. If Darian’s theories were right, nothing should be affected inside the microverse except the speed of light.  
 
    Larry didn’t fully understand all the operational parameters that controlled the RAF, but he had practiced with the simulator a lot. He was fairly certain he wouldn’t blow up the real universe by monkeying around with some unreal ones. He hoped not, anyway.  
 
    With a deep breath, he pushed his doubts aside, turned on the vacuum chamber pump, waited while the bell jar was emptied of air, and flipped the RAF device to ACTIVE mode. A bluish sphere four centimeters in diameter materialized in the center of the evacuated bell jar.  
 
    Larry slapped the switch, killing the ACTIVE mode. He looked around to see if anything had changed. No, everything looked the same. 
 
    He passed both hands through his hair and leaned back, pursed his lips, and whistled under his breath. He ran his hands up and down his torso for any signs of…of…he had no idea what he was looking for.  
 
    Of course, if I have just changed Reality, the changes might propagate throughout the observable universe. Even my memory of what I look like—or should I say, looked like?—might be different. Who am I to mess with creation? Am I just as evil, just as arrogant, as Darian? Should I just destroy this thing, or is there some way it can be used for good, for the glory of God? Geez, I’m babbling. Babbling like an idiot. Settle down, Larry. Get a grip!—he ordered himself.  
 
    Larry wrestled with his conscience until he came to the conclusion that the answers to his flurry of doubts made no difference. He had to proceed with the tests in order to understand the potential of the device. Only then, could he decide how to proceed. 
 
    Larry flipped the RAF generator back into ACTIVE mode, and the small blue sphere instantly reappeared. Okay, so if the first time did change the objective reality of the universe, I don’t think I’d see the sphere anymore–he reasoned. I wish I understood the theory better. Greg and Kathy never seemed overly concerned about effects outside the RAF. I’ll just have to trust their judgment. I can’t follow the math, but they seem to have a handle on what they’re doing. Now let’s verify what this microverse is doing. 
 
    The procedure was simple. A laser interferometer sat inside the vacuum of a large jar, ready to measure the speed of light. He would direct a beam of light through the jar, from one side to the other. The beam would be split inside and half of it would travel through the microverse, while the other half traveled a parallel path alongside the sphere, without contacting it. If Darian’s theories were correct, the speed of light passing through the microverse would be different from that of the beam passing beside it.  
 
    He could test if the predictions were right by looking at the interference patterns when the two beams of light were brought back together just inside the far edge of the jar.  
 
    Larry called up the interferometer analysis program and pushed START. As the device scanned through its pre-programmed movements, changing the relative path lengths of the split beam, he watched data pour in and get averaged in real time: 332,905.000, 332,872.604, 332,892.735, 332,888.501, 332,889.545. The last number held steady over the remaining test time.  
 
    Did it work? Larry calculated what the speed of light would have to be inside the microverse to net out at the new number. This time he whistled out loud; the light inside the microverse traveled at 3.76 times its normal speed in the universe. 
 
    Could that be right? Was he seeing actual measurable change? 
 
    He redid the calculations. The answer was the same. 
 
    Wow. He had no idea what to do with that.  
 
    He switched the machine out of ACTIVE mode, stood back, and paced the floor. This was astonishing. They’d done it. They’d actually done it! All of Darian’s calculations, Greg’s confirmations, Kathy’s engineering, and Larry’s courage had created a tiny universe in which the laws of nature were different from the universe they lived in.  
 
    He needed to plan his next move. But not right now; his brain was buzzing with excitement.  
 
    Moving as quickly as he could, he erased all records of the test and the resulting data. He sat and thought, just for a minute, and then began tweaking the system so that, from that point onward, it would appear to be functioning correctly but not deliver the desired results. There would be no more blue microverses without his explicit permission, nothing unless he was signed on as the user. He needed to keep this to himself a little longer. 
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    The first official live test of the RAF generator took place on an unusually cold December day. Like many scientific experiments, it didn’t go exactly as planned. 
 
    Burnaby Mountain pierced the clouds, steadfast and solitary except for the distant snow-capped peak of Mount Baker, a hundred klicks southeast: two ancient sentinels guarding a mystical land. Bright sunshine bathed the former’s peak and bounced off the frozen rain that glazed every outdoor surface, causing staff and students to squint and slip.  
 
    Below the campus, falling away like a regal cape, thick clouds adorned the base of the mountain and blanketed the surrounding city. The clouds extended from the Pacific shoreline some twenty kilometers west, and all the way past Langley, an hour’s drive to the east.  
 
    Darian loved the way winter days on the mountain sometimes started out like sunny California and ended up like dreary London, as the mist rose from the city below and engulfed them in sound-muffling, uniform grey. 
 
    He was happy to be easing back into work. He’d popped into the lab for a few short visits during the week. His doctor was adamant that he not overdo it. “Define overdo,” he’d replied, with good humored defiance.  
 
    Darian’s work and the fresh mountain air took his mind off the pain, and off the events surrounding the shooting. The would-be assassin had been arrested but wasn’t giving up any information about his motive or possible associates. It was possible Darian wasn’t out of danger yet. The guy may have been painted as a fanatical loner by the press, but Darian doubted he was acting on his own initiative. He had no proof of this, but he’d noted too many surreptitious glances and other oddities in the audience to be convinced otherwise.  
 
    Following a restless night, Darian had overslept. The throbbing pain in his rebuilt clavicle and surrounding soft tissue nagged at him day and night, making it difficult to sleep or concentrate. When he finally woke up, he called ahead to his group to let them know he’d be arriving an hour late. That was a rare event and especially surprising today, given the excitement in the lab. His colleagues were anxious to get started. They were already there, waiting on his arrival to begin.  
 
    Darian got dressed and hurried along the short distance from his UniverCity apartment. As he crossed the walkway, he gently tossed a handful of sunflower seeds to the chickadees scrabbling between the conifers for seeds and bugs. Sorry, guys, no time to visit today. Before entering the parking area, he took a quick look along the fringe of the wilderness park surrounding campus in the hopes of catching a glimpse of feeding deer. Not today. 
 
    He bypassed his regular java stop and went straight to the Physics wing to collect Dr. Wong for the demonstration. As Department Head, William Wong was well aware of the gravitas of Darian’s research. He’d tried to talk Darian into displaying the work before a larger audience than would normally be welcome in the lab. Wong had all but pleaded, but the young scientist would not capitulate.  
 
    Darian eschewed any form of publicity around the live test, and would permit Dr. Wong, and nobody else, to attend the team’s test. “This is science, not theater,” he said, brushing off other university dignitaries equally brusquely.  
 
    In truth, he wished he felt half as confident as others portrayed him. Despite all of his team’s meticulous theoretical calculations, he was still concerned about what might happen during this first test. After all, it wasn’t every day one created an entirely new universe, however tiny. He and Greg were fairly sure there would be no leakage of altered physical laws into the universe outside their generated field. Still, there was some residual uncertainty in the equations. Kathy and Larry both expressed complete confidence in the readiness of the RAF generator. 
 
    Darian entered the hallway leading to his basement lab and saw a small group of grad students and postdoctoral fellows gathered at the observation window. He frowned but decided their presence would be a tolerable addition. A small audience could come in handy as objective witnesses to the lab’s success.  
 
    The group broke into applause as they saw him approaching. These were the best of the best in Pacifica, perhaps on the continent, and their acknowledgment of their intellectual hero made even the likes of Darian Leigh feel honored.  
 
    Greg, Kathy and Larry watched from inside the lab. The vacuum chamber was already evacuated, the RAF hardware was powered up, and the control software was loaded. “Everything’s ready!” Kathy mouthed as she signed an eager thumbs-up.  
 
    Darian noticed that Larry avoided eye contact. Is he ashamed at being relegated to a lesser role on the team, or angry?—Darian wondered. Either way, it can’t be helped. He chose his path. I offered him the dendy lattice virus and he refused. For crying out loud, his name will get equal billing on the first few papers that came out of the research. What more does he want?  
 
    In truth, it didn’t matter. Today, Darian refused to get involved in office politics and co-workers’ hurt feelings. 
 
    “Thank you,” Darian said to the small gathering. He couldn’t resist feeling the importance of the moment. “Thanks for coming to witness the first live test of the RAF generator. You all know our Department Chair, Dr. Wong.”  
 
    “Don’t worry—I’m not speaking today,” the Chair assured them. “I’m just here to watch, like the rest of you. Dr. Leigh, please continue.”  
 
    “Thank you, Dr. Wong. I would like to take this opportunity to say that, even though this is a very rudimentary beginning, I hope it will deepen our understanding of the basic forces that determine why our universe is the way it is. I’d also like to add that this work could not have been done in such a short period of time without the extraordinary dedication and focused determination of my team members, Dr. Girikanshayam Mahajani, Dr. Katherine Liang, and Dr. Valeriy Rusalov, whom you see there, waiting in the lab. 
 
    “Greg, Kathy, and Larry have worked intensely over the past few months to bring this research, this vision, to life. They’ve been integral in developing the theory and the implementation model we will use to test that theory. Thank you, all, for your contributions.” He directed this acknowledgment toward the three scientists in the lab, and the bystanders applauded politely, impatient for the show to start.  
 
    “Okay,” Darian said as the applause died down, “it’s time to play.” He ushered Dr. Wong into the lab and closed the door behind them. Those left behind jostled two-deep for the best views at the observation window.  
 
    Kathy took a seat at the control console. Greg took his position immediately behind her, one hand resting possessively on her shoulder. Larry stood off to one side, monitoring the laser interferometer.  
 
    Dr. Wong stood well back, picking a spot just inside the door. Amused at the man’s trepidation, Darian handed him a pair of goggles. He wished he had not been quite so quick to oppose the Chair’s request to notify the university press; one good picture for the history books would have been nice. Then he noticed all the smartphones through the viewing window and laughed at himself. One thing this test would not lack was adequate recordings for posterity. 
 
    Kathy’s position at the control console was mostly for show. There was no real need for anyone to be there. Darian’s internal lattice called up the IP address for the computer. He could have operated the whole test from his apartment or even from his hospital bed if that had been required.  
 
    Apparently, even I am not immune to a little theater. He took a deep breath and motioned to Larry to activate the laser. Those inside the lab donned their protective goggles, and Larry flipped the switch. They gave the equipment a few seconds to stabilize. 
 
    Darian signaled Kathy to turn the RAF generator to ACTIVE. The small gallery pressed forward in anticipation as Kathy pressed the button.  
 
    Nothing happened. The interferometer readings didn’t waver; the speed of light held steady at 299,792.458 meters per second. The device scanned through its preprogrammed changes in the path length. Nothing.  
 
    Kathy pushed the ACTIVE button off, and back on. Still nothing. She automatically checked the connecting cables to ensure they were all secure and exactly where they belonged. Nothing. 
 
    The audience in the corridor groaned as one, and started to speculate amongst themselves as to the cause of the failure.  
 
    Darian pinched his upper lip, closed his eyes, and exhaled noisily, releasing months of tension. He counted to three billion on his lattice and tried to remain calm. It was better than screaming.  
 
    What could have gone wrong? Everyone’s focus would be on him to provide an explanation. He opened his eyes and smiled sheepishly at the gathering.  
 
     “As usual, nature is the ultimate arbiter of Truth,” Darian said to his associates. To the observers outside the window, he merely shrugged, eliciting uncomfortable laughter from both inside and outside the lab.  
 
    “Okay. Larry and Kathy, start by going over the hardware and software. Make sure everything is working properly.” 
 
    “But we’ve already tested every line of code and every transistor in this thing,” protested Kathy, “It works!” She looked at Larry for confirmation. He shrugged sheepishly as if to say, “You heard the boss.” 
 
    “I’m not saying you missed something. I just want to eliminate the device itself as a potential problem. While you’re doing that, Greg and I will subject the theory to more rigorous simulations to see if we’ve overlooked anything. I know this is hard, but let’s assume that nature isn’t lying to us, that we must have missed something.” 
 
    Darian asked Dr. Wong to open the door to the hallway so he could address the disappointed observers outside the lab. As he opened his mouth to speak, he caught sight of Larry’s reflection in the window. That’s odd. He doesn’t look particularly rattled. Rather unconcerned, given the circumstances. Not what I would have expected. He wondered if he had perceived it correctly.  
 
    “I’m sorry, folks. This didn’t work out as we’d hoped. We’ll try again once we figure out what went wrong. Thanks, again, for dropping by. Clearly, we have some work to do.” 
 
    With the party atmosphere gone, the bystanders filtered away and went back to their work.  
 
    “Keep me posted on any progress,” said Dr. Wong, without making eye contact. There was no point hanging around; his presence would only hinder them. “Let me know if I can help with anything,” he offered. The lab door clicked shut behind him before anyone could have responded, and he disappeared down the hallway, leaving no trace he’d ever been in the lab.  
 
    Darian felt chastised, the proverbial goose who should have laid the golden egg but didn’t. We should’ve kept this test a secret; it would have been easy enough to run again for the press. That’ll be the last time I do something like that.  
 
    Failure was an entirely new experience for the young scientist. He wasn’t used to his research and tests not working out as he’d expected, and he was determined to never let that happen in public again.  
 
    “Okay, guys. We’ve all got things to do. Let’s get to it.” 
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    “Cut it out! Now you’re making me nervous,” Dr. Pratt chided. 
 
    Larry made a conscious effort to quit checking everyone in the café. It wasn’t very likely anyone had been watching him and Dr. Pratt. It wasn’t likely anyone was trying to figure out why they’d been meeting and what they might be discussing. It wasn’t likely anyone would care even if they did know. But not likely didn’t mean impossible. 
 
    The weather had improved a lot in the three weeks since Christmas. The two men passed by the busy patio tables at Bojangles Café, just off the Yaletown seawall, and opted for a quiet corner inside by the window where they could enjoy the sunshine and a modicum of privacy.  
 
    Larry took the seat facing the door. He didn’t care if someone from the university recognized him, but he wanted to spot them first. He had concocted a decent cover story about how he and Pratt had just happened to run into each other along the seawall. And, having crossed paths before, it would be perfectly natural for Pratt to want to catch up with the team’s progress on the research he had unintentionally inspired. Wouldn’t it?  
 
    Nevertheless, these meetings always made Larry nervous. I am definitely not cut out to be a spy, not even an academic one. What if somebody sees us and starts asking questions? What if Darian, or Kathy and Greg wander in? 
 
    He willed his eyes to stop flitting nervously about the room. The calming sight of the boats moored at the Quayside Marina across the road made a soothing diversion. He leaned back in his chair and tried to look casual.  
 
    Pratt rewarded him with a grateful smile and lifted his latte to his lips. “That’s better. Thank you." 
 
    Outside, the lively False Creek promenade was speckled with people enjoying the unexpected break in the endless, dreary rain of Vancouver winter. Year round, rain or shine, a steady trickle of the fitness-minded individuals jogged or strolled along the scenic walkway that wound over twenty kilometers alongside Kitsilano Beach, the shores of False Creek, the perimeter of Stanley Park, and all the way back to Coal Harbour. It was doable in the rain but, in the sunshine, it was spectacular.  
 
    He and Pratt had been meeting every two or three weeks since mid-November, always picking a different café and a different excuse for “running into each other.” They hadn’t touched base since Christmas break. There wasn’t any need; Pratt was well aware of Darian’s failed test. The story of the dismal outcome had spread throughout the university community within a day.  
 
    A good many people were genuinely disappointed by the young genius’ failure. To those familiar with his role in developing virtual reality entertainment lattices, he was a science rock star. Darian’s early technological achievements were reason enough to follow his forays into cosmology and theoretical physics, even though very few had more than a superficial understanding of his research. 
 
    There were, however, an equal number of individuals who felt vindicated by the failure of the experiment and, in particular, by his personal failure. This included several prominent senior academics who felt the budding star had detracted from the attention they had worked their whole careers to earn and which, in their humble opinions, they more properly deserved. Righteous smiles were exchanged between some of the less charitable university elite. Some could hardly restrain their glee. 
 
    Pratt was ambivalent about the whole thing. He hadn’t enjoyed being on the receiving end of the young scientist’s ruthless logic, but it would be unseemly to cheer a fellow academic’s failure, even one in the physical sciences. It was enough that Dr. Leigh’s arrogance had led him to humiliation, a fitting comeuppance. The two disagreed on methodologies and on most of their premises, but that didn’t mean the scientist’s intent was necessarily evil. Above all, he was a fellow seeker of Truth, and a highly dedicated one. Pratt respected that. 
 
    Then again, perhaps I’m not completely objective on this topic. After all, Dr. Leigh did publicly credit me with inspiring him to his present research. I need to take my lead from Reverend LaMontagne. He sees these things more clearly, and he’s made it clear he harbors no doubt or illusion about the abominable goal of these investigations. Pratt resolved to be less generous with Darian Leigh in the future. 
 
    The waiter brought their orders. They said grace and dug in, quietly savoring the food as they chewed. Pratt was the first to break the silence. “How has the team been dealing with the failure of the experiment? What has it been, about a month?”  
 
    “Yes. It was just before Christmas break.” Larry realized he was speaking with a mouthful of food; he finished chewing and swallowed before continuing. “We didn’t get much of a vacation, though. Darian had us all working overtime to figure out what went wrong.” He grinned mischievously, though Pratt couldn’t imagine why. Working overtime through the Christmas holidays didn’t sound like fun at all. 
 
    “Perhaps the theory is incorrect,” Pratt suggested. 
 
    “Well, that would serve them right.” Larry studied his plate, planning his next bite as carefully as his next words. “They were all so sure of themselves. They never thought to question whether the whole RAF theory was moral or right, even when I pointed out their hubris. I told them God would not take lightly to messing with His creation like that. They gave me absolutely no credit; they treated me like a foolish child.” 
 
    “You could have been one of them. You chose not to take the dendy virus pill.” 
 
    Larry looked up, a flash of anger crossing his face. “Who could pervert their own brains that way? They’re more machine than human. I don’t trust them. I certainly wouldn’t want to be one of them.”  
 
    “Well, their lattices don’t seem to have helped them out this time.” 
 
    “Ha! They put such trust in their so-called super intelligence. It seems they’re not all that smart in the end.” 
 
    “Well, their intellectual prowess may exceed ours, but I do wonder what they’ve given up to achieve that.” Pratt stared wistfully at the little wavelets lapping against the hulls of the boats.  
 
    “Kathy and Greg would say they’ve given up nothing. They’re lovers now, you know.” 
 
    “Oh? Does Darian know?” 
 
    “Yeah. It’s just another factor to consider when he assigns work.” 
 
    Pratt sensed that it was more than simple jealousy behind Larry’s tone. “And how does that affect you?” he asked gently.  
 
    “They can do whatever they want,” Larry replied. “It makes no difference to me. Greg changed the day he took that pill. You know, we used to be best friends, ever since the first day of grad school. We were in the same field, but we never competed with each other. We were colleagues, good colleagues. We worked together on most of our papers. In fact, our supervisor actually called us into her office one day to warn us to be careful to distinguish between each other’s contributions.” 
 
    Dr. Pratt worked on his burger while Larry talked. “I’m sorry you lost your friend. That must be difficult on you, to see him every day.”  
 
    “If Reverend LaMontagne hadn’t asked me to keep an eye on the group, I think I would have left when Darian got back from the hospital.” 
 
    “Right, the shooting. That was shocking, wasn’t it? How is Darian doing? Is he recovering well?” 
 
    “He still favors his left shoulder. It seems to be healing okay but I’m sure it still hurts. It hasn’t slowed him down, though. I’m not sure anything slows him down.” 
 
    “What are they doing to resolve the problem?” 
 
    Larry took a few quick bites of his own sandwich, downing it with a sip of water. “All the usual. Taking everything apart: the theory, the hardware, the software. Testing everything. Checking their assumptions. Seeing if there’s indication of any activity whatsoever. It’s difficult because the RAF generator is binary. It either works or it doesn’t. But even if the device is working, if there is no evidence of new or changed physical laws, it looks like it’s not doing anything. There’s no intermediate result.” 
 
    “And have they found anything wrong?” 
 
    Again, Larry grinned mischievously. “Not yet.” 
 
    Pratt was relieved. “Well, if the theory is wrong, and the device doesn’t work, that will come as welcome news to the Reverend, won’t it?” 
 
    “Oh, the theory is correct. The device works perfectly.”  
 
    Pratt choked a little, as sweet, hot coffee found its way down his windpipe. “Excuse me?” 
 
    “There’s nothing wrong with either the theory or the RAF generator. I’ve used it a number of times.”  
 
    “But I thought you said the tests did not work.” 
 
    “Their tests didn’t work.” Larry lowered his voice and leaned in closer. “I installed a slight modification to the controller BIOS. Unless I’m signed on as the operator, the RAF interrupts are routed into a side routine that adds a degree of randomness to the generated field. That randomness overwhelms the generated standing-wave resonances so they collapse without effect. None of them even thought to question the BIOS program. It’s the standard externally-supplied software-on-a-chip so they just assume everything is fine with it.” 
 
    “You’ve actually used the device?” 
 
    “Yes, I have. It doesn’t do very much yet; it just alters a few physical constants.” 
 
    “Like what?” 
 
    “Well, the first test altered the speed of light, exactly like Darian predicted. I’ve managed to alter the physical laws within a tiny microverse so light travels at about four times its regular velocity.” 
 
    “That is remarkable,” said an excited Dr. Pratt. “We must inform the Reverend.” 
 
    “Soon. First, I have few more tests to run. Tonight, I’m going to try altering permitted electron orbitals in molecular bonds. Just to see if I can affect a bit of chemistry.” 
 
    “Isn’t that getting into dangerous territory?” 
 
    Larry’s short, loud laugh drew attention from the other patrons. He lowered his voice to a hoarse whisper. “It’s not like I’m changing the nuclear force. It won’t set off an explosion or anything. I’m not insane like they are. Be grateful that God saw fit to place me where I would be first to operate this thing. In the wrong hands, say, Darian’s hands, it could be extremely dangerous.” 
 
    “Of that, I have no doubt.” 
 
    “Anyway, I just want to see if I can change the requirement for how many electrons fulfill the outer orbitals in the atoms that form a water molecule. Make HO-water instead of H2O. It should be interesting but, otherwise, generally inconsequential. I would not presume to tinker with things I don’t understand. Unlike some people, I can make moral choices.” 
 
    “I suppose I’ll need to leave it to your judgment.” 
 
    “I’d invite you to come have a look, but I think you’d find it boring.” 
 
    “I’m sure you’re right. There wouldn’t really be much to see, would there?” 
 
    “Just some measurements on a computer display. A whole lot of nothing to the average layperson.” 
 
    “Hmm. In that case, I’ll take your word for it that the device actually works.” 
 
    “Oh, it works. But only for me.” 
 
    “How long before the rest of the team figures this out?” 
 
    “That’s the beauty of it. They’re all so smart and so noble that none of them have figured out I might be hiding something from them. I’ll be able to run the RAF generator for months before anyone clues in.” 
 
    “Promise me, if you get any sense they realize that they’ve been duped, you’ll let us know?” 
 
    “Sure thing. Then you can get me out of here and move me somewhere out of their reach, somewhere inside the New Confederacy. I’ll expect a very nice position. Maybe at the University of Houston.” 
 
    “I’m sure that can be arranged once we have the device in our control. Until then, please be careful.” 
 
    “I’m always careful, Dr. Pratt.” Larry reached over and scooped up some ketchup with Pratt’s last fry, and popped it into his mouth. 
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    Greg waved his hands slowly and evenly, back and forth, back and forth, in rhythm with his breathing and purposeful sideway steps. This was the second last pass of Move Hands Like Clouds; they had about eleven minutes remaining in the routine.  
 
    He’d only begun practicing Tai Chi a month ago but already preferred the discipline over the various styles of yoga he’d studied as a child. Maybe that was because he’d never met anyone like Kathy in his yoga classes.  
 
    And now, this! This was great. Together with six other students from their school, he and Kathy were giving a public demonstration of the Yang-style 85 form in the South Corridor Courtyard of the Dr. Sun Yat-Sen Classical Chinese Garden.  
 
    They faced the corridor because, as the ancient saying went, “To face the south is to become a king.” A quietly appreciative audience gathered in the open courtyard in front of them and along the other three sides of the jade green pool behind them.  
 
    Greg’s lattice had enabled him to memorize the complex martial art routine almost instantly. Sadly, his muscles had yet to become accustomed to the deceptively rigorous movements, let alone the brutally slow place of this traditional Yang form. As they approached the twenty-minute mark, he could feel his heart beating rapidly and his legs shaking from fatigue. The form was surprisingly challenging, both mentally and physically. Just a bit longer. It gets easier once we get past the last Needle at the Bottom of the Seabed. 
 
    Over the past few months, Greg discovered he loved everything Chinese. He loved the food, the music, the architecture, the martial arts, the language and, most of all, Kathy Liang. They were happy to learn that Darian also had an appreciation of the ancient culture. When he and Kathy requested the Saturday morning off to take part in a Tai Chi demonstration at the Sun Yat-Sen gardens, Darian not only gave them permission but came along to watch.  
 
    Truth be told, Greg and Kathy welcomed a little respite from the stress of the past five weeks. They were trying their best to be a normal couple, to nurture the love that was growing between them, but it wasn’t easy. They managed to steal away for a dinner date, a walk in the misty rain, or an occasional movie, but Darian granted time away from work begrudgingly, and only when exhaustion or tedium hampered productivity. By the time they got home, they barely had enough energy left to cook, eat, and crash, painfully aware that next morning’s alarm would come too early for their liking. 
 
    In the meantime, the dendy lattices growing inside their heads pushed relentlessly forward, displacing and replacing biological neurons.  
 
    Ever since the shooting, which Darian now referred to as, “The Event,” he had altered the lattice development program to make its host—that is, each of them—less reliant on the body’s natural biology.  
 
    For now, the combination of retreating biology and aggressive semiconductor growth made all three of them more prone to total mental shutdown than they had been in prior weeks. Darian promised that would change after the system adapted. Once it did, their bodies and minds would no longer need the restorative cycles of sleep. They would be able to work as much as they wanted, provided they took care of their physical requirements.  
 
    Greg wasn’t quite sure he liked the sound of that. I guess I’m not ready to be primarily machine-driven quite yet. 
 
    Darian’s dendy program upgrade, having been implemented before the others’ as a precautionary measure, was further along in its progress. He didn’t need internal system checks to measure the improvements, he could tell by the dwindling hours he was able to work without rest.  
 
    The man was obsessed with solving the enigma of the RAF generator dysfunction. Like so many compulsively dedicated scientists before him, other aspects of his life were starting to suffer, notably, his hygiene, his health, and his patience. He spent his days in electronic communication with Greg in a shared virtual, computational space he had constructed on his desktop computer.  
 
    There, the two of them reworked the RAF equations from as many different starting principles as they could imagine. They compared the computed predictions with every cosmological, subatomic, and quantum experiment of the past century.  
 
    As a result of their investigations, they proposed a host of new experiments, many of which they sent out to groups around the world. At least twenty new, ground-breaking tests would be underway over the next few months at research institutes in China, Japan, Germany, Switzerland, Russia, Brazil, Pacifica, and the United States of North America.  
 
    Though politics had rearranged national alliances over the past few decades, science was as international as it had ever been. Those with the most appropriate expertise were sent proposals for new experiments regardless of their physical locations. Darian insisted that his research benefit all of humanity; borders and political alignments were irrelevant.  
 
    The team knew something was wrong, most likely with the theory. Otherwise, the RAF generator would have worked. They held to the premise expressed by one of Darian’s favorite sayings, “Mother Nature is never wrong.” If that were true, they must have missed some important clue in the petabytes of available experimental data. Once discovered, the overlooked data would explain why the Reality Assertion Field theory could not be correct.  
 
    But the more they probed, the better the theory stood up. Darian’s frustration with his inability to spot which of his initial assumptions was faulty began to wear on all of them.  
 
    There was still a slim possibility that the theory was right, and that something had gone wrong with the implementation of the RAF generator. They’d run a cursory check early on in their testing and almost entirely ruled that out but…still. What else was left?  
 
    One day, Darian asked Kathy and Larry to log every schematic, along with videos and intermediate test results into Darian’s workspace.  
 
    While the others slept, Darian reviewed all of the engineering specs and functional tests of the device. He went over everything. He checked the approach, the implementation, and the operational verifications. He proposed new tests at every step to ensure that every part was functioning to spec. He could find nothing that wasn’t working exactly as designed. It was infuriating. 
 
    Everything in Darian’s world moved at hyper-speed, including the questions around his competency. Within days of the publicized failure of the RAF test, the first grumblings began. “Maybe the university had been too ambitious to hire the wunderkind.” “Maybe Leigh was more of an engineer than a real scientist.” “Maybe the young genius had been fooled by his own brilliance or by his early successes.”  
 
    Normally, fledgling tenure-track professors were granted a full two or three years to prove their academic mettle. Darian’s cockiness had heightened expectations to such a degree that, in the minds of much of the Faculty, the usual honeymoon period did not apply to him.  
 
    It didn’t take long for the grumblings to find the ear of the Department Chair, and Dr. Wong saw no choice but to bring the concerns forward to the Dean of Sciences. Unaccustomed to failure in any intellectual arena, Darian reacted predictably. He was defensive and arrogant.  
 
    “I would be happy for anyone to show me where I’ve gone wrong. However, seeing as no one outside of my team is capable of following the math in any reasonable period of time, I will likely be very old before outside help will be found to be in any way useful.”  
 
    Dr. Wong was a seasoned veteran of departmental politics and knew when to withdraw quietly. He’d watched many star performers burn brightly at the beginning and flame out under the institutional pressures of constant productivity. He didn’t take Darian’s implied criticism personally. But while he let the comment pass, his estimation of the young man’s probable long-term outlook dropped significantly. 
 
    Weeks passed without resolution of the academic or political problems picking away at the Faculty. The grumbling grew louder. Administrators from Dr. Wong to President Sakira urged patience, but the complainers enlisted the aid of those whose original protests over Darian’s research were based on philosophical or religious grounds, rather than scientific or safety concerns.  
 
    Several groups organized rallies against Dr. Leigh’s work. Yesterday’s rally outside the President’s office was sponsored by the local chapter of Yeshua’s True Guard Church.  
 
    “With the birth of His Son so recently celebrated,” declared the Archbishop of Vancouver, “God, Himself, has seen fit to demonstrate His dominion over the laws of nature. This experiment of Dr. Leigh’s has been, is, and always will be a failure. It is an abomination to our Lord. It is the work of Satan, and it must be stopped.” 
 
    When he bothered to pay them any attention at all, Darian scoffed at the ridiculousness of the protests. “They have no scientific basis whatsoever. They’re just posturing for soundbites on the evening news.”  
 
    He may have been right, but that did little to comfort the Board of Governors attending their first meeting of the New Year. Though academic freedom was purported to be highly valued among that eminent gathering, in the end, it came down to an uncomfortably close vote.  
 
    The decision on whether to censure Dr. Leigh’s work was tabled for the following month. 
 
    * * * 
 
    The Tai Chi demo moved into the final Down Form and Step Forward With Seven Stars. Greg caught his mind drifting. He brought it back to the present, finishing the form with the required mindfulness, and as smoothly as he could muster on his trembling legs. As the music came to a close, the group held the closing position, then straightened and lowered their arms in perfect synchrony. The spectators applauded as the class took three deep breaths in silent meditation and were done. Several from the audience approached the group to congratulate the instructor and students, and to inquire about lessons.  
 
    “That was great,” Darian said, his broad smile echoed by others gathering nearby. “I really should think about taking it up myself.” 
 
    “I’m sure you already have all the moves memorized,” Greg replied. “I saw you following along with us.” 
 
    “Guilty as charged. But you’ll note my movements were microscopic. It’s been so long since I’ve done anything like that, I’m afraid the body would find it hard to follow the brain’s instructions on a larger scale.” 
 
    “It’s a really good break from working. Apart from the exercise, I find it very meditative, very calming, and deceptively challenging.” 
 
    “I’ve always wanted to take up something like that. I like Kung Fu movies but I could never handle that level of intensity. Maybe this would be a happy medium or a good starting point. I’ve read that one should master Tai Chi before beginning Kung Fu.”  
 
    Kathy worked her way through her classmates and joined Greg and Darian. “Well, that took care of the morning nicely. What say we avoid work a little longer and go for lunch?” 
 
    “I’m game,” Greg replied. “Maybe we should change into our civilian clothes first, though.” 
 
    Darian laughed. “Yeah, you go into a restaurant dressed like that,” he pointed to their traditional silk martial arts uniforms with their billowing sleeves and cloth buttons, “and someone might think you’re looking for a fight.” 
 
    While Greg and Kathy changed, Darian finished his tour of the Garden with a brief meditation in the Main Hall. As he waited for his two assistants, he stared into the milky green water, looking for any tell-tale ripples made by the resident koi.  
 
    He pushed aside the demands of his lattice to get back to work. The mystery will still be there this afternoon—he thought. Even semiconductors should take a break sometime. He chuckled to himself over that absurd comment. He needed almost no rest these days, except from the futility of their investigations.  
 
    “Okay, where should we go?” Greg was back in his blue jeans, with his jacket draped casually over one arm; the heat generated from the thirty-minute demo was, for the time being, sufficient to dispel the winter chill. 
 
    “Why don’t we go to Bojangles on False Creek,” Kathy suggested, “We don’t often get down this way in the middle of the day anymore and I miss it.” In addition to their enjoyment of Chinese culture, she and Greg shared a love of the water. She also hoped to finagle an after-lunch walk along the seawall once they were in the area. Getting away from their problems for a few hours would do them all good. 
 
    They walked the few blocks down Carrall Street to the seawall. The first section up to the Cambie Street Bridge wasn’t all that nice but, by Kathy’s calculations, any sunny day by the water was a good one.  
 
    The trio walked in companionable silence, Kathy and Greg arm in arm, and Darian alongside, enjoying the sunshine and the background hum of city traffic. They arrived at the café within thirty minutes. 
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    “What the hell?” As they entered Bojangles and looked around for an empty table, Greg spotted Larry sitting with Lucius Pratt, Darian’s nemesis from his first day on campus.  
 
    Larry was about to stuff a ketchup-plastered French fry in his mouth. The look of smug superiority on his face changed into a guilty frown when he spotted his three colleagues approaching. Dr. Pratt, demonstrating the value of his experience and acumen, calmly stood up, smiled, and held out his hand to greet them.  
 
     “Ah, Dr. Leigh. How wonderful to see you. Your associate, here, has been kind enough to update me on your group’s progress in addressing this latest challenge. I do hope that you will find your way through to a solution soon.” 
 
    “Yes. Well, my assistant, Dr. Rusalov, is free to spend his spare time as he wishes,” Darian replied as he politely shook the philosopher’s hand. “I hope he hasn’t bored you with arcane details of our profession. We geeks sometimes think everyone is just like us.” 
 
    “Heh, heh. No, I haven’t found him boring at all. Thankfully, Dr. Rusalov has stuck to a level of generalities appropriate to my lack of training in your field. We both happened to be out on the seawall, taking in this lovely day, and quite literally bumped into each other. I trust it’s alright for me to inquire how things have been going. Since I was there at the beginning, so to speak, I feel a personal interest in your research.” 
 
    Darian’s answering smile was reserved in its warmth. “We have no secrets, and sometimes it can be helpful to talk out one’s issues with non-specialists. My father used to say, if you can’t explain what you’re working on to your grandfather, you don’t really understand it.” 
 
    “Ouch! I hope I’m not the grandfather in that story. Not yet.” 
 
    “It’s just a saying.” 
 
    “Yes, I suppose it is. Well, as it happens, your timing is impeccable. I was just about to abandon Dr. Rusalov. There are some errands that I really must attend to. I’ve been enjoying our conversation so much that it seems I’ve lost all track of time.” He turned to Larry and proffered his hand, “Dr. Rusalov, thank you so much. It’s been very educational.” He pulled out the chair nearest Kathy and invited her to sit down. “Please, all of you, enjoy your lunch on me. I’ll instruct your waiter to leave my tab open.” 
 
    “That’s very generous of you,” answered Darian.  
 
    “No, not at all. It’s the least I can do after taking so much of your assistant’s time. Have a lovely day.” With that, Dr. Pratt shook hands all around and made his way to the front.  
 
    Larry couldn’t mask his panic as he watched Pratt disappear out the door. He rubbed his hands too earnestly on his crumpled napkin and placed the disintegrating paper over his fries. 
 
    “I hope you weren’t revealing any state secrets,” Darian joked to Larry once the team was alone. 
 
    “You know I wouldn’t do that,” Larry asserted, his tone and demeanor more serious than Darian’s teasing warranted.  
 
    Greg inspected his friend’s face and body language more thoroughly, calling on the more finely-tuned observational tools of his lattice. He didn’t like what he saw: nervous tics of the face and hands, flushed face, slightly dilated pupils, and an obvious attempt to control his breathing. He sent a quick private message to Darian and Kathy–He’s been talking way outside his comfort zone. 
 
    I know—they both replied.  
 
    “Larry, relax, I’m just kidding. You can talk to Dr. Pratt all you like,” Darian said aloud. “If the worst we have to endure is that our present embarrassment goes any more public than it already has, we will survive.” 
 
    Larry relaxed a little, and his breathing returned to normal.  
 
    “Hey, how’d the Tai Chi demonstration go? Sorry I missed it. I forgot all about it.” Larry opted for a quick change of subject to clear the slate. 
 
    “It was great,” replied Darian. “Kathy and Greg’s lattices give them a considerable advantage over their classmates, but everybody performed admirably.” 
 
    “I think people enjoyed it. We did, too. It was fun, wasn’t it?” Kathy asked.  
 
    “I’m glad we did it; I was nervous at first but it went really well,” Greg replied.  
 
    The waiter arrived, took their orders, and asked permission to remove Larry’s abandoned meal. “Was everything okay?” he asked Larry, with genuine concern. “Would you like something else?”  
 
    “No, everything was fine. My eyes were bigger than my stomach, I guess,” Larry answered, handing the plate to the waiter. 
 
    Their orders given, Darian shifted in his seat to better observe the boats moored in the marina, and to let himself be entertained by the rhythm of the masts bobbing gently over the sun-dappled water. Sometimes the best approach to getting an answer is to ask no question at all–he broadcast to the other two. Kathy and Greg followed his gaze, enduring a few minutes of uncomfortable silence. 
 
    Larry finally turned to Darian and asked, “So, do you need me to come in today, too?”  
 
    “No, we won’t be doing any testing today,” Darian answered. Greg couldn’t tell if Larry was disappointed or relieved. He wasn’t enjoying this feeling of distrust he suddenly felt toward his old friend and co-worker.  
 
    “If you’d like to go over some of the new experiments Darian and I have proposed for follow-up, I could come over tonight,” Greg said.  
 
    He felt sorry for the distance that had grown between them over the past few months. Larry must feel completely sidelined from the main action. Still, it was his own decision to reject the dendy lattice and deprive himself of being useful. He could change that at any time. 
 
    “No, that’s okay,” Larry replied, “I’ve got stuff to do. I’ll catch up with you in the lab tomorrow.”  
 
    Something was definitely off, but Greg couldn’t quite put his finger on it. His earlier compassion for an old friend was losing ground to unsettling suspicion. He eyed his lab mate from a new perspective. What’s going on in there, Larry?—he wondered. The dendy lattice recognized and analyzed hundreds of micro movements in the face, but it couldn’t read his old friend’s mind.  
 
    Larry continued, “I’m supposed to call my folks tonight, anyway. Those video calls back to the family usually take up the whole evening, now that I work for such a famous research team.”  
 
    Greg noted Larry’s use of the word “for” instead of “with”; they were the team he worked for, not with. A sad but telling shift. 
 
    The food arrived, and Darian took a bite of his bacon cheeseburger. “That’s right. Your mother is Svetlana Tsarkova, isn’t she?” he asked between mouthfuls. 
 
    Greg was pretty sure Darian knew everything that was publicly available about Larry and a great deal that wasn’t public as well. He interpreted the question as an attempt to put Larry at ease, to get him talking about something more comfortable.  
 
    Kathy saw Greg about to add his own comment and sent him a private message–Let’s leave this conversation to the boss. Larry’s acting weird; let’s see if Darian can pull anything out of him. 
 
    Greg bit off whatever he was about to say, corking his open mouth with a corner of crispy panini. Okay, let’s see where this goes–he sent. 
 
    “Yes, that’s right. Have you worked with her?” Larry replied. 
 
    “No, but her work on ultrafast lasers is well known and very well-regarded. By all reports, she’s an excellent scientist. Our research programs never really had much in common before, but maybe we could work her into one of the new experiments,” Darian added encouragingly, and looked over to Greg for backup. 
 
    “Yeah, sure. We have a number of ideas on how the RAF could alter molecular bond formation; some of the new proposals we’re working on may have some overlap with her work,” Greg added. “Larry and I could meet next week to discuss which ones he thinks his mom might be interested in testing. If you’d like, that is. It wouldn’t cramp your style to have your mom working with us, would it?” 
 
    “Why don’t you send him the proposals now, and he can look them over later today? Then, if it’s okay with you, we could talk to your mom about them Wednesday,” suggested Darian.  
 
    Greg accessed his lattice, picked out a few proposals from the database server back on campus, and sent them in an email to Larry. “Done,” he said a few seconds later. “They’ll be in your email when you get home, Larry.”  
 
    “That does come in handy sometimes,” Larry had to admit.  
 
    Greg shrugged. “You can still take your pill whenever you want to, you know. No pressure at all; just keep in mind, it’s never too late.” 
 
    “I’m sorry you feel you can’t accept installing your own lattice,” Darian said aloud, making everyone squirm. There we go; the elephant is out in the open now.  
 
    “I do respect your decision, Larry, and I’m glad you’re able to continue working with the team.”  
 
    Larry looked away without saying a word.  
 
    After that, they couldn’t get much more out of him on any topic, no matter how harmless. They eventually gave up, finishing their lunches in silence. Larry mumbled something about having some shopping to do and left.  
 
    Greg didn’t bother inviting him to join the other three back at the lab later on. I give up—he sent to Kathy, a defeated look on his face.  
 
    She put a comforting hand over his. There was nothing else anyone could do.  
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    It was 4:00 Sunday morning and Darian was restless.  
 
    He, Kathy, and Greg had passed an infuriatingly fruitless afternoon troubleshooting the RAF hardware, software, and theory. They pored over every detail, again and again. By the end of their day, tempers were short and nobody could focus.  
 
    It didn’t make sense. The RAF should work. Every single component and idea checked out fine. Maybe they were all too close to the problem. Maybe they’d allowed themselves to be distracted by the morning off and lunch afterward. Maybe catching Larry in that clandestine meeting with Lucius Pratt had been more disturbing than any of them had thought.  
 
    Frustrated, they quit work at 6:00 p.m., or at least that was when Darian sent Greg and Kathy home. As long as he kept his lattice adequately charged, Darian was practically indefatigable.  
 
    It was his biological brain that let him down; despite its minimal role in the work, it eventually grew tired. Synaptic connections could only tolerate the enforced activity of the lattice for so long before they became recalcitrant and stopped responding.  
 
    Around midnight, he decided to give it a rest. Tomorrow would be a new start. They’d decided the best way to test the RAF generator was to build a new one from scratch, using completely different components from an alternative source. That would tell them if the defect was in their suppliers or in their design. They were getting desperate enough to start testing even relatively implausible ideas.  
 
    Darian had something even more drastic in mind for himself. A couple of weeks earlier he realized his own computational ability was at least as powerful as the laptop supercomputer they were using to control the RAF device. Why not turn myself into an autonomous RAF generator?–he asked himself, and went to work on the viral vectors that would construct an array of resonance-generating antennae immediately beneath the surface of his own skull. He synthesized the new DNA in-house and cultured the resulting viruses himself. If the available hardware wasn’t going to work, he would try a different approach.  
 
    Eight days after taking the completed virus for the antenna, the dendies had nearly finished assembling the sub-cranial array. He waited for the ping telling him it was ready. 
 
    Darian allowed his lattice to go into a low-energy hibernate mode. His recent modifications usually took advantage of any downtime to expand the lattice domain, pushing into new areas of his natural biological neural net and learning how to assume new functionality. The process tended to produce a mild headache so Darian closed his eyes and rested while it ran its course.  
 
    You’d think that the lattice would give me better access to my own subconscious–he pondered as he drifted. Maybe then I could figure out what’s bothering me, besides the obvious. He knew that wasn’t the way the subconscious worked. He’d spent some time a few years earlier reading how consciousness was an emergent phenomenon of a highly complex web of sub-conscious processes. The “society of the mind,” Minsky had called it, decades earlier.  
 
    He managed four hours of unsatisfying rest while the agitated remnants of his biological brain obsessively replayed the chance encounter with Larry in the café. Finally accepting that peaceful rest would elude him until he determined the source of his agitation, he got out of bed and went to the study.  
 
    He sat at his desk for a few minutes before giving in to the restlessness. He paced the floor, barefoot, in slow, purposeful steps. Sometimes the body knows best what will put the mind at ease.  
 
    The noise in his brain monetarily quieted. He reactivated his lattice, and set it consciously on the problem. Why would Larry be meeting with Pratt, if it weren’t just a random occurrence? Why had he seemed so defensive?  
 
    A number of hypotheses came to mind, but he could think of nothing besides the welcome luncheon on his first day on campus that linked the two men. Should I hack into their personal emails? Maybe they belong to the same church or some other organization.  
 
    Darian didn’t take such invasions of privacy lightly. Public databases, they were no problem, but areas expressly marked “Private” were different. With the professional pressure building against him, an ethical breach would give the university the justification they needed to sanction him or, worse, to fire him. Anyway, if Larry was clever enough to keep his personal communications off the net, there would be nothing to be found.  
 
    Nothing he could find on the public nets linked the two men, but his gut told him there had to be some connection he’d missed.  
 
    My gut?–he mused. I’m thinking with my gut now? That’s great. Only, I don’t think my lattice has extended into that neural tissue yet.  
 
    I could tap into NCSA surveillance records. They have no compunction about who they spy on. If he used the National Coordinated Security system to check up on Pratt and Larry, he’d have to be extra careful not to be discovered. Never mind the university’s reaction, he didn’t need the dark side of the feds coming down on him right now.  
 
    Am I being paranoid? Trying too hard to force a connection that isn’t really there? Only one way to find out.  
 
    His lattice leaped into action. While he raked through the personal emails of both men, he simultaneously searched NCSA records, being careful not to leave any record that could be traced back to him.  
 
    Pratt and Larry had avoided direct email contact. Or maybe Larry was telling the truth; maybe they don’t know each other that well. There were no oblique references to one another through mutual acquaintances. If they are separated by less than the standard six degrees of separation, it’s only through me. 
 
    The NCSA telephone recordings proved more fruitful. That’s interesting–he thought as he read a transcript of a conversation dated the day he was shot. Larry was the subject of a conversation between Dr. Pratt and Reverend Alan LaMontagne, the leader of the YTG Church.  
 
    That Pratt and LaMontagne knew each other was mildly surprising. That they would be discussing Larry, was an eye-opener.  
 
    In retrospect, it made some sense that Pratt might be a member of the Yeshua’s True Guard Church, but it was odd he would be so secretive about it. His tenured status would protect him from any conceivable recrimination for belonging to a fundamentalist church.  
 
    Darian couldn’t imagine any way in which being a member of a religious organization, especially one officially adopted by the government of the New Confederacy, would have hurt the philosopher’s career. Maybe he’s hiding it for personal reasons, something to do with his family or friends. 
 
    The Church of Yeshua’s True Guard had too many connections to Darian’s life over the past few months for him to be sanguine about this revelation. Using Larry to spy on him would be unconscionable. I may have said some things they find objectionable but this is starting to feel entirely too personal.  
 
    The phone transcripts indicated LaMontagne denied the church’s involvement in the shooting, at least to Pratt, but Darian wasn’t convinced. Even if the shooter wasn’t an official member of the Church, it felt like something that this fundamentalist group might facilitate.  
 
    He turned his focus to the public and a few private records of Jeremiah Falton, the man who’d shot him. Collectively, the records pointed to the kind of person who would join and rapidly rise through the ranks of the YTG Church: outspoken, deeply religious, and passionately nationalistic.  
 
    He was a resident of Austin, Texas, the heart of the New Confederacy and the headquarters of Yeshua’s True Guards. He had written a number of prominent public commentaries over the years that were timely and favorable to positions held by the Church. He had served in one of the most active wings of the New Confederacy Militia, where publicly professing one’s faith was a requisite of acceptance into the ranks. 
 
    Darian found it more than curious that Falton had never joined the Church. Yet the name didn’t appear on any of their membership rosters. Sure, it was possible, but it seemed highly improbable. Maybe he’s listed under another name, or he’s a sleeper.  
 
    Darian tried casually to penetrate the private files of the YTG Church, to see if he could find any hidden information about Falton. To his surprise, the sophisticated security around YTG’s system was even tighter than NCSA’s.  
 
    Their server was easy enough to locate but none of the conventional back doors would open. All of the files, including filenames and sizes, were heavily encrypted. Even with my lattice, this could take a while to crack, especially if they’ve used a good algorithm.  
 
    He moused around the system a while, hoping his activity went undetected. With this level of paranoia, they probably keep a log of all system-level commands. They may even be trawling communications, activity looking for anything suspicious.  
 
    He tried a different approach, injecting a monitoring virus at the router level. Routers usually had more conventional security software and could be more easily bypassed. The virus would alert him to activity over the web and, hopefully, allow him to record the required decryption key.  
 
    While he waited, he returned his attention to the NCSA recordings, expanding his search to all calls made by Reverend Alan LaMontagne. There was a lot of activity, but it was annoyingly uninformative. 
 
    An alarm chimed softly in his head, interrupting his perusal of the NCSA recordings. His internal RAF antennae were finally complete. Excellent! I can finish the search later. Although the machinations of church and state were intriguing, his top priority was to get the RAF generator working.  
 
    Darian sat down at one of his dining room chairs. He loaded a standard control program into his lattice and initiated the antenna array in his skull. He ran through a quick series of tests to ensure individual elements of the array were transmitting properly. Everything checked out. He set the array to ACTIVE and fed it the settings from the first series of calculations.  
 
    A tentative bluish spherical region flickered into existence over the table a meter in front of him, sputtered for a second or two, then fizzled out and disappeared.  
 
    Darian’s heart raced. It works! It actually works! Not perfectly, but that was something! Something real. I mean, unreal. I need to send the team a message! No, they deserve to hear this in person.  
 
    His mind raced as fast as his heart. Focus! Focus! He made a conscious effort to slow his breathing.  
 
    The test wasn’t perfect. Given the configuration, the equations should have created a stable four-inch microverse. They didn’t. So why was the sphere so small and unstable? Think. Think! What was standing in the way? Of course! The settings weren’t adapted for the presence of real matter. The air in the room would have destabilized the field. I’ll need to move to the vacuum chamber in the lab to get proper results.  
 
    He looked at the time. Somehow, 4:30 in the morning didn’t seem too early to start the day, especially not when it was going to be so amazing. 
 
    The young professor threw on some clothes and headed out into the crisp pre-dawn air. The lab was only a short walk away. As he reached the edge of campus, he sent out a wake-up call through the lattice net to Greg and Kathy.  
 
    Kathy answered the call within seconds. Darian? What is it? What time is it?  
 
    It works—he replied, trying to keep the tone of his transmitted voice as level as possible.  
 
    It works? What works?–she transmitted. Then she realized. It works? It works! Several kilometers away, in the suite she shared with Greg, she squealed, “Greg, wake up! It works!” and shook her slumbering partner awake.  
 
    Kathy kept the channel open so Darian got to watch as Greg blinked sleep from his eyes and Kathy repeated the news. Greg came online instantly. 
 
    I’m sorry to wake you up—Darian said. No, actually, I’m not sorry at all. I was going to tell you in person later this morning but I couldn’t wait. We did it! Without waiting for a response, Darian sent a synopsis of everything he’d been doing, the internal antenna array he had been growing in his cranium, the crude test that had generated a sputtering microverse in his dining room a few minutes before—everything. 
 
    I’m on my way to the lab right now. I need to use the vacuum chamber and the laser interferometer–he sent. Can you meet me there? 
 
    It’ll take us about forty minutes but we’ll get there as fast as we can–Kathy replied. Can you wait 'til we get there before you run it again? 
 
    Every extra minute will be torture but, for you guys, sure. Get here as fast as you can, though, okay? It was only then he remembered the fourth member of the team. Hey, can you pick up Larry along the way? I’m sure he’ll want to be there too. 
 
    Sure—answered Greg. I’ll call him, and we’ll cruise by his place. I don’t think his bus will be running at this hour, and he’s not going to want to miss this. They took a collective deep breath and recorded the moment in their memories.  
 
    The lattice did a terrible job of transmitting emotions, so Darian just sent one of his favorite stock photos, a projection of the Milky Way with an arrow pointing to the tiny region just in from the outer edge labeled, “You are here.” It was meant to convey how insignificant he felt before the mysteries of the universe. 
 
    Kathy laughed. I feel like we own the entire galaxy right now.  
 
    I know what you mean. I’ll be at the lab in a few minutes–said Darian. Get here as soon as you can. Then he signed off. 
 
    Darian entered the nearly deserted building and practically ran down the corridor to the lab, his mind already playing out the vast number of experiments the group would perform. They’d lost some time, but they’d make up for it quickly. He realized they still didn’t know why the laptop RAF generator hadn’t worked. We’ll figure that out when we make the second one. If that doesn’t solve it, I’ll just get Greg and Kathy to grow the antennae internally like me.  
 
    His old confidence and determination returned; it felt good to be moving forward again. He fiddled with his key in the sloppy lab-door lock–Why do we still have this ancient technology? He knew the answer. Everybody did. Budget cuts over the last decade had brought modernization of university infrastructure to a screaming halt. That’s going to change, too–he promised himself.  
 
    Darian entered the darkened lab, letting the door close on its own behind him. He only caught a quick glimpse of the three small spheres floating inside the vacuum chamber, one yellow, one red, and one blue. They disappeared so fast he had to replay the last few milliseconds of visual input to be sure they had ever existed.  
 
    Then he noticed Larry sitting at the control console, his face lit by the eerie glow from the display, and everything fell into place.  
 
      
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
    28  
 
    Larry stood up and opened his mouth to explain.  
 
    “Don’t bother,” said Darian. “I know the RAF generator works. I know the theory is correct. And now, I know you know, and you’ve probably known for some time. What I don’t know, is how you kept this from us.” 
 
    Larry regained his composure. His eyes flicked over to the empty hallway and back to Darian. He’s alone. He locked eyes with his mentor and supervisor. “You all thought you were so smart. You kept looking in all the hard places and you ignored the simple explanation—that someone was sabotaging the experiment.” 
 
    Darian nodded. “So you altered the operating system?” 
 
    “The BIOS, actually. It overrode parts of the O/S in RAM after booting up. I figured you were less likely to look there than in the O/S itself. Anyway, it wasn’t that hard to do. I just added a little redirection to certain interrupt handlers. You would have had to follow the machine language byte by byte to notice it.” 
 
    “I was almost at that stage. I decided last night to just start over and build a second generator.” 
 
    “I would have just made the same change to that one too.” 
 
    “Why?” 
 
    Larry shrugged. “Lot of reasons, really. For one, I don’t like the way you’ve all been treating me, like some half-witted lab monkey at the beck and call of geniuses.” His voice shook with barely-controlled emotion. 
 
    “Larry, everything we are, everything we know, everything we can do, all of this was offered to you.”  
 
    Darian’s voice was little more than a whisper, so quiet that Larry had to strain to hear it. But instead of the calming effect that he was aiming for, Darian’s words only fueled the rage welling within his colleague.  
 
    Larry sat back down, putting the control console between Darian and himself. “You guys think you’re some kind of young gods, altering the human brain, playing around with the laws of nature. It’s just too much.” 
 
    “Scientists have been doing that kind of thing for centuries.” 
 
    “Well, maybe we’ve gone too far, too fast. Maybe there are some things we aren’t meant to know.” 
 
    “You don’t really believe that.” 
 
    “How can you claim what you’re doing is for the good of humanity? None of you are even human anymore! Why should we trust you to do what’s right for the rest of us?” 
 
    “The hardware may be different, but the program running on it is still human,” replied Darian evenly. 
 
    Larry’s fists clenched, and the veins in his neck and forehead bulged as he fought to control his fury.  
 
    Darian was ready to bolt. He searched his lattice for some basic self-defense moves; he hoped it wouldn’t come to violence.  
 
    Larry hunched over the keyboard and tapped a few keys while Darian looked on, dumbstruck. What’s he up to? 
 
    “I only wish the other monstrosities were here with you,” Larry spat. “You are abominations before God. Someone needs to put an end to this.”  
 
    “We are many things, Larry, but, come on, really? Abominations? Who are you getting this from?” 
 
    “If you’d had any shred of humility, I might not have been forced into this. But you think you know everything. I’d destroy this machine and all your notes, if I thought it’d do any good. But you'd just recreate it all, wouldn't you? How can humanity trust you to develop this for the good of all of us? You just don’t know when to stop. Will you only be happy once you become immortal and all-powerful? Is it your goal to challenge God, Himself?”  
 
    Larry took a shuddering breath. His eyes, which only moments before had been projecting bitterness and raw fury, now reflected only deep sadness. The sadness worried Darian more than the anger.  
 
    “Goodbye Professor,” Larry said. “Oh, and don't worry about Greg and Kathy. I have plans for them, too. And then I’ll make sure the RAF generator ends up in more responsible hands than theirs. I’m sorry, but you’ve forced me into this. It’s been nice knowing you. Or maybe not.” He pressed the ENTER key. 
 
    A hazy gray field materialized around Darian, encapsulating him from the bottom of his shoes to the top of the last stray hair on his head.  
 
    Darian threw his arms out to both sides, feeling the unyielding boundary of the containment field. He tried to take a step but his foot slid down along the inside surface. He was trapped. 
 
    He instructed his lattice to connect to the laptop controller but it was already too late; the communication lines were inactive. Every system that should have been connected to the controller was offline. There was no way in.  
 
    He found a stray open line leading from some other equipment to the outside world and connected to the local power grid. Working furiously, he bypassed the university’s Systems security and killed the electricity supply to the lab.  
 
    The hall light streaming in through the observation window cut out, and was replaced by the harsh glare of an emergency backup. In the lab, however, nothing changed.  
 
    He’s really thought this out—Darian realized. Well, at least the outage will trigger a maintenance alarm. They take power outages seriously in the science buildings. Frantically, he searched for other alarms he could activate remotely—smoke, heat, water—but Larry had beat him to it. How is that even possible? 
 
    Larry laughed—a deranged, heartless laugh, full of hatred. “That won’t do you any good. The RAF generator will work for hours on battery. In a few seconds, this microverse holding you is going to collapse. Every molecule, atom, and particle making up the great Darian Leigh will disappear from this universe forever, and there’s nothing you can do to stop it.” 
 
    He came around the desk, bringing his face within inches of his mentor. The transparent gray barrier was all that stood between them.  
 
    “Do you see what you’ve done? Do you see?” he yelled. “You created this…this affront to nature. You! And now, through me, the universe—the one true universe created by God Almighty—is going to take its vengeance and erase you from existence. Can you feel it closing in around you?”  
 
    He stepped back and pointed an accusatory finger at Darian. “I, Valeriy Illyovich Rusalov, having found Darian Leigh guilty of the greatest arrogance and hubris against God, banish you from His universe!”  
 
    For a moment, Larry’s eyes softened, and Darian thought he might be feeling remorse for his actions, for his colleague’s impending fate.  
 
    “Enjoy your sentence in Hell,” Larry finished, his voice disturbingly devoid of emotion.  
 
    Darian struggled as the sphere began to shrink in on him. He tried unsuccessfully to control his terror. Using his lattice to clamp down on his emotions, he allowed himself to go numb. He ignored his imminent death, and filled his mind with RAF equations.  
 
    He’d learned a lot in the past few hours: the basic RAF theory was correct; fields could be formed even in the presence of matter. The fields Larry was generating permitted selective interaction between the enclosed and external universes while preventing other actions. He could hear and see through the bubble that held him captive, but he couldn’t push through it.  
 
    He hoped what he’d learned could somehow save his life. 
 
    He sped through the hundreds of thousands of equations that he and Greg had devised over the past few weeks, looking for anything that might fit what he now knew to be true. There had to be a way to nullify this field before it destroyed him.  
 
    He had enough computational power to work with the equations or to operate his own internal RAF controller, not both at the same time. Whatever he came up with, there’d be no second chances. 
 
    At last, he found a set of equations that might work. A pitifully small one, but that would make it easier to generate the required field. The parameters showed enough flexibility to allow a few changes on the fly. He hoped it would be enough.  
 
    Outside, in the larger universe, Larry looked several inches taller than he’d been a couple minutes ago. This confirmed Darian’s fears. Larry isn’t trying to trap me or kill me; he wants to obliterate me.  
 
    What else have I got to work with? The laws of this microverse started out similar to our own universe, except this one is shrinking with me inside it. Oddly enough, it doesn’t feel any more limiting; I must be shrinking along with the sphere. The space between electrons and the nucleus is compacting. Normal biochemistry still seems to be functioning. Electrons aren’t being squeezed out like in a neutron star, not yet.  
 
    He must have set the generator to step down through a series of standing wave functions that determine the size of electron orbitals. And because atoms are mostly made up of empty space, there’s potential for a lot more compression before electron shells start overlapping with protons and neutrons. At some point, though, there’s not going to be enough room for everything; life-supporting chemistry is going to become impossible. Unless Larry has figured out how to convert me into a nuclear being—and I doubt that—I am going to die.  
 
    He wondered if Larry intended to keep him alive long enough to feel the electrons being crushed out of his molecules or if he’d stop before that point. His best guess was that Larry could shrink him by a factor of more than ten thousand without completely eradicating him. Is he going to keep me alive inside this bubble or destroy me?  
 
    Darian wasn’t sure which would be worse. Either way, he would be dead pretty quickly. I have to reverse the collapse, and now.  
 
    He shut down the search programs and brought his RAF-generator control program to the forefront. He set his internal generator to ACTIVE, and projected fields that he hoped would return his prison to conditions more similar—according to his frenzied calculations—to the natural universe in which he belonged.  
 
    The fields he cast wove in and around the ones Larry was using to produce the collapsing bubble. Amazingly, the shrinking halted. It started to reverse. In spite of his lattice-dampened emotions, Darian was elated. His computations must be close; he’d bought himself some time. Darian felt a wisp of hope.  
 
    “What the…? Oh, no! No, you can’t! No, no, no, no!” Larry babbled when he noticed the sphere growing larger. “What are you doing?” Changes were no longer being mediated through his machine alone. He ran behind the desk and sat in the operator’s chair, furiously stabbing away at the laptop.  
 
    “Ahhh, very clever, Dr. Leigh! You’ve been busy!” He thrummed his finger on the keys. “So that’s how you figured out the RAF theory was correct. You found a way to implant or grow an internal RAF generator. I’m impressed! But I imagine the amount of energy you need to power those computations must be making you very hungry by now. Isn’t it?”  
 
    He strode back to the grayish bubble separating him from Darian. “You can’t beat me. You know that, right? You might be smarter and faster but I have much, much more experience with this system. I know what it’s capable of, and what it’s not capable of. You have only theory.” 
 
    He banged in some new commands and the bubble compression resumed. This time, instead of a smoothly shrinking sphere, the microverse jumped from one change to another every few seconds. It shrank several percent, and then inflated a few percent. Its net movement, though, was definitely working toward collapse.  
 
    He’s attached the series to a random number generator–Darian thought. He knew the algorithms intimately. While they might appear random to the uninitiated, they were reasonably predictable as long as they were tied to the internal calculations of the microprocessor. He examined the changes to the radius of the field and tried to match the values of the pseudorandom seed number.  
 
    Darian worked out the sequence and generated opposing fields to the collapsing steps. The random oscillations of the gray sphere slowed in frequency, and the radius began to grow as Darian permitted certain favorable RAF changes to pass without interference.   
 
    Larry watched the growing sphere, momentarily confused.  
 
    Only a few more steps and the laws inside will match the natural universe again! Darian would be free in less than a minute. 
 
    Larry punched in new commands. Only seconds had passed since Darian figured out the pseudorandom field generation, and already the gray microverse had nearly regained its original size.  
 
    “Yes!” Larry cried out, and pushed a final key. The field instantly collapsed by thirty percent, and then another twenty percent.  
 
    Darian employed countermeasures, trying to follow the rapid changes Larry was generating, but he couldn’t keep up. The field shrunk another ten percent, and another. He now stood under a meter tall.  
 
    The field collapsed a further fifty percent. Changes were coming too fast and the steps were too large. Darian couldn’t get enough samples to counter the rapid changes.  
 
    Larry pushed another key, got up from behind the desk, strolled over to address the gray, translucent sphere containing a very small Darian.  
 
    “Nothing more to say, Professor?” Larry waited for an answer but there was none. He returned to the desk and pressed a final key. The sphere shrunk to a few centimeters. 
 
    Darian screamed in frustration, sending out wave after wave of random changes to the fields, hoping against hope that something he did would disrupt the collapse of the microverse or buy more time to work, but the collapse was inevitable.  
 
    Darian knew he was done. I can’t keep up with all of these changing configurations Larry keeps throwing at me.  
 
    The next change shrunk the microverse to a millimeter. In a final act of desperation, Darian dumped himself—everything he knew, everything he remembered, everything he was—into one final lattice transmission to the only people he trusted.  
 
    The data that comprised the essence of Darian Leigh poured out of him on multiple channels in uncoordinated, overlapping chunks, seeking paths along any available transmission modality to its intended destination. It took up temporary residence wherever there was available memory: in bits of lab equipment, in cell phones, in smart appliances, in HVAC systems, in automobile navigation systems, in inactive computers all over the lower mainland.  
 
    Darian sent whatever he could, as fast as he could, but there was too much data and not enough time. Then an idea occurred to him, maybe a way to survive the collapse. He had one last hope to preserve the integrity of his essence—not by fighting against the fields that were destroying the very matter he was made of, but by accepting this new universe into which he was being forced. He smiled one final, peaceful, microscopic smile and sent a new configuration to his RAF generator.  
 
    In the lab, Larry watched the gray bubble shrink beyond the threshold of visibility. Gone! He stared at the empty spot where the microverse had been. His triumph was complete.  
 
    Now, I’d better get out of here, too. He walked back to the desk, shut everything down, and tucked the laptop inside his backpack. 
 
    Grabbing his coat off the back of the chair, he took one last look around the lab that had been his second home for the past half year and departed. 
 
      
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
    29  
 
    Larry didn’t answer the doorbell or his cell phone.  
 
    “Larry! It’s Greg! C’mon, dude, get up! It works! Hey, let’s go! Larry, are you in there?” He pounded on the wooden door of the basement suite but only succeeded in waking up the neighbors. They were none too pleased about Larry’s rowdy pre-dawn visitor.  
 
    “Hey! Do you mind? Shut up down there!” A window slammed shut immediately above their heads, making Greg and Kathy jump.  
 
    “He’s either out cold or he didn’t make it home last night. Let’s go,” Kathy suggested. 
 
    “Yeah, I guess. Hang on a sec, maybe the window’s open,” Greg pushed at the flimsy aluminum frame but it held tight. They cupped their hands around their eyes and tried to peer in past the cheap cotton curtains, but couldn’t see or hear anything that gave them reason to stay. “C’mon, let’s go.”  
 
    Great. Chalk up yet another reason for Larry to be resentful. Well, he can’t say we didn’t try—Greg grumbled to himself. They got in the car and headed out to the expressway. 
 
    “It’s weird that he’s not answering his phone,” Kathy said. “Do you think he’s okay?”  
 
    “Yeah, he’s fine. Probably just switched it off. He used to do that all the time. You’ll see. He either crashed at the lab or on somebody’s sofa.” They rode the rest of the way in silence; it was still too early in the morning for sensible conversation. 
 
    Greg signaled, slowed down, and turned into the university parking lot.  
 
    The flood of data hit their lattices without warning.  
 
    Flashes of speculative physics, RAF electronics, and new designs for dendy lattices mixed with memories of a childhood that neither of them had lived and washed over them in an exquisitely painful, mind-wrenching torrent.  
 
    Halfway through the turn, Greg’s brain became completely inundated. Without meaning to, he let go of the steering wheel and gripped his head. Darian’s desperate outpouring overtook his own sensory input, and the whirlwind of images wrested away his consciousness.  He heard voices crying out, and it took him a moment to recognize them as his own and Kathy’s.  
 
    Unguided, the car rolled into a shallow ditch and came to rest against a spruce sapling. The two scientists were too busy fighting for their sanity and their identities to notice.  
 
    As soon as the first few gigabytes had begun pushing their way into their consciousness, Kathy had understood what was happening. Darian is dying! 
 
    She knew but, with all the incoming data, it was too much to process. She fought for control over a small part of her lattice and, for a split second, stemmed the incoming jumble of thoughts, images, sounds, and emotions. The narrow window was all she needed to assign her lattice the specific task of deactivating her external communications, and then she gave in to the stream.  
 
    Three more excruciating seconds passed before the isolated subroutine managed to stop the incoming rush completely.  
 
    Kathy felt her muscles relax and she slumped in her seat, letting her mind recover from the shock of trying to process all that data. She looked over at her partner, and managed a weak, “Greg? You okay?”  
 
    He was hunched over the steering wheel, unmoving. The windshield is intact. No sign of blood—she noted. Using what was left of her strength, she reached out to touch his arm.  
 
    As her fingers neared his sleeve, Greg let out an incoherent grunt and pitched backward, bolt upright in his seat. He grabbed both sides of his head, arched back further than she thought physically possible, and opened his mouth in a silent scream of agony. She shook him roughly and screamed, “Greg!” but couldn’t break him out of it. 
 
    Desperate, she wrapped her subroutine in a viral program, opened her lattice long enough to send the package into the data torrent, and shut it down again.  
 
    Greg’s body remained in catatonic rigor a moment longer and then, as suddenly as it had begun, he was free. He sagged back into the seat, exhausted and wracked by both mental and physical pain, and barely holding onto consciousness. Kathy tenderly wiped the saliva from his chin with her sleeve, and sank back into her own seat. She was conscious but still in shock. 
 
    Greg lolled his head in her direction. “What…was that?” he croaked.  
 
      
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
    30  
 
    Four days after Darian learned the truth and paid the ultimate price, a private car delivered Larry to the Austin home of Reverend Alan LaMontagne. Larry was tired but relieved. He’d made it to safety. 
 
    The morning he’d sentenced Darian to what he considered a unique and fitting death, he’d gone straight to a payphone and called the Reverend’s private number.  
 
    “I have to get out now. Right now,” he’d said after identifying himself and apologizing for the early hour.  
 
    “What happened?” LaMontagne asked.  
 
    “Darian is dead. Gone forever. I did it, and I have to get out of here right away.” 
 
    To his credit, LaMontagne did not panic. “Do you have the RAF device?” 
 
    “Yes, I do.” Larry heard the Reverend’s relieved sigh. 
 
    “Good. Do you have a car?” 
 
    “I can rent one.” 
 
    “Okay. Very good. Here’s what you’ll do. Can you find where Interstate 40 crosses the border into the New Confederacy between Flagstaff and Albuquerque?” 
 
    “I can read a map.” 
 
    “Good. It’ll take you about three days to get there. Use your own passport at the crossing. Our people are in place on both sides of the border, and they’ll let you through without recording the fact. Someone will meet you on the New Confederacy side and take you to a hotel in Albuquerque. You can leave your car at the border station; it will be taken care of. Do you have enough money?” 
 
    “I can stop at the ATM before I leave.” 
 
    “Good. Use only cash, no credit cards, on your trip down. Travel as lightly as possible. You won’t need anything else, just your basic toiletries and such. Stop as little as possible and don’t use your real name anywhere; I mean it. Be careful. Don’t get stopped by the police.” 
 
    “How do I make that happen?” 
 
    “Drive carefully. Don’t speed. Eat and rest when you need to. Relax and try not to stand out. There’s a lot of traffic along that road. It’s easy to cruise right through without drawing attention to yourself if you just act normally.” 
 
    “They’ll think I’m missing along with Darian. My picture will be all over the news.” 
 
    “You’d better shave your head and buy some glasses.” 
 
    “I don’t need glasses.” 
 
    “Neutral prescription or sunglasses, then. That should be enough. It’s not a long trip.” 
 
    “No, you’re right, it’s not. I’ll be fine.” 
 
    “Very well. After you’ve had a chance to rest up in Albuquerque, my people will put you on a flight to Austin.” 
 
    “A flight? Won’t they flag my passport?” 
 
    “No, it’ll be a private plane, and the flight will be entirely inside the New Confederacy. Besides, the airport staff is loyal to our Church.” 
 
    “Okay, thanks.” Larry bit his bottom lip. “I guess that’s about all. I’ll see you in a few days.” 
 
    “Yes. And, Larry, thank you. You’ve done this country and this Church a great service.” 
 
    The drive was long but no one paid Larry any attention along the way. He kept checking the news on the radio, TV screens, and websites when he stopped to eat.  
 
    His and Darian’s disappearances weren’t reported until Monday afternoon. They were portrayed as Missing Persons, as a mystery. Foul play wasn’t ruled out but no one suspected murder just yet.  
 
    Darian Leigh’s face dominated the reports—way too much coverage for Larry’s liking—with only minimal attention devoted to Darian’s assistant researcher. Larry wasn’t sure whether to feel peeved or relieved.  
 
    Reporters hounded Greg and Kathy at first, but soon tired when they found the two had little to add to the initial report. The general public’s interest rapidly died down, as well. Missing scientists didn’t grab headlines the way missing celebrities did.  
 
    Larry felt a twinge of nostalgia when he saw his photo alongside his three former colleagues in a front-page story about their work and the disappearances. He tapped his finger over the photo; the reporter had somehow procured their old security-identification headshots from a happier time when the team first came together.  
 
    He was sure his mom would be worried sick by his unexplained disappearance. Once he got settled in the New Confederacy, he’d call and let her know he was okay. The Reverend will help me come up with a good story. He was certain of it. 
 
    At dusk on the third evening, Larry reached the Arizona-New Mexico border crossing and, in keeping with the Reverend’s instructions, dutifully presented his passport.  
 
    The official eyed the document, and then took a closer look at the person presenting it. “Please step inside, sir.”  
 
    Larry felt his stomach crawl into his throat. All of his life, whether he’d had anything to hide or not, if someone in Customs, Security, or law enforcement asked him to “please…” well, pretty much anything, it caused him to break into a nervous sweat. This time, he had plenty to hide.  
 
    He shifted his weight back and forth from left foot to right foot, then heel to toe, and back again, while the security guard read the note attached to his file in the database and called his supervisor. The supervisor came over and the two of them eyed Larry closely. They re-checked his passport, and reviewed the computer screen. After a brief, whispered discussion, the supervisor motioned at Larry to sit down, picked up the phone, and made a call.  
 
    Larry chose the first available seat in the waiting area—a hard, orange plastic chair that was attached from below by a single metal bar to five equally uncomfortable chairs. The chairs seemed designed to throw people off balance psychologically as much as physically. He waited as calmly as he could, trying to appear casual and unconcerned. As such, he stood out as the most conspicuous person in the room. 
 
    Five minutes later, a tall, well-groomed man in a dark suit left the corresponding New Confederacy border station and walked the twenty-five meters to the Pacifica side. He conferred briefly with the supervisor, who pointed to Larry, who now sat fidgeting like a six year old in his uncomfortable orange plastic chair in the Waiting Area. The man in the dark suit came around the counter and approached Larry.  
 
    “Dr. Rusalov?” 
 
    “That’s me,” Larry replied, sounding more chipper than he felt.  
 
    “Leave your vehicle here and come with me, please.” 
 
    “But my things are in there.” 
 
    “Your instructions were to travel light.” 
 
    “I don’t have much, but Reverend LaMontagne will want me to bring my backpack.” 
 
    The man regarded him coolly. “Please don’t mention that name again,” he said. “Is the backpack all you have?” 
 
    Larry considered for a moment. “I can fit everything I need in there. Give me a second.” 
 
    The man followed him to the vehicle, where Larry moved his shaving kit and a change of clothes into his backpack. He slung the pack over one shoulder and closed the trunk of the car. “Where should I leave the keys?” 
 
    The man held out his hand. Larry felt the weight of the keys, more than physically, as he handed them over. His apartment keys and three for the lab shared the ring. They belonged to his old life now. He let them go.  
 
    Larry kept his head down and his eyes straight ahead as they passed through the Pacifica border. On the way by the office, the man in the dark suit dropped Larry’s keys into the hands of the supervisor. The two men nodded respectfully, neither uttering a word.  
 
    The man in the dark suit escorted Larry the extra few steps into his new country, the New Confederacy, without ceremony or comment.  
 
    Almost giddy with relief, Larry risked a glance back at Pacifica in time to see the first border guard start up the abandoned rental car and drive it off the road into the desert. Don’t read too much into it—he assured himself. 
 
    The man in the dark suit opened the passenger door of a nondescript dark sedan, made his way around to the driver’s side, and got behind the wheel. Larry claimed his seat, arranged his backpack between his feet, and buckled up.  
 
    The two-hour drive into Albuquerque felt lonelier than the previous three combined. The man in the dark suit resisted all attempts at conversation, and wouldn’t allow Larry to adjust the station on the radio. They were tuned in to “Rockin’ Country” the entire journey. Thankfully, the radio was set to a nearly inaudible volume.  
 
    The only thing he learned from the man in the dark suit was that his name was “Jeff.” Larry doubted that was his real name. What did it matter? He slumped against the door and slept most of the way into the city. 
 
    They passed a night in some nondescript motor hotel on the edge of Albuquerque. The next morning, “Jeff” took Larry to the airport where they boarded a private jet to Austin. “Jeff”, Larry, and the two pilots were the only ones onboard. Hot breakfast trays waited at the separate seats to which he and “Jeff” were directed. The two men ate in silence. After breakfast, Larry stared out the window at the land unfurling far below and pondered his future.  
 
    He had considered destroying the RAF generator and Darian’s server along with it until he realized that doing so would end his own scientific career as well. Instead, before leaving the city, he used the controller laptop to log into the server from home and download everything he could. As he made his own copy, he erased everything behind.  
 
    It wasn’t so much that research into the physical laws of nature was inherently evil. Done with conscience and guidance, it was just another way to come to understand the mind of God.  
 
    The problem, in Larry’s opinion, was that the people involved in the RAF project were reckless and drunk on their own egos. They were pushing forbidden knowledge onto a society that was not ready to receive it. Mankind would not be ready for such power until it had acknowledged the absolute supremacy of the Lord and the need for His holy guidance in all endeavors.  
 
    It might take him decades to understand the papers that Darian, Greg, and Kathy had been working on. Deciphering their work, with Yeshua’s wisdom steering his heart, would make the basis for a nice career at the University of Houston. Or he could take on a post with the New Confederacy Department of Defense, if the government decided to classify the work as sensitive. That might be even better. 
 
    The loss of Darian and the RAF generator would irreversibly cripple the project at SFU and, if that didn’t, the investigation into Darian’s disappearance would. Kathy and Greg are going to have a tough time, as prime suspects, getting budgets and journal papers approved. Serves them right.   
 
    At the airport in Austin, “Jeff” escorted Larry over to another nondescript sedan, gray this time, that was parked at the end of the tarmac. They drove almost an hour out of the city and past the suburbs before arriving at the estate of Reverend Alan LaMontagne, head of the Church of Yeshua’s True Guard, the official religion of the New Confederacy.  
 
    The estate was in keeping with the stature of the head of the largest church in North America. An ornate double-wide cast-iron gate complete with guard hut greeted visitors. Majestic elms sheltered the kilometer-long driveway leading to the main house. Manicured lawns butted up against carefully planted clusters of tidy shrubs. The main house was easily over a thousand square meters and featured an attached chapel.  
 
    Not as ostentatious as I expected—Larry thought, as he got out of the car and stretched his legs. Somewhat understated and tasteful, almost traditional.  
 
    “Ah, Dr. Rusalov, you’ve made it,” the Reverend came down the front steps to greet Larry. “I trust you had a good journey, given the circumstances, that is. Lunch will be in a few hours. Perhaps we could enjoy a chat, first.”  
 
    He invited Larry into the house. “Jeff” followed them in. They made their way through the foyer and into the study. Larry caught a glimpse of the expansive living and entertaining areas. Apart from the three of them, there was no sign of anyone else in the building.  
 
    The Reverend is more animated than the last time we met—Larry observed. Walking more upright. Greater vitality. It must be the better climate here. It was pretty chilly in Vancouver last November. I imagine the cold, damp weather there took a toll on him.  
 
    Looking into the Reverend’s eyes reminded Larry of the strong sense of purpose he used to see in Darian. He adjusted the backpack on his shoulders. I’m sure he’s excited to have a look at this.  
 
    LaMontagne closed the door behind them, leaving “Jeff” to stand guard outside. The Reverend invited Larry to take a seat behind the desk “Perhaps you could show me the generator,” he said, pointing to Larry’s backpack. “I’m very eager to see it in operation.” 
 
    “Of course,” replied Larry, digging into his satchel to retrieve the laptop. “It doesn’t look like much, just an average computer.” 
 
    “But it’s so much more, isn’t it?” 
 
    Before he fired up the RAF generator, Larry paused. “You know, I’m curious,” he said. “This thing is contrary to everything I know you believe in. Its only purpose is to subvert the Natural Laws that God gave this universe. Why are you so supportive that I should continue working with it?”  
 
    LaMontagne rubbed his chin, thoughtfully. “True. It is an abomination. But the science, as difficult as it may be to comprehend, is out in the world now. Far better that we should control its use than the heathens living outside of God’s Grace. Don’t you agree?” 
 
    Larry pursed his lips. “Well, only a few people on the planet understand the theory. Even I don’t get it all, yet.” He realized he wasn’t helping his future position. “I mean, without a functioning field generator, it’s all just speculation. And we have the only working generator in the world, right here.” He patted the keyboard gently. “As far as everyone else is concerned, the failed live test proved the theory wrong.” 
 
    “And now that we will have time to study it, we will know how best to use it to the glory of God.” 
 
    Larry wasn’t sure he liked how the Reverend used “we” in the context of studying the generator. “Yes, once I am settled into my new position, I’ll have lots of time to go over the theory and to develop a deeper understanding of the device.” He subtly emphasized the “I.” 
 
    “Without Dr. Leigh, how will you be able to reverse engineer the theory from nothing more than a working field generator?”  
 
    “Before I left, I was able to download almost everything the entire team has produced. I have notes, papers, and design schematics all right here.” He patted the keyboard again. “Greg and Kathy will have an impossible time recreating everything without their notes. Besides, they’ve never seen the generator work. They have no evidence the theory is even sound. I’m sure they’ll be leaving in humiliation very soon.” 
 
    “You erased everything? That’s rather diabolical for a simple scientist, isn’t it?” 
 
    Larry smiled. “I’ve had several weeks to think about what I’d do when the day came. I knew I’d be discovered sooner or later.” The laptop beeped to indicate the system had been loaded.  
 
    Larry typed in a few commands. “You can see all the files I downloaded from the server.” He indicated the directories loaded with documents, images, and simulation code.  
 
    Watching over his shoulder, the Reverend nodded his approval. “Can you show me the system in action?” 
 
    “Sure, it’s actually pretty easy to use. I have to admit, Kathy designed a great user interface.” A few keystrokes called up the main control program. “You have to tell it which file of basic parametric equations to use by picking from this browser.” He indicated a small panel with a set of filenames. 
 
    “Ah, yes, the virtual particle resonance parameters,” LaMontagne interjected.  
 
    Larry looked back at the older man, surprised. “You have been doing your homework. Setting up the equations is quite a lot more work than using them. I’ve been making copies of some basic sets and experimenting by changing just one parameter at a time. Once I’ve gotten deeper into the math, I’ll be a bit more adventurous.” 
 
    “Yes. Let’s start with something simple,” said LaMontagne. 
 
    “This is the most basic configuration Darian set up.” Larry pointed to a small series of equations in a separate window. “The idea was to alter only the speed of light in a vacuum.” 
 
    “That seems like quite a significant a goal to me.” 
 
    “Yes, well, it won’t give you faster-than-light travel or anything like that. The effect is confined to a small volume where the fields are properly tuned. But it’s very easy to test…with the right equipment.” 
 
    “Can you show me?” 
 
    Larry laughed. “Unless you have a vacuum chamber and a laser interferometer around here, it won’t look like much. Wait a minute.” He leaned forward and called up another set of equations, then copied a few terms from that one into the first file. “Okay, I’ve adjusted for the atmosphere so I can at least show you what the system looks like when it works.” 
 
    “That would be very interesting,” said the Reverend. 
 
    Larry adjusted the laptop so the generated fields wouldn’t overlap with any of the furniture in the room. He entered a few commands and a small blue sphere popped into existence, hovering over a nearby coffee table.  
 
    The Reverend straightened and walked over to the sphere. “Remarkable,” he said. “Why is it blue?” 
 
    “That’s because of the shift in wavelength of the incident light. The change in velocity causes the colors to be blue-shifted. Actually, most of the light has been shifted into the ultraviolet range so I wouldn’t stand too close to it for very long. What you see here is the shifted red and infrared series.”  
 
    The Reverend stepped back. “And you say this was among the simpler of the equation series?” 
 
    “Yes. I’ve gained a lot of experience since this level, with much more complicated sets of equations.”  
 
    “Is that how you killed Dr. Leigh? Or did you use more traditional methods and hide the body?” 
 
    “No,” Larry answered, a little uncomfortable talking about such things so openly. “I can show you the field I used, but I don’t think you want to be anywhere near where I project it.” 
 
    LaMontagne quickly took position just behind the desk where Larry sat. “I’ll make it big enough so you can see it, but not as big as the one I used to hold Darian. It has very strong boundaries against the matter in this universe so once I’ve set it up, you’ll be quite safe. You can even touch it if you like.” He pushed a few buttons and the little blue bubble disappeared, but was soon replaced by a one-meter gray sphere.  
 
    LaMontagne rushed over to examine the new globe. He glanced at Larry, curiosity burning in his eyes.  
 
    “Go ahead. It’s safe to touch,” encouraged Larry.  
 
    The Reverend extended a finger to poke the bubble. The surface resisted depression where his finger prodded. He pushed a bit harder then tried to shove it, first with one hand, then with both. It wouldn’t budge. 
 
    Larry laughed. “The field is referentially locked to the entire planet. You would have to be able to literally move the Earth to budge it. Its boundary is made up of the difference in natural laws that exists between our two universes. Except for what the equations allow to pass, it’s impenetrable. 
 
    “A force field,” gushed the Reverend.  
 
    “Well, I hadn’t thought of that use but, yes, it could be,” replied Larry. “Right now, it’s set to allow light and sound to penetrate so it wouldn’t be a very good force field but we could probably adjust that.” 
 
    “Amazing! But how did you use this to do away with Dr. Leigh?” 
 
    “The sphere was just the trap. I set up a series of equations to slowly reduce the size of electron orbitals inside until they collapsed completely, and chemistry became impossible. The microverse that held Darian shrunk until it stopped supporting the chemistry of life and then even farther. As far as I know, it still exists; it’s just smaller than a proton.” 
 
    “Did he suffer? Or did he just…disappear?” 
 
    “For the way he treated me—all because I chose not to take his lattice virus and become something inhuman—and for his arrogance toward God’s Creation? Yes, he suffered,” Larry confirmed. His defiant chin and indignant tone challenged the Reverend to fault him.  
 
    “May his soul find peace,” said the Reverend.  
 
    Larry frowned for a second but backed down, subdued by LaMontagne’s humility. “Whatever is left of his soul.” 
 
    LaMontagne waited for Larry to continue, expecting there to be more, but that was all Larry would say. He set the RAF generator back to INACTIVE and closed the lid.  
 
    “I hope you’re satisfied; I’ve done what I said I’d do. I trust I will be properly compensated.”  
 
    “Mmm,” replied the Reverend moving toward the door, “indeed you will be, Dr. Rusalov. Although one might argue that upholding God’s laws in the universe and vanquishing those foes who would seek to irresponsibly change the natural way of things might be reward enough.”  
 
    Larry brows furrowed and he was about to respond when LaMontagne laughed. “Fear not, Dr. Rusalov. Larry. We deeply appreciate what you have done on behalf of our Lord and His People. You will be suitably rewarded, as we have discussed, with a tenured position.” He called “Jeff” back into the room. 
 
    “Please take Dr. Rusalov to the Private Guest House so he can clean up,” he instructed. “See that he is comfortable there until lunch is served.”  
 
    Larry picked up the laptop back in one hand and his backpack with the other.  
 
    “Why don’t you leave that here?” LaMontagne suggested. “We’ll have a chance for further demonstrations after lunch.” 
 
    Larry stopped mid-action, “Sure, why not?” He set the laptop back down, zipped up his backpack and slung it over his shoulders. Following “Jeff” out of the study, he turned back to LaMontagne. “See you soon.”  
 
    The Reverend smiled and nodded but said nothing. He returned to his desk as “Jeff” escorted Larry to back to the car. 
 
    The gray sedan stood in the driveway where they’d left it about an hour earlier, but someone had popped the trunk. “Jeff” opened the driver’s side door and started to get in. As he did, he asked Larry, “Would you mind closing that for me?” Larry walked around to the back of the vehicle.  
 
    As Larry reached up to close the trunk, “Jeff” hesitated and held up an index finger as if he’d just remembered something. He stepped out of the car. “Do you see a leather bag in there? Could you bring that up front for me, please?”  
 
    Larry could see the bag pushed to the back of the trunk. “This black one?” he asked. “Sure.” He put down his backpack and reached for the other bag. He heard footsteps behind him and turned. A gloved hand held the biggest pistol Larry had ever seen, and it was pointed directly at his head. A shot rang out.  
 
    The Reverend Alan LaMontagne gazed out the window of his study in time to see Larry’s lifeless body slide down the back end of the car. He watched as Jeff–that was, indeed, his real name—bent down and lifted the body into the trunk, tossed the gun in after it, and slammed the lid closed.  
 
    He continued to watch as Jeff started the car, backed up a couple of meters, turned off the main driveway, and headed toward the lush gardens at the rear of the estate. 
 
    The Reverend sat down at his desk and opened the lid of the laptop. He replayed his lattice recording of Larry’s fingers as they moved over the keyboard to enter the password. The display stopped at the RAF generator control program, ready to accept his command.  
 
    The Very Reverend Alan LaMontagne smiled as he loaded a file with a simple set of equations into the generator’s parameters. He pressed ACTIVE, and a small blue sphere appeared in the air a few meters in front of his desk.  
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
    Points to Ponder
Book Club & Study Questions 
 
    The Deplosion series is not intended to be just a story. In addition to providing a thrilling read, it is meant to be a vehicle for discussing a variety of deep philosophical, religious, scientific, and social issues. Following are some questions to help stimulate further thought. Additional discussion can be found on the Paul Anlee Facebook page and science and philosophy blog (www.paulanlee.com).  
 
    1)  Sharon Leigh used a genetically-engineered virus to grow a semiconductor lattice in her brain. That lattice made her smarter than any human alive but it also led to her accidental death. If such a treatment were offered to you, would you take it? What about an implanted device that gave you internet connection? What about the DirectVR briefly described in Chapter 11 that allows you to more fully experience movies, as if you were dreaming? 
 
    2)  The dendy lattices were developed using synthetic biology. The “ceraffices” described in Alumston are all grown buildings, with the basic structure a genetically-engineered tree. What kinds of limitations, if any, should we place on such research and technology?  
 
    3)  The idea of preserving a brain-dead mother’s life so she can bring a baby to term is a controversial one, both from an ethical and legal perspective. Should the mother’s wishes (say, to be removed from life support) supersede that of her unborn baby? How does this issue relate to the controversy around abortion?  
 
    4)  Teenaged Darian dismisses the notion of God, the Creator, on what he sees as rational grounds, then provides an evolutionary argument for why faith is so powerful in humans. Are these two notions at odds with each other? Can a rational person dismiss God yet find reasons for faith? Is religious faith something that can even be discussed rationally and logically, or does it belong to the realm of spirit, emotion, and feelings only? 
 
    5)  Almost everything in Darian’s Philosopher’s Café lecture was scientific fact. To the best of my knowledge, everything up to the first mention of “resonance” between virtual particles is factual. That’s where I slip into speculation, which may or may not prove to be correct some day. How much of what came before or after that point, did you find believable? 
 
    6)  Larry states that Darian, Greg, and Kathy are arrogant and filled with hubris to think they have a right to the God-like power of changing the laws of nature. Is this adequate reason for him to kill Darian and take the RAF generator? Did the Reality Assertion Field push past the limits to places where science should not dare to go? Do you think there should be such limits to research? Why or why not? Discuss specific examples 
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    “People demand Freedom of Speech as compensation for the Freedom of Thought, which they seldom use.” 
 
    - Kierkegaard 
 
      
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
    1        
 
    The 4:30 a.m. lattice call jarred the couple out of their dreams.   
 
    For crying out loud, it’s not even morning yet. And, it’s Sunday—Kathy groaned.  
 
    It was Darian—no surprise—calling through their private lattice network. He’d never been much for preamble or propriety.  
 
    Hi, Darian, what’s up? What time is it? Kathy dragged herself toward consciousness and rubbed her sleep-crusted eyes.  
 
    It works—was all he sent; his transmitted voice was quiet and matter-of-fact.  
 
    It works? What works?—her brain pushed through the mental fog to process what her boss was saying. She sat up and stretched her neck. Then it hit her. IT works! 
 
    “Greg, wake up!” she squealed. “Darian got it working,” She shook her unconscious partner’s shoulder. “It works!” 
 
    Greg was fully awake in a flash. 
 
    I’m sorry about calling so early—Darian said. No—he laughed, almost giddy. That’s not true, I’m not sorry at all. I was going to tell you in person later this morning but I couldn’t wait. Look at this!  
 
    Without waiting for a response, he sent the two of them a synopsis of everything he’d been doing, the internal antenna array he’d grown in his cranium, and the test he’d run, the one that generated a sputtering microverse in the middle of his dining room only a few minutes before. 
 
    I’m on my way to the lab right now. I need to use the vacuum chamber and the laser interferometer–he sent. Can you meet me there? 
 
    That’s fantastic! Yes, of course. We’re on our way. It’ll take us about forty minutes but we’ll get there as fast as we can–Kathy replied. She waggled a free hand at Greg, the universal sign for get up and get moving.  
 
    Can you wait until we get there before you run it again?—she asked. 
 
    It’ll be torture but, sure. For you guys, anything. I’ll give you 45 minutes. Only then did he remember the fourth member of their team. Hey, can you pick up Larry along the way? I’m sure he’ll want to be there too. 
 
    No problem—answered Greg. I’ll give him a call and we’ll cruise by his place. I don’t think his bus runs this early, and he’ll kill us if we do this without him. 
 
    In the pause, all three took a collective deep breath.  
 
    Kathy shook her head. Wow, right this second, I feel like we own the entire galaxy. Do you know what I mean?  
 
    Yeah, I think I do—Darian replied. I’ll be at the lab in a few minutes. Get here as soon as you can—he said, and disconnected. 
 
    “You know he’s not going to wait, right?” she said to Greg. “He’s going to fire it up as soon as he gets there.” She couldn’t blame him. If she were in his shoes, she wouldn’t be able to resist playing with the most important physics discovery of the century, either. “Wow! Can you believe it? It actually worked,” she said, and shuffled around the bed and into the bathroom.  
 
    Greg stumbled to the closet and pulled on a pair of jeans. “It’s about time something went right,” he said. He grabbed a fresh t-shirt and pulled it over his head. He poked his head through the neck hole, and the significance of what they were doing sank in.  
 
    The Reality Assertion Field, the RAF, had finally been proven. Their theories on the origin of the universe, on why the laws of nature were the way they were, and how they could be changed, it was all true. Science had opened the door to the powers of the gods. 
 
    “This is awesome. Can you imagine what that must have been like? He produced a micro-scale universe in the middle of his dining room. A little piece of space with its own distinct physical laws, right in his apartment. Can you believe it? A freaking microverse!” 
 
    Feeling more energized than he had in weeks, Greg reviewed the lattice conversation. His glee turned into a pensive frown.  
 
    “Uh, hey, Kath? I didn’t know Darian was growing an internal RAF antenna array in his own head. Did you?” 
 
    She reviewed the clip he sent her. “No. No clue at all. But I’m not surprised. I mean, it makes sense he’d do something like that as his next step. Think about it. Our original RAF generator should have worked. Everything checked out—hardware, software, theory—everything, right down to the last detail and yet it still didn’t work.”  
 
    She passed her toothbrush under the running water. “So what does a good scientist do? He starts all over, clean slate, and goes through it all again, item by item, step by step, with a completely independent approach.” She squeezed a pearl of toothpaste onto her electric brush and laughed. “That’s so Darian. Instead of building another device, he grows the friggin’ hardware right in his own brain.”  
 
    “Are you just about ready? We’d better get moving,” Greg said, pulling on his running shoes. “On the off chance that he is waiting. And we still have to swing by and pick up Larry. I’ll call him right now.” 
 
    Larry didn’t answer the lattice calls or his door when they banged on it some twenty minutes later.  
 
    “Larry!” Kathy huffed in exasperation, and tapped the door with her foot.  
 
    Typical—she thought, but kept the comment to herself. 
 
    They rapped a few more times and tried the window before giving up and heading to the lab without him.  
 
    Greg pulled the car into the nearly empty parking lot near the Physics building, and  headed for a choice space along the perimeter. 
 
    “So, are we ready to be famous, hon? This research is going to rock the world. It really is.” Greg guided the car toward the parking spot. 
 
    The grin taking up half his face was replaced by a surprised yelp of pain as an incomprehensible torrent of Darian’s knowledge and memories —everything that made Darian who he was—slammed past the couple’s internal neural-lattice security and gushed unfiltered into their minds like a tsunami.  
 
    The influx of data from Darian rolled over their minds, overwhelming and clashing with their own thoughts and senses. As they struggled against the excruciating intrusion, the car rolled to a stop against a pliant sapling in a shallow drainage ditch.  
 
    In a final, desperate move to stem the flow, Kathy disconnected her communications port. Physically incapacitated but at least back in control of her mind, she created a rudimentary cutoff routine and piggybacked it onto the data surge still streaming into Greg’s lattice.  
 
    She reached feebly for his hand. “Greg,” she gasped, and gave in to unconsciousness.  
 
    When they came to, morning light was peeking through the misty mountain air.  
 
    “What…was that?” Greg cradled his head in his hands. 
 
    Kathy groaned. “I think something happened to Darian. Something bad,” 
 
    “He blasted through our anti-virus protection like it was nothing,” she marveled, and rubbed the back of her aching neck. 
 
    “How is that even possible?”  
 
    “I don’t know; we’ll look into that later. Are you okay? You got a little more of it than I did.” 
 
    Greg stretched his neck from side to side, blinked a few times, and tried to focus. “Yeah, I think so. My head hurts, and I ache in muscles I didn’t know I had.” 
 
    “Me too, but I don’t think there’s any permanent damage.” Kathy opened  the car door.  
 
    “What are you doing? I think we should stay put for a few minutes.” 
 
    “I can’t. I think Darian might be dead, or in serious trouble. I don’t know why, but that’s what it felt like. Underneath his data, there was a lot of fear. Didn’t you feel it? The fear?”  
 
    She stepped out of the vehicle, and winced as she stood up.  
 
    “Yeah,” Greg admitted, “I guess.” He gripped the doorframe and eased himself upright. “Oh, man! I feel like I ran a marathon,” he moaned. 
 
    “Worse,” Kathy replied. “A marathon, carrying a backpack full of rocks.” She started to laugh and stopped; it hurt too much. 
 
    They left the car sitting halfway in the ditch and hurried to the lab, expecting to find Darian dead or in desperate condition.  
 
    Their footsteps echoed down the Physics wing hallway.  
 
    That’s weird; there should be light coming from the observation window—Kathy thought. She braced herself for the worst, opened the door, and turned on the lights.  
 
    Where’s Darian? He should’ve arrived long before us.  
 
    They walked around the workspace and checked the shared office. Did he even make it to the lab? Where was he when he sent his message?  
 
    Greg dialed Darian’s cell phone. Six rings. Seven rings. Eight rings. No answer.  
 
    Don’t jump to conclusions—Greg reminded himself. Darian rarely turned on his phone. No need, when you carried a built-in connection to the internet in your head. Well, I’m not going to call him through the lattice, that’s for sure, not after what happened in the parking lot. He wasn’t going to risk opening himself up to the flood of Darian’s memories again. 
 
    Dazed and unsettled, they conducted a more thorough inspection of the room. Kathy’s eyes sought the hardware project she’d spent the last six months designing and troubleshooting. In place of the Reality Assertion Field generator, the harsh overhead lights illuminated an empty frame and rectangular patch of dust.  
 
    What the….? “Greg? The RAF’s gone!” 
 
    Darian would not have taken the RAF out of the lab; he was adamant about it staying in the sturdy anti-theft frame, and well-secured to the counter at all times. The empty frame was intact. The RAF generator, however, was nowhere in sight. 
 
    The server! Greg tried to log on with his lattice to make sure their repository of theoretical work was intact, and hit a security wall.  
 
    Kathy must’ve added that to the comm-activation protocol when she buffered us from Darian’s thought storm. A pop-up message reminded him of the danger of opening his lattice to external communications. Yep, definitely Kathy’s work. 
 
    He walked into the office area and clumsily tapped in his user ID and password using an external keyboard. Like any other mortal.  
 
    The screen refreshed, and a conspicuously empty blue screen replaced the log-in box.  
 
    Where did all my folders go?  
 
    He opened the systems directory. Nothing. Hundreds of folders containing their theories, schematics, and half-written papers awaiting data were all gone.  
 
    “Kath? Why is the directory empty? You didn’t do this, did you?” 
 
    “What? No, of course not. What do you mean?” she answered. She walked up behind him and peered over his shoulder. Sure enough, the drive had been wiped clean.  
 
    “This doesn’t make any sense. Darian called to say he was on his way to the lab. Even if he’d taken the device home last night, he wouldn’t have taken any of this with him. There’s no reason to remove it.” 
 
    “This is getting weirder by the minute,” Greg said. He tried Larry’s number again. C’mon Larry! Where are you? Still no answer. Why isn’t he picking up? Was Larry missing, too, or just incommunicado, per usual?  
 
    Kathy’s mind continued to reel from the remnants of data, memories, and thoughts that had assaulted them earlier. She couldn’t make much sense of the flashing images, but she was sure it had been an emergency broadcast from Darian’s internal neural lattice to their own, a desperate effort by a dying scientist to secure his legacy the only way he could. She had no proof, nothing more than a feeling…and an empty lab.  
 
    “I’m pretty sure this was no random theft. There’s no sign of a break in, and there’s nothing else missing. Besides, who would know to take that one device and our data?” she reasoned. “It’s useless to anyone outside the lab. We need to call the police.”  
 
    “And tell them what?” 
 
    “That Darian’s missing, the RAF generator is gone, and we don’t know where Larry is.” 
 
    “I don’t think we can yet, Kath. They haven’t been missing twenty-four hours.  
 
    “But him, Larry, and the RAF device gone at the same time? That can’t be a coincidence, Greg.” 
 
    “We can’t prove that.” 
 
    “All we have to do is report it. It’s up to the police to prove it.” 
 
    “Sure, I can just hear the cops now: ‘So they took your laptop. Big deal. Take a number.’ Do you really think they’d take us seriously? As far as they’re concerned, our lab supervisor might be running a little late. They’ve got bigger things to worry about. 
 
    “For all we know, Darian took the machine home and worked on it over the weekend. Or maybe they got here ahead of us and moved it to a bigger space, or they needed some specialized equipment in another lab.”  
 
    Kathy stared at him. “I can’t believe you’re saying that. You felt it. You know what hit us! Darian is dead, or at least badly hurt. That was sheer desperation he sent out. You felt it as well as I did.” 
 
    Greg sighed. “Maybe. Maybe not. There’s no proof. How do we know it wasn’t a simple program glitch? There’s no sign of a struggle here. Nobody besides us knows Darian got the device working. I know what you think hit us in that transmission and, I agree, it felt serious. The truth is, we don’t know anything yet. We’re only guessing. What if he and Larry are on their way over right now with the RAF laptop, hot coffees, and a box of doughnuts to celebrate?  
 
    “And don’t forget, our own neuro lattices are developing and adjusting. Maybe what broadsided us was just the dendy’s next level of growth. You know, like maybe they’re linking us all together or something. What if Darian received our brain dumps in his lattice at the same time, and that’s why he’s not answering? Have you thought about that?  
 
    “You acted right away and you were able to shut it down for us, but what if Darian didn’t? What if it caught him off guard, too, and he’s lying unconscious somewhere.” 
 
    Kathy stood mute, gaping at him, and tried to come up with a response. 
 
    “I’m not trying to be difficult. All I’m saying is, we really don’t know anything yet,” Greg walked to the back office window looking into the lab. He stared at the empty lab bench. “If we report this now, we’ll only embarrass Darian and the lab. The university is already giving him a rough time. Some of those profs are just waiting for an excuse to get him fired. You’ve heard the rumors going around. We don’t need to add any more negative attention.”  
 
    “We can prove the device is missing.” 
 
    “We can claim a piece of lab equipment—which, incidentally, was publicly demonstrated to be non-functional—has gone missing. By all outward appearances, a laptop, and that’s about all. Oh, and by the way, officers, we all have a key to the anti-theft frame.”  
 
    He held up his key ring. “Darian has one, I have one, you have one, and so does Larry. For all we know, maybe one or both of them have the generator with them. The police might think one of us took it ourselves and hid it for an insurance claim; people do that all the time.” 
 
    Kathy returned to the lab area and inspected the empty frame where the RAF device should have sat. “Okay, so even with witnesses who know what was here in the lab, we have no real proof it was stolen?” 
 
    Greg joined her by the bench. “No, and we don’t even have any proof that Darian and Larry are missing, hurt, or dead. Just Darian’s private lattice conversation that no one else can access, inviting us to meet him here. And Larry’s usual behavior—ducking out for hours or days at a time without telling anybody.” 
 
    “We’re going to look hysterical, aren’t we?” 
 
    “If we call now, hysterical is the best we could hope for. More likely, crazy. And if anyone did believe us, we’d be looking like the prime suspects.” 
 
    “Okay, so what do you think we should we do?” 
 
    “I’m not sure. What have we got to work with? Nothing concrete. It felt like Darian blasted out all this data, the essence of his self, in a real panic. If he doesn’t show up soon, we can report his disappearance to the police. But until we have a better idea of what happened, until we actually know he’s missing, I don’t think there’s much we can do. Let’s give it a few more hours and see what we can find out. If we don’t hear from him and if he doesn’t show up for work…”  
 
    “You mean, when he doesn’t show up for work. C’mon, Greg. You know what we experienced. That was a dying gasp.”  
 
    “I refuse to jump to conclusions. Like I said, the police won’t do anything until he’s been missing twenty-four hours. If he hasn’t checked in by tomorrow morning, we’ll go talk to Dr. Wong and he can make the call.  
 
    “In the meantime, let’s leave a note here in case one of them does show up, and we’ll walk the route back to Darian’s apartment. Maybe he fell, or got mugged, or something like that. If we find any sign he disappeared under duress—like a shoe or his backpack, anything like that—we’ll call the police right away.”  
 
    “And what about the RAF generator?” 
 
    “I think we better keep that between us for now. For sure, don’t  tell anyone that Darian got it working. It’ll make no difference to a police investigation, and it could make things worse. Right now, we’re the only ones who know about it besides Darian. And maybe Larry, if he crashed here overnight and Darian’s already talked to him. I doubt it, but anything’s possible.  
 
    “I don’t want to worry you but, if you’re right and someone did hurt Darian and steal the generator, we don’t know who’s involved or what they know. If they know what they’ve got in their hands and that we helped design it, we could be next.”  
 
    Kathy’s eyes widened. “I wasn’t even thinking about that. Do you think we’re in danger? Darian wouldn’t have told anyone else about the RAF generator working. Not yet. We were the first ones he called. And Larry couldn’t have known for more than a few minutes, if at all. We were supposed to tell him on the way into the lab, remember?” 
 
    “…and he didn’t answer his phone or door.” Greg nodded, “I know I said I didn’t want to jump to conclusions but it’s not looking good, is it? I mean, it might be typical Larry, not answering his phone or door, but when you put that together with everything else….” 
 
    “Okay,” Kathy said. “You have me convinced; let’s not backtrack. Come on, we’ll go check the route to Darian’s place, and if we don’t see anything there, we can call nearby hospitals. Maybe there’s a simple explanation. I don’t know what else to do.” 
 
    “We can talk to Campus Security and the Department Chair first thing tomorrow. It’ll have been twenty-four hours by then. Dr. Wong will need to know what’s going on, anyway, and maybe the police will take it more seriously if he or Campus Security reports it.” 
 
    Kathy looked around the lab. Her shoulders sank. “I feel useless.” 
 
    Greg pulled her into a hug. “I don’t think there’s anything else we can do right now. I hate this, too, not knowing what’s going on. And I hate not being able to activate my lattice so I can think properly. But when I imagine all those little bits of Darian’s mind out there, just waiting to storm into us again the second we reconnect our communications….” Greg shuddered. “That’s an experience I don’t care to repeat.” 
 
    Kathy snuggled her face into his shoulder. “I know, but I really don’t like being normal again. Do you?” 
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
    2        
 
    Greg and Kathy struggled to manage the effect Darian’s data deluge had on their lattices through the rest of Sunday and into the early hours of Monday morning. They fought to maintain a modicum of sanity against foreign memories, thoughts, and stray associations. 
 
    The walk from the lab back to Darian’s apartment had been fruitless; there was no sign he’d passed by. They’d convinced his building manager to check his suite in case he was inside, lying unconscious and in need of help. It was eerily quiet but nothing looked out of place; there was no sign of a struggle or that he’d left for a trip. The local hospitals had no record of recent admissions resembling Darian or Larry, for that matter. It was as if the two had disappeared from the face of the earth, along with the RAF generator. 
 
    Working offline felt slow and clumsy, but it was a necessary precaution. Darian’s data stream was waiting for their lattices to reopen. It was lurking in networked computers of cars, phones, appliances, lab equipment, anything connected to the internet of things.  
 
    They had enough to deal with already. Their brains didn’t know what to do with all the little bits of Darian that had leaked in during the initial barrage—flashes of everything he ever knew, experienced, or thought. They could barely distinguish their own memories, ideas, and feelings from his.  
 
    They heard the voices of his parents, teachers, and former associates playing out old conversations and arguments, and delivering wisdom as if they’d been there at the time. Fragments of books and articles pertaining to fields they’d never worked in settled uneasily into their own memories: virus engineering, dendy semiconductor design, lattice theory. They remembered people they’d never met and places they’d never been, all in one crazy, confused jumble.  
 
    The couple floundered and strained to make sense of the foreign thoughts, to tie details to what they knew, and to preserve themselves within the chaos.  
 
    When they cautiously reconnected their lattices with the external world, a fresh inundation of thoughts and memories poured in, and raced to reconnect with the excised fragments cluttering their lattices.  
 
    They staggered into work around 7:30 Monday morning. They wandered back and forth between the office and the lab, hoping their coworkers would miraculously appear with the RAF generator. C’mon, guys, where are you? Let’s all have a good laugh over this craziness, and get on with our work—Greg silently pleaded.  
 
    By 8:15 a.m., they accepted that neither Darian nor Larry was going to show up, and that nobody was trying to reach them to make demands or shed light on the situation. It was time to make an official report.  
 
    They arrived at Dr. Wong’s office, and asked if he might know where Darian was, or Larry. He didn’t.  
 
    Greg relayed the little information they had. “I know it sounds thin but it’s been twenty-four hours now, and we’d like to make an official report. We came to you first because we were afraid the police wouldn’t take us seriously. To be honest, if it had been only Larry, we’d probably give it another day, maybe even two. We came to you because you know Darian. You know what a workaholic he is; the man practically lives in the lab. And you know how important his work is to him. He was so excited when he called us about a new development.” 
 
    “Greg’s right, this isn’t like Darian at all,” Kathy added. “He would’ve been there in the lab waiting for us. Something is wrong. What if that psycho shooter at the Philosopher’s Cafe wasn’t acting alone after all? Darian could be in real trouble.”  
 
    Dr. Wong read the worry on the two scientists’ faces. He dialed Campus Security and identified himself. “We’re concerned we have a missing faculty member; possibly one of his associates, as well, and some missing lab equipment with sensitive material on it. It’s probably nothing, but we’d really appreciate it if you could check it out for us.”  
 
    The officer took down the names and lab information, gave the Chair a file reference number, and promised to send someone right over to get the full information. “Can you meet us at Dr. Leigh’s lab?” 
 
    When Dr. Wong, Kathy, and Greg arrived at the lab, two officers were waiting for them. They entered together. Kathy and Greg repeated what they knew, and the officers looked around. Without much to tell, the visit was short. “Give us a few hours to see what we can find out,” the lead officer said, and closed his tablet. “We’ll contact you with any updates. It would be helpful if someone could stay at the lab today in case one of them arrives.”  
 
    “Yes, of course,” Kathy replied. The lead officer was on his phone with the Human Resources liaison before he crossed the threshold, and the pair disappeared down the hallway.  
 
    Dr. Wong glanced at his cell phone. “Okay, I’ve got a meeting across campus in about...five minutes ago. I have to run, but keep me informed. I’ll leave my cell on, and I’ll call you if there are any updates. Don’t worry, I’m sure he’ll turn up, and we’ll all feel silly about this by noon.”  
 
    Kathy and Greg went through the motions of work for the next few hours. When the lab phone rang at 11:00, they raced to pick it up, but it was only Dr. Wong, checking in. “Campus Security visited Darian’s suite and spoke with the manager. No leads there.”  
 
    We already knew that—Greg thought, but held his tongue.  
 
    “And Kenna, our Human Resources liaison, managed to reach both Larry’s mom and Darian’s aunt, neither of whom knew anything about the young scientists’ whereabouts, but are now equally concerned.” 
 
    “Thanks for the update, Dr. Wong. Nothing new here,” Greg replied.  
 
    At noon, he and Kathy locked up and went to the cafeteria for lunch or, more accurately, to kill time and silently pick at their Cobb salads. They pitched the unfinished salads after ten minutes and headed back to the lab.   
 
    “This waiting around is driving me crazy. There’s little or no help we can offer the police,” he said. “But we can carry on the work. We can do that much for Darian.”  
 
    Kathy looked at her partner. She felt his frustration. He’s right. We have to do something. “I can build a new RAF generator within the month,” Kathy suggested, as if it were a perfectly normal response, on a perfectly normal day. “That will give us a chance to independently test the theory. In the meantime, maybe we can find a gentler way to accept the rest of Darian’s download. Maybe there’s something in there.” 
 
    Greg picked up on her hopeful tone. “Yeah, our lattices can keep working in the background on the first bit of data he sent us. They can organize and integrate it and, hopefully, find a way to partition it from our own minds. Then we can start pulling in the rest of his data dump and locate his most recent memories. Maybe we’ll even be able to see what he did to get the RAF working.” 
 
    “Yeah.” Kathy’s face grew somber. “Maybe we’ll learn what it was he figured out before he disappeared.” 
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
    3        
 
    Darian Leigh, the lattice-enhanced boy wonder, the inventor of the Reality Assertion Field, the most brilliant mind ever to walk the face of the Earth, the “man who would be God”—according to the more disparaging reports—was missing.  
 
    That the RAF generator and Larry were also gone without a trace was less prominent in the reporting.  
 
    The controversy that accompanied Darian and his work escalated when word of his unexplained disappearance surfaced. Chatter and speculation began within hours of police involvement and refused to die down, even weeks later. Greg and Kathy did their best to ignore the ugly rumors and focus on building a second RAF generator. Their lab notes were gone, but Kathy had the schematics in her head, thanks to her lattice.  
 
    Pulling them out was a lot harder than it had been before Darian’s “sharing” of himself. Where her hands once moved deftly across printed-circuit boards and keyboards, they now hesitated. She struggled to access her memories of the design and ignore everything not directly related to the RAF generator.  
 
    “They’re driving me crazy, all these little bits and pieces of Darian’s thoughts on new RAF theory directions, dendy virus designs, random equations drifting into sight from out of nowhere and demanding I follow them. As soon as I give in and pay the least attention to the intrusions, they change or dissolve away. I don’t know what to do with this. I’m losing my mind,” she complained to Greg, knowing he couldn’t help her. 
 
    While Kathy painstakingly retrieved the generator schematics and assembled the hardware, Greg tackled his own scrambled lattice memories. If I can recreate the data that was stored on the stolen laptop, maybe we can find some clue as to what happened to Darian and Larry.  
 
    Like Kathy, he found the process maddening. One second he’d be dumping their most recent version of the Feynman diagrams for virtual quarks into the server, and the next second he’d be reminiscing about Darian’s childhood years in Boston.  
 
    Whenever they tried to access the internet, their conceptual integrity was overwhelmed by a fresh surge of fragments from Darian’s mind, along with the disjointed associations that each of those pieces triggered.  
 
    They spent their days and nights in fear of letting down their guard and introducing further madness into their psyches. They knew they needed a long, isolated vacation to rest and to apply some order to the scattered bits of their mentor's thoughts, but there was no time for that now. They pushed on resolutely and slept when they could. 
 
    The worst onslaught hit after a particularly long and exhausting day. Worn out, Greg fell into bed and slipped into one of the deepest sleeps he'd had in weeks.  
 
    The next thing he knew, Kathy was shaking him awake from a horrific nightmare. He fought his way to consciousness, writhing, soaked in sweat, and choking on a scream.  
 
    He bolted upright. Chills swept up and down his spine. His eyes scanned the room, searching for danger. Finally accepting that he was at home, safe in his own bed, he relaxed.  
 
    Kathy switched on the bedside lamp. “Are you okay?” she asked. 
 
    “Oh, wow, that was a doozy,” he replied, still trying to catch his breath. He stuffed his pillow behind him and flopped back against it. His breath whooshed out along with the air in the polyester stuffing. 
 
    “It was so real, so detailed. I was working at my lab bench on some new project, something to do with genetic engineering. It was like I was right there. I could feel the pipettor in my hands; I could smell the chemicals. I looked up and there was a big spider watching me. No big deal. I grabbed my lab book and smacked it.  
 
    “Then I noticed another one eyeing me from behind the containers of buffers on the shelf above the bench, and a third one sitting beside the vacuum inlet near the bench sink.  
 
    “I was creeped out but curious, too. I remember thinking, ‘That’s weird. How’d they get in here?’ and wondering what to do about them. Then there was a kind of skittering sound behind me.”  
 
    Greg cocked his head as if still trying to identify it, and shivered. “I turned around and there were dozens of them. Hundreds of them. They covered the bench top.  
 
    “I freaked out. I just froze, and they stopped moving, too. They didn’t budge, not one of them. It was like they were waiting for me to make the first move. I stood there staring at them like an idiot. I could see my silhouette reflecting back at me from hundreds of beady little eyes. It was so strange. I couldn’t look away.  
 
    “And they had these really long, spiny, front legs. They started rubbing them together and—I swear, Kath—I could hear the sound they made. I could hear them. It was like some kind of music, some kind of communication or something.  
 
    “I was thinking, ‘That's not normal spider behavior. Spiders don't make sounds by rubbing their legs together.’  I was confused, but I wasn’t going to stick around and puzzle it out. I edged toward the exit, real slow and quiet so I wouldn’t spook them, but it didn’t work.  
 
    “Spiders started pouring off the shelves and benches. I could hear their bodies hitting the floor. It sounded like rain.  
 
    “They came after me, and I ran into the hallway and slammed the door behind me. By the time I caught my breath, spiders were already trying to get through the space under the door. It was awful. They kept coming, like some kind of scrabbling, black tide.  
 
    “I jumped back and ran down the hall, but they were so fast. They were definitely after me; there was no doubt.  
 
    “I ducked inside the first open room I found, grabbed handfuls of paper towel from the dispenser, and started jamming them under the door as fast as I could.” 
 
    “That’s awful! No wonder you woke up screaming,” Kathy said. 
 
    “That’s not the worst of it. I was stuffing paper like crazy and then, clear as a bell, someone said, ‘What are you doing with that?’ I almost had a heart attack right there, but when I turned around, it was Larry. I’ve never been so glad to see him in all my life.  
 
    “I started yelling. ‘Get over here and help me with this. You won't believe what's out there!’ And I kept stuffing paper towels in the gap. 
 
    “But his voice stopped me cold, Kath. It was eerie and calm, and just as scary as the spiders. ‘I have a better idea,’ he said, and that’s when the nightmare got really bizarre.” 
 
    Kathy grimaced. “What could be more bizarre than an army of spiders?” 
 
    “A huge gray bubble appeared all around me, and trapped me inside. No matter how hard I pushed and kicked, it wouldn't break or budge. It started shrinking and I had to crouch down, smaller and smaller, until I was squished into a fetal position.  
 
    “And suddenly, Lucius Pratt, Reverend LaMontagne, and President Sakira were all standing outside the bubble with Larry, and they started laughing and pointing at me.” 
 
    “Well, I can tell you what a therapist would say about that,” Kathy joked. Her attempt to lighten the mood barely registered with Greg. “Sorry, hon. I couldn’t resist. Continue; I’m listening.” 
 
    “The laughter got louder, and some other people were there. I’ve never met them in real life, but I knew who they were, all partners in the company that Darian’s mom started: Nick Franti, David Arnell, and Sharon Leigh, herself. They were all laughing, except Sharon. She looked horrified, like she was in pure agony, and that’s when I realized—She’s not watching me die; she’s watching her son, Darian, die. In the dream, I was Darian.  
 
    “The bubble kept shrinking and nobody was trying to do anything to stop it. I kept shouting at them, ‘Why are you doing this?’ and all they did was laugh. I pushed, and kicked, and pleaded, but the sphere kept shrinking until it was crushing me. I couldn't move or breathe, and the next thing I knew, you were shaking me and I was screaming myself awake. I know it was just a dream but it was so real. And so strange. Some of the things I saw were from my memories, and some were from Darian’s. I couldn’t tell them apart; it was all just me.” 
 
    Greg flipped back the damp, tangled sheet and staggered into the bathroom. He could feel Kathy’s worried eyes tracking him. He shut the door and leaned over the sink. His heart was still pounding. He placed his hands on the counter for support and let the moonlight streaming in through the narrow window wash over him.  
 
    Deep breath in. Deep breath out. He looked in the mirror. Darian’s pained features, distressed and haggard, looked back. 
 
    “Agh!” Greg snapped on the bathroom light. The face in the mirror was his again but Darian’s features lingered like a distressing apparition.  
 
    It’s okay; you’re still half asleep—he told himself. He knew otherwise.. Me and Darian, one and the same? He squeezed his eyes shut and concentrated.  
 
    It’s okay. I am me. I am me. I am me, and everything’s going to be okay. He wasn’t sure who he was trying to convince: himself, his dendy lattice, or Darian, who lurked even now, at the edges of his consciousness. 
 
    “Honey, are you okay?” Kathy’s voice drifted in. 
 
    Greg opened his eyes. His own worried face looked back in the mirror. A trembling laugh escaped his lips. I am me.  
 
    He sensed how thin and tenuous the line separating normal from insane could be, and how easy it was to cross when dreams invaded reality. He took a deep, shaky breath, looked once more into the sink, and tentatively raised his eyes to verify his identity. Okay, we’re good. Still me.  
 
    “Uhh…yeah. Yeah, I’m fine. Be right out.” 
 
    He splashed a little cold water on his face, patted dry with the soft hand towel, and padded back to bed. The fright left him more resolved than ever to keep up his guard against the onslaught from Darian—what used to be Darian—until he and his lattice could better adapt and accommodate, or at  least, to partition him off.  
 
    Welcome to the next level—he said to himself. He and Kathy had been creating harmless mental games and viruses to develop their skills and to practice sparring with one another’s lattices ever since they took the dendy virus.  
 
    This, whatever it was they were receiving from Darian, was a huge leap beyond anything they’d ever created. This was more in the realm of the “what-if-you-could” games of wild speculation they toyed with over a few beers. Nothing had prepared him for this.  
 
    If tonight was any indication, there was good cause to be concerned about what was in store for their mental health over the coming weeks.  
 
    * * * 
 
    Two weeks later, Kathy and Greg had the new hardware up and running. They would continue the programming from home. With any luck, getting away from the many cues around the lab and campus that sparked Darian’s old memories would give them a bit of a reprieve.  
 
    “It’ll be a nice change to work out of the apartment or one of the neighborhood cafes,” Kathy said. “The view is much better.”  
 
    Greg agreed. It would feel good to get away from the lab, the office, and the campus, away from all the reminders of Darian. Even a few days away would be a welcome relief.  
 
    They got set up at home and settled into a new routine. Kathy entered most of the code into the system, and Greg took Larry’s place as chief tester and cappuccino fetcher.  
 
    Ten days later, a call from Campus Security burst any illusions they might have harbored about resuming a normal life. 
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    Greg watched through the expansive viewing window into the lab as the Vancouver PD forensics team went about its business. Dave, the night guard, lay dead a few meters inside the door. That’s too bad. I liked Dave.  
 
    Mesmerized by the pool of blood and the rivulet that had snaked its way to the floor drain, Greg hardly noticed the coroner's assistant draping the body with a sterile cover.  
 
    It wasn't clear what had happened. Greg was pretty sure it had something to do with the one-inch gray sphere hovering chest-height near the door. Someone had cordoned off a generous space around it with a half dozen orange safety-cones and some bright yellow “CAUTION” tape. The technicians and detectives going in and out of the lab all stayed well clear of the buffer zone. 
 
    “Are you alright, Dr. Mahajani?” Dr. Wong's gentle voice broke Greg's reverie. Despite the hour, Campus Security had asked the Chairman of the Physics Department to meet them at the lab.  
 
    “Yeah, just surprised. It’s not every day one of your experiments kills someone.” 
 
    Dr. Wong looked into the lab. “Now, let’s not jump to conclusions. We don’t know this has anything to do with the work you and Dr. Leigh were doing.” 
 
    Greg tapped the air in the direction of the gray sphere. “Well, you tell me where else that came from and maybe I’ll agree with you.” 
 
    Dr. Wong pushed past Greg to take a closer look. 
 
    “I’d be careful, if I were you,” Greg warned. “Judging by poor Dave over there, and by the way everyone's avoiding it, I'd say the thing is dangerous.”  
 
    Dr. Wong walked up to the doorframe. “Excuse me, who’s in charge here?”  
 
    A thirty-something man with a rumpled suit and knitted brows released the corner of the sheet he’d been peering under and stood up without a word. He made his way past the hovering sphere and ushered Dr. Wong back into the hallway. “I’m Detective Lowry. Who are you?” 
 
    The physicist made no secret of sizing up the detective. “I'm Dr. William Wong, head of the Physics department. Can you tell me what's going on here?” 
 
    “Normally, I’d say the man was shot. He has what looks like a large bullet hole through the chest. But I’m pretty sure that thing over there,” he gestured toward the floating orb, “caused it. The hole in the man’s chest is exactly the same size, and too clean for a bullet.”  
 
    “It’s not exactly the same size,” interjected Greg. The detective glared at Greg…but closed his mouth before uttering what came to mind. He didn’t need another reprimand for alienating witnesses. 
 
    “I have a theory. If you’ll allow me to take a closer look at the body, I think I can explain what happened. I promise I won’t touch a thing." He extended his hand, "Sorry. Greg Mahajani. I’m on the research team in this lab.” 
 
    Detective Lowry eyed him suspiciously, dismissing Greg’s extended hand. 
 
    “Listen,” Greg rushed on, “I can’t say exactly what happened, but I have as much expertise as anyone on what that might be.” He pointed to the gray sphere. “If you just let me have a quick look at the wound, I’ll be able to confirm my idea.” 
 
    Lowry stared stone-faced at Greg, evaluating the offer of help against his professional judgment. He shrugged, and called into the lab, “Doc? You done in there? Okay with you if the Professor takes a look? He thinks he might know what that thing is.” 
 
    The medical examiner looked up from his tablet. “So long as he doesn’t touch anything, sure. We’ve got everything we need.” 
 
    The detective handed Greg a pair of latex gloves. “I’m only going to tell you once: touch the body or anything near it and I promote you to the top of my suspects list. You don’t want to be there.”  
 
    Greg gulped and pulled on the gloves, intentionally snapping the wrists against his tender skin. This is not how I imagined returning to the lab. Not what Dave was expecting, either, I guess. Okay, Greg. Get a grip. Take a quick look and see if you’re right. He hoped he was wrong. Please let it be a bullet hole—it was a terrible thing to wish, but he stood by it. The alternative explanation was much, much worse.  
 
    Lowry gave him a nod and pointed his chin toward the body.  
 
    Greg moved into position to take a closer look, and the ME peeled back the sheet.  
 
    The exit wound on the man’s back was perfectly circular, with precise, clean edges. Greg swallowed back his rising nausea, and focused intently on the hole, not the blood-soaked tile floor, and not the corpse of the man who used to greet him on his way in and out of the building on those all-nighters. “Can you turn him over?”  
 
    The ME glanced back at the detective, who sighed but nodded. He motioned for an assistant to help turn the body. Greg examined the chest wound as quickly as he could. “The entry hole is three millimeters smaller than the exit hole.” 
 
    The detective placed both hands on his hips and regarded the scientist more intently. “You got that from a look?”  
 
    The assistant measured the holes in the chest and back. The edges were clean and smooth. “He’s right.” 
 
    “Dr. Mahajani has exceptional eyesight,” Dr. Wong offered, helpfully proposing a plausible rationale. 
 
    Greg stood up, a little woozy, and resumed breathing. “Just one more thing, to be sure,” he said. He retrieved a plastic ruler from the drawer, and walked up to the hovering sphere. He extended the ruler gingerly forward. While everyone watched, the first few inches of the ruler disappeared into the gray ball. The ball didn't budge, and there was no sign of the ruler on the other side of it.  
 
    Greg retrieved the ruler. It was cleanly missing the part that he’d pushed into the sphere.  
 
    “What the…?” The detective squinted and leaned in. “Did that thing burn a hole right through him?” 
 
    “Not exactly,” replied Greg. “It’s not hot.” 
 
    “How can you tell that?” 
 
    “Its color doesn’t match the spectrum of something hot enough to burn flesh. Plus, the wound’s not cauterized and the ruler’s not melted.” 
 
    “Then how was this man murdered,” Lowry asked. 
 
    “Murdered? No, this isn’t a murder,” Dr. Wong corrected the detective. “This was clearly an accident.” 
 
    The detective turned back to Wong, unable to hide his skepticism. “And exactly how do you figure that?” 
 
    Greg saved Dr. Wong from having to explain. “The lab’s been closed for the last ten days. Kathy, uh…Dr. Liang and I have been pretty stressed. As I’m sure you’ve heard, two of our colleagues vanished last month. Once word got out, it was impossible to get any work done around here. We decided to work from home.  
 
    “I’m sure that thing wasn’t here when Kathy and I locked up the lab. If it was, it was too small to see and, thankfully, we didn't come into contact with it.  
 
    “There were only four of us working on the project: me, Kathy, Darian, and Larry. Darian and Larry are missing, and now there’s this. Even though I'm not entirely sure what this is, it’s almost certainly the result of one of our experiments. I suspect it showed up around the time Darian disappeared, and that it’s been growing ever since.” 
 
    “And how does that make it an accident?” 
 
    “My guess is, the night guard was conducting a routine lab check and walked into the sphere. Our work involved altering the basic laws of physical matter. From what I know of the theory, I’d say Darian somehow created a microscopic universe, a microverse, too small for the human eye to see. I know that sounds crazy but, if I’m right, that thing could be consuming anything it comes into contact with, absorbing matter from our universe and converting it into its own. Sort of like a mini black hole.  
 
    “Dave probably didn’t even see it when he entered the lab. It would have passed right through him or, more accurately, he would have passed over it. If he felt anything at all, he might have thought he was having a heart attack. It’s too bad he didn’t just bump into it with his elbow or something, he’d still be alive. But it wasn’t anything intentional, detective, just a bizarre but completely unintended incident, detective. Like Dr. Wong said, an accident.” 
 
    “You seem to know an awful lot about it all,” accused the detective.  
 
    Dr. Wong was gaping at Greg, “Do you mean to say it worked? Dr. Leigh's theories were right?” 
 
    Greg ignored him; the Chair could draw his own conclusions. He addressed the detective. “This microverse, if that’s what it is, has to be a product of Darian Leigh’s work. It has to be. My conclusions are based on observation and logic for now. I have no real evidence. But, trust me, nobody else, nobody, has ever created a microverse. This is huge. 
 
    “We can confirm it for you. We just need to run some tests. With Darian still missing, nobody in the world knows more about this subject than Dr. Liang and I do.” Compared to Darian, we know practically nothing—he said to himself—but I’m not going to let them take this away without a fight. 
 
    The detective looked doubtful. Before he could object, Greg jumped in, “We’re lucky. This is the only lab in the world that has the ability to analyze the sphere. Besides, until we know more about it, I don’t think you want to try moving it.”    
 
    The detective motioned to the corpse. “Doesn’t look like it was so lucky for him.”  
 
    Greg looked down, embarrassed. “No, it wasn’t.” He contemplated the sphere without comment. The gentle hum of the wall clock was the only sound.  
 
    The detective’s phone rang, and Greg took advantage of the distraction to speak privately with the department head.  
 
    “Sir, if I’m right about this, we may have a much bigger problem on our hands than one dead guard.” 
 
    “How’s that?” 
 
    “Let’s assume this is a microverse, and it’s absorbing and growing from anything that comes into contact with it. I’m wondering, if we can't find some way to contain it, what’s to stop it from getting bigger. A lot bigger.”  
 
    Dr. Wong studied Greg, reading into the unspoken conclusion. He tried to maintain his composure but his voice cracked as he asked, “How big?” 
 
    “Big enough to threaten everything and everyone; I’m talking…the whole world.” 
 
    The color drained from Dr. Wong’s face. “Are you saying that it could eat the whole planet?” 
 
    Greg nodded grimly. “Yeah, I’m pretty sure. Even more.” 
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    Greg and Kathy were stumped. Once the police let them back into their lab, they spent four weeks testing, probing, and prodding the mysterious gray sphere. They were no closer to understanding it than when they’d started. The orb was not giving up its secrets. 
 
    They threw all sorts of matter and energy at it: light, sound, electrons, and, one evening after a little too much wine and exasperation, an overripe banana. 
 
    The sphere absorbed everything equally, resisting nothing. As far as they could detect, it emitted nothing beside a trace of Hawking-type radiation, which manifested as a dull light lending the sphere’s its muted color. It grew in proportion with the mass of everything they fed it, and with everything being absorbed incidentally. 
 
    One fitful night, just before dawn, Kathy woke with a startling realization. “Oh, my God. Greg, we have to stop the experiments on the microverse. Immediately.” 
 
    “What? Why? Just because we’re not getting anywhere….” 
 
    “No, I just realized we’ve been ‘feeding’ it. The bigger it gets, the more surface area it has, the harder it becomes to contain, and the more danger it poses.” 
 
    They halted their experiments abruptly, erected a plexiglass box around the sphere and had a construction crew move the entrance of the lab to prevent any accidental encounters. Any more accidental encounters.  
 
    The following Tuesday, the light was just right and Kathy noticed a few twinkling dust particles gently drifting toward the sphere inside its box. Strange. There shouldn’t be any moving air in there. Curious, she set up some investigations with canned smoke and traced the air flow around and toward the sphere.  
 
    “Uhh…Greg? You’d better look at this.” 
 
    He poked his head out of the office. “Can it wait? I’m….” His eyes instinctively tracked the wisps of smoke wafting toward the sphere. “Oh, crap!” Greg muttered, slapping the heel of his hand against his forehead.  
 
    “Of course! What was I thinking? Even if we don’t feed it, the microverse is consuming the air it contacts. Man, how could I miss that?” He let fly a stream of colorful cusses describing his poor observational skills, lack of theoretical rigor, general stupidity, overall incompetence, and a host of other transgressions.  
 
    Kathy had to stop him before he plummeted into self pity. “Wow, don’t be so hard on yourself. We both missed it. You’ve gotta cut yourself, both of us, some slack. It was an easy oversight. We’re exhausted. Our minds are still dealing with the tangled-up mess of Darian’s data dump. It amazes me we can still string two thoughts together.”  
 
    Greg waved her away. “It was a critical mistake. We can’t afford to make any more. It doesn’t matter that we’re stressed and exhausted. We have to be a whole lot more careful.”  
 
    Despite his years of advanced education and lab experience, despite the intellectual and technical advantages of his growing dendy lattice, he’d never felt so lost or hopeless. What on Earth did you create here, Darian? What are we missing? Surely, you didn’t make something this deadly with no way to collapse it.  
 
    If his nephew were here right now, he’d be saying something like, “Oh-oh! We’re in some reeeeeally deep doodoo now, Uncle Greg.” Yeah, kiddo, we’ve got some monumental doodoo here, alright. Monumental. 
 
    “I think it’s time to suck it up and call in the big guns,” he said. 
 
    They secured the lab, and shared their concerns with Dr. Wong, who talked to President Sakira, who activated a special emergency budget.  
 
    “If we can choke off the supply of new material to the sphere, including the air around it, we can buy some time to figure out a solution,” Dr. Wong had proposed. 
 
    “Done,” said President Sakira. She didn’t need any convincing. 
 
    They cordoned off an extra-wide buffer zone around the sphere’s plexiglass cage, and had the construction crew build a vacuum chamber the size of a walk-in closet around it. One end of the new chamber was going to jut into the hallway.  
 
    “Not a problem,” Dr. Wong said. He instructed the crew to remove the original wall, and divert the hallway into the storage space beside the lab. That became their new entrance.  It had the added benefit of partitioning the lab off from the rest of the wing and from casually prying eyes. 
 
    President Sakira resisted the scientists’ urgings to alert the Prime Minister’s Office in Seattle or call in the National Guard. “There’s no point in panicking the government just yet. You said we can safely contain it in the chamber for quite a while, right? Before I make that call, I need you to focus on containment, risk assessment, and figuring out what the hell that thing is and how we can shut it down. If you scientists do your job, maybe we’ll be able to avoid the call altogether. 
 
    “Dr. Wong, I trust you will support them in whatever they need to carry out their work, and keep me informed. I’ll figure out how to spin the emergency budget expenditure so nobody asks too many questions.  
 
    “And not a word of this to anybody outside this room until we know what we’re dealing with. I mean it.”  
 
    Potential disaster averted for the time being, everybody got back to work.  
 
    * * * 
 
    Detective Lowry was not happy. What he’d hoped was a simple, straightforward shooting, turned out to be neither straightforward nor a shooting.  
 
    Was the guard’s death a homicide or a science experiment gone horribly wrong? Maybe criminally-negligent wrong. He wasn’t sure. Nobody, not even the two remaining scientists who worked here, understood the floating gray orb that killed the man. All he knew was that it was too soon to be back here on another case. 
 
    Only a few weeks earlier, he’d been poking around this same lab for fresh leads on two scientists who disappeared without a trace. Now, this. 
 
    The missing persons case was still open. There were no bodies, no sightings, no calls or notes. No activity on their phones, bank accounts, or credit cards. Nobody had received any kidnap demands, and no one was claiming responsibility. Anyone of interest had been interviewed multiple times and cleared. There were no fresh clues. That case was as bizarrely mystifying as this one.  
 
    The detective had had the dubious honor of meeting the famous Darian Leigh after some deranged lunatic tried to assassinate him during a public lecture downtown. That file was pretty much open and shut. They’d arrested the shooter on site, and the guy swore he’d been operating alone. The Chief had been pleased. Lowry wasn’t convinced; he’d had a hunch there was more to it. Now, he was sure. 
 
    Come to think of it, I must have met Leigh’s missing employee back then, too. Odd—aside from the photos we got in the missing persons file, I’m drawing a total blank on him.  
 
    These two don’t seem especially worried for their safety, considering the events unfolding around them—Lowry noted. He’d grilled Greg and Kathy separately, at length, trying to poke holes in their stories.  
 
    They stuck to their stories, and insisted they knew nothing that could help the investigation. They had “no idea” where the deadly sphere came from or what it was. Right...of course not. But he couldn’t trip them up on the details or tie any wrongdoing to them. Much as he didn’t like it, he had to let them go.  
 
    “Don’t leave town, either of you. If Dr. Leigh or Dr. Rusalov show up, we’ll be going over your stories again.”  
 
    Kathy and Greg had exchanged guilty glances.  
 
    I saw that—Lowry said to himself. If I keep up the pressure, one of you is going to break. And I’ll be waiting.  
 
    * * * 
 
    Kathy and Greg were as mystified by the sphere as the detective. But, as scientists, they were also fascinated. They hadn’t figured out how it fit with Darian’s theories, but they were sure the orb had something to do with the RAF generator. That it materialized sometime between Darian’s jubilant call and his disappearance less than an hour later was too much of a coincidence.  
 
    “Do you think it’s some kind of black ops thing?” Greg speculated. “Maybe they’ve been watching our work and waiting to pounce once we got the thing to work? I know that sounds crazy, but think about it. Darian’s earlier research was classified top secret and sealed. He was never allowed to publish it.”   
 
    “A little crazy, but any crazier than the truth?” Kathy replied. “Honestly, I don’t know, but I doubt it’s that.” 
 
    “Whatever the truth is. If we do tell them what we know and how we know it, that wouldn’t make things any clearer for them, and it would likely land us in the hands of some secret government agency for an indefinite period of…‘interrogation’, if you know what I mean.”  
 
    Kathy heard the scare quotes. Could that be what happened to Darian and Larry? Had someone been monitoring the lab all along, waiting for them to prove the RAF worked? If so, maybe Darian wasn’t dead, after all. Maybe they’d just picked him up, picked them both up, and Darian panicked. Maybe they’re still alive. 
 
    Deep down, she knew that wasn’t the case, but she needed to cling to the hope. Apart from a few incoherent flashes of Darian’s memories, they had nothing to link Larry’s disappearance to Darian’s. In the “memories”, they saw glimpses of an argument or struggle that might have been between Darian and Larry, or it could have been the two of them against someone else. It wasn’t clear.  
 
    And then there was Greg’s crazy nightmare. They had no objective evidence the individuals in the dream were linked in the real world. Even if the subconscious association was clear, dreams were completely unreliable as evidence.  
 
    And Darian’s last lattice call to them gave no hint of unusual strain between Larry and the rest of the team. The fact that the original RAF generator was also missing implied someone had taken it. Darian and Larry were the obvious suspects.  
 
    Not enough data—they’d decided together.  
 
    The enigmatic microverse hovered implacably. Greg was fairly certain it could be safely kept at its present size inside the vacuum chamber. “After all, besides the stuff we feed it, how else can it grow?” Neither dared to venture a guess. 
 
    The couple split their time between analyzing the gray microverse and finishing the new RAF generator. If we can get the new RAF generator working, maybe we can use it to figure out where the orb came from and how to shut it down.  
 
    Throwing themselves into their work eased the burden of processing the loss of their coworkers. The ongoing struggle to separate their own thought processes from the many fragments of Darian’s mind was exhausting, all on its own.  
 
    They agreed to keep their lattices offline most of the time, even though working with so little dendy enhancement meant everything took ten times as long as it should.  
 
    Greg connected his lattice communications once, the day Kathy asked, “What if the generator is still here? What if it’s just hidden nearby?” 
 
    He kicked himself for not thinking of that earlier. It would explain why the microverse is locked to the one position. He switched on his external comms and sent the INACTIVE command. Nothing happened, not even an acknowledging ping from the laptop. It’s nowhere nearby, and nowhere near a router or it would have answered—he concluded. He switched off his comms before Darian’s lurking thoughts could invade. 
 
    They continued testing the new RAF generator, using multiple layers of redundancy to catch any minute fluctuations of data, until finally the true test loomed before them. They moved the device inside the vacuum chamber. If it created another planet eater, there would be nothing there to feed its growth.  
 
    They aimed the antennae to a spot half a meter to the left of the gray sphere, stood back, and reviewed their preparations. 
 
    “Well, there’s no reason to put it off any longer,” Greg announced. Exhausted but excited, he loaded their simplest configuration file, and switched the generator to ACTIVE.  
 
    A small, blue sphere appeared beside the gray one, exactly where they’d predicted.  
 
    Kathy exhaled one long, slow breath. “It really does work,” she whispered. 
 
    Staring at the hovering microverse, Greg found the experience oddly anticlimactic. I should be elated. This is the greatest scientific discovery ever. This validates Darian’s theory of the virtual particle chaos and the natural evolution of the universe. We’ve unlocked the deepest mystery of all: how anything exists.  
 
    But I feel like I’ve seen this before. Or at least part of me has. Darian’s memories of seeing his first microverse mingled uncomfortably with Greg’s perception of this new bubble, making the invention seem more like a confirmation of an earlier experiment than a new discovery.  
 
    He shook his head, refocusing on the work at hand. “Let’s try feeding this thing and see if we just ended up with a different kind of matter-absorbing sphere.” 
 
    They spent an hour trying to push all kinds of matter into the new blue sphere. Everything passed through the sphere untouched. It took nothing from this universe and became no bigger during their testing. To be sure, they fed a steel ball bearing into the neighboring sphere. It absorbed the matter and grew as predicted. They breathed a collective sigh of relief. The two microverses were fundamentally different. 
 
    “Let’s do the interferometer measurements and get some parameters on this microverse. Then we can ramp up to some of the more complex configurations.” 
 
    They spent the next couple of days making and measuring temporary microverses whose physical properties differed in increasingly more complex ways from the normal—their own—universe.  
 
    Greg grew irritable and impatient carrying out the methodical paradigm he and Darian had set up some months before. “You know, Kath, we may be pushing the boundaries of scientific knowledge with this, but we haven’t really learned anything new about the...the Eater.” It was the first time he’d used the name.  
 
    “I know,” replied Kathy. “All the microverses we’ve made collapsed the instant we turned off the RAF generator. If we can’t figure out how to make a stable one, how can we figure out how to collapse it?”  
 
    They pored over RAF theory until their brains ached. They slept in fitful shifts, watching over one another so the other could remain alert to fragment-induced episodes. Over several days, they developed a few reasonable hypotheses. None stood up to experimentation. 
 
    They were stymied. There was no one to turn to; their mentor was gone. By default, they were the leading world experts in the field and, thanks to their dendy lattices, they were exponentially more knowledgeable and faster at intellectual processing than anyone in the world. They felt alone, confused, and scared.  
 
    Through trial and error, they found that working in thirty-minute bursts minimized the interference from Darian’s memory fragments, while allowing enough concentrated effort to make progress. Either that or Darian’s memories about the RAF were integrating with their own thought processes. So long as they kept their attention limited to that specific area of work, they could avoid stimulating too many painful and confusing intrusions. 
 
    “We need to try altering the Eater directly,” Greg announced at the end of one particularly long stint with the equations.  
 
    “Don’t you think it’s too risky to impose a different RAF on it?” For the past week, neither of them had looked inside the darkened isolation chamber.   
 
    “More dangerous than doing nothing? Look, we have no good hypotheses about the Eater. It’s so different from the microverses we’ve been working with that I’m not sure they’re related at all. Our current RAF theory doesn’t cover it. We don’t know if it’s going to remain stable inside the vacuum chamber or if it’s going to spontaneously grow to the size of the galaxy sometime in the next second. After all this time, we still have absolutely no idea what we’re dealing with.” 
 
    “Nothing indicates an unpredictable growth rate.” 
 
    “Not yet. We think we understand why and how it absorbs everything that comes into contact with its surface but do we really? What if our ideas are completely wrong and its growth is not smooth, not linear, and not equivalent to mass absorbed?” 
 
    “You don’t really believe that’s possible.” 
 
    “No, I don’t. But who knows? My point is, we understand so little. We need more data, and the data we’re getting from the RAF microverses doesn’t resemble anything we know about the Eater.” 
 
    Kathy paced the lab, modeling the RAF equations in her head for potentially explosive interactions between multiple fields. There was too much uncertainty to draw a reasoned conclusion. Her nervous pacing took her to the corner of the lab abutting the containment closet. She slid the blackout blind to one side and turned on the viewing light. She peered into the chamber at the Eater, seeking inspiration.  
 
    “Greg? Have you been feeding this thing?” 
 
    “No, are you nuts? Of course not. Not for days. Why?” He rushed over and looked into the chamber. The Eater was definitely bigger than the last time he’d seen it. Only slightly bigger, but enough it was noticeable to the naked eye. That wasn’t a good sign. “Maybe we have a vacuum leak. What’s the pressure in there?” 
 
    Kathy checked the readout. “It’s holding steady at 10-17 torr, practically a perfect vacuum.”  
 
    “Then where is it getting raw material from?” 
 
    A terrifying suspicion poked at Kathy’s mind, inspired by one of Darian’s memories. “Just a second,” she said, diving into the equations to examine her hypothesis. In less than a minute, she shared her thoughts and a corresponding model with Greg.  
 
    “Tell me I’m wrong,” she pleaded. “Tell me I’ve overlooked something.” 
 
    “Oh, crap,” he replied. He looked ill. “We have to go see Dr. Wong. This is way above our pay grade.” 
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    “I don’t believe that would be ethical...or legal.” Dr. Rasmussen, MD, PhD, did his best to remain calm and professional. 
 
    “Mm. Well, the definitions of legality can be rather fluid.” Reverend Alan LaMontagne crossed his legs, leaned back in the immaculately clean visitor’s chair, and rested his folded hands in his lap. He preferred a casual approach, leaving any threats to Jeff, his personal bodyguard and fixer.  
 
    Jeff stood at ease by the door, hands crossed behind his back. His muscular build was visible beneath a precisely tailored suit. The weapon everyone knew had to be there was indiscernible in its shoulder holster. 
 
    “Yes, I suppose but, frankly, I’m surprised that as Leader of the Church you would even think to pose such a question.” The doctor’s eyes flitted uncomfortably between the Reverend and Jeff.  
 
    “Your surprise is of little concern to me,” LaMontagne replied, brushed a piece of lint from his lapel, and watched it fall to the doctor’s polished tile floor.  
 
    He thought his idea was absolutely brilliant. Why didn’t Darian Leigh himself think of this?—he wondered. He already knew the answer: youth, and a lack of faith. Mortality is seldom the concern of the young. Darian had been little more than a child when he first worked on the dendy lattice. Besides, God does not speak to the unworthy, and Darian Leigh was not a Believer.  
 
    When Larry Rusalov first brought the stolen RAF generator to him, LaMontagne spent a full week playing around with Reality Assertion Fields. He spun dozens of universes, each a few centimeters across, and played with their properties. But without a fully-equipped lab to properly analyze the physical laws of each microverse, the investigations soon bored him.  
 
    Never a particularly good student, especially in the physical sciences, LaMontagne had gravitated toward Divinity College. He loved reading the ancient texts, and felt a uniquely personal connection with his God through them. He discovered that his rich voice and his ability to appeal to a deep, emotional connection with the Divine often won arguments where logic and reason failed. It was no surprise that he grew to value emotion and psychology over logic and evidence. 
 
    LaMontagne was more intrigued by the processes going on inside his own brain than in tinkering with micro universes. He might have abandoned the device altogether had he not found himself unexpectedly drawn to the young Darian Leigh and to the prodigy’s early work in dendy lattice design.  
 
    The Reverend spent weeks immersed in study, wandering through Darian’s childhood medical history, child-psychologist evaluations, and teachers’ reports.  
 
    References to a secretive company Darian’s mother had founded caught his eye, which led him to classified documents describing the science behind the Dynamic Neural Nano Dots. Dendies, everyone called them; billions comprised a single dendy lattice. Accessing the proprietary information had not been easy, but their security was no match for him. Darian’s private files on the pilfered computer sitting on his desk rounded out the Reverend’s deepening knowledge.  
 
    And then came the epiphany, Divine Inspiration like a beam from Heaven.  
 
    The idea was intriguing: in write-only mode, a freshly-assembled dendy lattice placed into an infant’s developing brain could hypothetically be slaved to that of an existing lattice in an adult. Such an arrangement could force the receiving mind into becoming a perfect copy of the transmitting mind. It might take a decade to complete the copy, but he could think of no reason it shouldn’t work.  
 
    It was evident to his divinely inspired mind that such an intimate union of two brains would permit the departing soul to bridge the gap from one corporeal host to another at death. I could achieve immortality by moving into a younger body, again and again, as needed. I will bear witness to the arrival of the Kingdom of Heaven! I must personally oversee the preparation of humanity. There is much to do but God has shown me the way.  
 
    The Reverend realized how diabolical his idea might sound to a third party, especially one lacking his own deep faith. Doubt is for the weak. He thanked the Lord for choosing him as the worthy recipient of His Light and immediately began designing the changes to his dendy virus that would prepare him to take up the Heaven-ordained path.  
 
    The doctor was saying something.  
 
    “Pardon me, you were saying?” LaMontagne asked. 
 
    “I said, you can’t possibly imagine I’d sanction reconstructing a dendy virus from living tissue, let alone altering it to some unknown purpose.”  
 
    Dr. Rasmussen, Chief of Neurosurgery and Neuroscience at the University of Texas in Austin, had been the Reverend’s ideal candidate to help implement the next step in his personal evolution.  
 
    LaMontagne was amused by the irony. How many years did I fight to exclude that word, “evolution”, from school curricula throughout Texas? But the word best described what he proposed to do. He was about to evolve.  
 
    He leaned forward and smiled congenially. “Doctor, not only will you sanction this, you will help me make it happen.” 
 
    Taken aback, the doctor searched for a suitable reply. “Reverend, you must appreciate the university has guidelines about this sort of thing. I’m not free to assist you in this even if I wanted to, which I most certainly do not.”  
 
    LaMontagne motioned Jeff forward. The bodyguard stepped toward Rasmussen, his hand reaching under his jacket. The doctor flinched, then relaxed when Jeff produced nothing more ominous than a display tablet. Jeff leaned forward to show Rasmussen the screen. It was a recent photo of the doctor and his family enjoying a summer day at their private lakeside cottage.  
 
    Rasmussen’s eyes flicked back to LaMontagne; panic and pleading etched his previously self-assured face. “Leave my family out of this! I swear, if you go anywhere near them…if anyone goes near them....” 
 
    The Reverend’s smile broadened.  
 
    Rasmussen picked up his desk phone. He’d had enough of the discussion. It was time to get Campus Police involved.  
 
    Jeff placed his hand over the doctor’s and firmly guided the handset back into its cradle.  
 
    “Dr. Rasmussen,” the Reverend pitched his voice in its most reasonable tone, “surely you can see I’m determined to have my wishes carried out. Perhaps you’re also beginning to realize I have the means and the will to ensure my wishes become your wishes. Save me the inconvenience of having to persuade you any more vigorously than necessary.” 
 
    Rasmussen tried one last desperate plea. “Why don’t you just get the entire virus genome synthesized?” 
 
    LaMontagne stood and walked over to the large window at the far end of the office. He put his hand to his chin as if he were considering the option. He laughed.  
 
    “My dear fellow, you know that would be impossible. DNA synthesis is closely monitored. A wide variety of genes, including those used in growing dendy lattices, are prohibited. Alterations to the virus in my possession would not raise any suspicions if the required oligos—the small sections of affected DNA—were ordered separately. But to order an entire synthetic genome, that would be noticed.” 
 
    The doctor swallowed. He was all out of ways to say no. “Nobody’s been doing active research in this area since it was declared off limits a few years back. I presume you’re not interested in academic investigations on the virus. You intend to infect yourself, don’t you? You want to become the new Darian Leigh!” 
 
    LaMontagne regarded the doctor with an expression so benign and serene, it was as if the three of them had been discussing where to go for dinner. “The virus is not designed to be used on me.”  
 
    Seeing Rasmussen’s confusion, he explained, “I’ve already been exposed to the dendy virus, rather successfully as it turns out.  
 
    “No, I’ll be providing the tissue to rebuild the virus. The subject for transmission is in the process of being selected. We’ll be ready once your people have added these few new sections and confirmed the entire viral sequence.” 
 
    Rasmussen considered the Reverend's proposal. Scientific curiosity vied with revulsion. “Are you asking me to remove some of your brain tissue and extract the viral DNA from that? And to infect someone else with it? Are you insane?” 
 
    LaMontagne laughed aloud. “I assure you that I have all my faculties, and then some.” He walked over and leaned in, putting his face within inches of the doctor’s.   
 
    “Look into my eyes,” he said. “You see my determination. Perhaps you’ll even see a hint of the Divine Spark that Our Lord has seen fit to grace me with. You’ll also see that I understand, completely, everything I’m asking you to do.”  
 
    The two men glared at each other, one commanding, the other defiant. 
 
    The doctor was the first to look away. “This is unconscionable,” he said. His eyes narrowed. “What’s to stop me from simply killing you during surgery? Or from causing permanent brain damage? I presume your man here wouldn’t be able to distinguish an intentional act from an accidental one in the middle of an operation. Or what if I were to make an honest mistake?” 
 
    “It wouldn’t matter either way,” LaMontagne replied. “Unless the surgery and the subsequent genetic engineering is a complete success, his orders are the same with regards to yourself and your family.” 
 
    “You’ll kill us all.” 
 
    The Reverend spread his hands and shrugged as if it were out of his control. “Let’s not speak of such unfortunate consequences. We stand on the edge of a new era. Let us speak only of positive things and of exciting new advances. I’m offering you a unique opportunity for a role in this story, in my story. You will be remembered for ages.” 
 
    Rasmussen scowled. “You offer me no alternative,” 
 
    “Did God offer Moses an alternative? Did He offer Noah an alternative? I’m giving you a chance to split the seas, to build an Ark. This miracle I ask of you is a request from Yeshua, not from me. You will be serving your Church and your Savior.” 
 
    Rasmussen looked miserably from LaMontagne to Jeff, to the floor. “I don’t see that you’re giving me any choice.” 
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    “So the microverse continues to grow and there’s no way to stop it?” Dr. Wong, Chair of the Physics department, stared at Greg and Kathy with surprising composure.  
 
    The couple had tumbled into his office and blurted their observations in overlapping turns, then backtracking, circling back, and jumping ahead with no regard for whether he was keeping up. Knitting the information into a single coherent thread, Wong gathered that a nightmare scenario was becoming a reality. 
 
    He and Dr. Stella Trent listened intently while Greg and Kathy described the details of the Eater's growth. “Are you sure about your measurements?” Dr. Trent asked. 
 
    Greg reviewed his perceptual records once again. “Well, I only eyeballed it, so I might be off by as much as 0.05 percent,” he conceded. “That doesn’t really change the overall issue, does it?” 
 
    “No, but we need to take accurate measurements before we raise the alarm,” Dr. Wong replied. “I trust your conclusions but if we’re going to report this, we’ll need to be more precise. Dr. Trent is an expert in ultra-fast laser spectroscopy. Dr. Trent, would you please help us verify the measurements?” 
 
    “Oh, right,” Kathy interjected, drawing out the “right” in case anyone missed the sarcasm. “We need more accuracy. It’s not enough to know the planet will be destroyed in approximately two or three years. We need to have the exact date.” She glared at the Physics chair. “Seems to miss the big picture, doesn’t it?”  
 
    Ignoring Kathy’s rude comment, Dr. Trent tried to clarify her own understanding. “Tell me again how this thing is different from a black hole.”   
 
    Kathy sighed. It was a challenge to speak about the science behind the natural laws of physics to people without lattice-enhancement. She made an effort to slow down and lay out the explanation in a simpler, more linear format.  
 
    “The Eater has no gravitational field; it only absorbs what it comes into contact with. We only have two data points: the size of the microverse two weeks ago, right after we isolated the Eater in the vacuum chamber, and today. Nonetheless, the model and measurements agree almost perfectly. We’re confident it’s absorbed no real particles since we last looked at it, but it’s bigger today than two weeks ago.” 
 
    “So you think it’s absorbing virtual particles?” Clearly, Trent didn’t believe it.   
 
    “There’s no other source of matter available to it. Sure, it can absorb non-fermionic particles, like a photon of light. But that’s minuscule; remember e=mc2? When we model the type and density of virtual particles we’d expect to arise in that volume of vacuum, it matches the expected growth of the microverse due to absorption of those impinging particles.” 
 
    “I’m no expert on the Standard Model, but how could you possibly predict the density of virtual particles in a particular space? They can’t even be detected.” 
 
    “The calculation was developed by Darian Leigh and Greg. It hasn’t been verified yet, except that the calculation is part of the RAF theory. The best evidence for the correctness of RAF theory is the fact that we can create microverses.” 
 
    “Well, it sounds kind of circular to me, little better than String Theory,” Dr. Trent grumbled. 
 
    Dr. Wong was quick to come to the defense of Darian’s work. “As predicted by the theory, one of the microscopic universes made by the RAF generator has a measured ability to alter the speed of light within it. We believe this to be the most significant scientific discovery since General Relativity or quantum mechanics.” 
 
    “Is there any way to independently verify that the microverse is actually absorbing virtual particles, apart from its rate of growth,” Dr. Trent challenged. 
 
    Kathy’s voice was slow and even, “The theory predicts absorption of virtual particles gives off a kind of Hawking radiation. That’s the only similarity to a black hole, really. As singlet virtual particles are absorbed, their virtual partners find themselves alone in a universe of real particles. They try to interact with adjoining matter.” 
 
    “So it could be radioactive?” 
 
    “Not really. Most of the particles don’t interact with real particles at all. They’ll just zip away to infinity. A small number should be able to interact with the electromagnetic quantum field, and a much smaller number with the Higgs field. We can detect the EM field interactions with a standard static charge test or through spectrometry. The most obvious confirmation is that the EM interactions give off a weak mixed spectrum of photons.” 
 
    “Mixed?” 
 
    “The sphere looks gray.” 
 
    Stella Trent was satisfied with the answer, and moved on. “If the RAF generator created this Eater microverse, why can’t it be used to collapse it?” 
 
    “We don’t completely understand how this particular microverse remains stable without the RAF generator,” Greg admitted. “Something’s set up internal resonances within the microverse. It’s incorporating whatever it absorbs into its own structure. Until we understand how it’s doing that, we can’t break down the field stability.” 
 
    “Can it be better isolated?” 
 
    “Ha!” Kathy laughed aloud, startling everyone. “How can you isolate something from virtual particles? They arise spontaneously out of the quantum vacuum. Where there’s nothing, there’s still the quantum vacuum.” 
 
    The room went quiet. The four of them stared in different directions, avoiding eye contact.  
 
    Dr. Wong waded into the silence. “Do either of you have any recommendations?” 
 
    “We need to buy as much time as possible,” Kathy said. “We have to build the biggest possible isolation chamber so the microverse can expand freely without coming into contact with anything. It’ll have to be done carefully, without disturbing the existing chamber until it’s surrounded by a new vacuum.”  
 
    Greg calculated a few seconds. “The biggest vacuum chamber in the world might give us twenty years. Any way you look at it, sometime, around two decades from today, the Eater will break out of whatever we can build to isolate it. Then it’ll grow rapidly until it consumes the entire planet. Even if we could isolate the entire top of Burnaby Mountain, it would only delay the inevitable by about a year.”  
 
    “We’ll keep working on characterizing the microverse,” Kathy jumped in, trying to sound optimistic. “And, of course, we’ll share our data and theories with the international community.” 
 
    “Whatever good that’ll do,” Greg muttered. “Together, we’re a thousand years ahead of the rest of the world’s experts combined.”  
 
    “And if you can’t figure out how to stop it, what do you recommend?” asked Dr. Trent. 
 
    Kathy and Greg looked sideways at one another; their voices came out as one. “Run.” 
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    three frantic and terrifying months of intense investigation flew by and Kathy and Greg were no closer to discovering how to stop the Eater microverse from growing, let alone shutting it down completely.  
 
    The cheerful, delicate cherry blossoms heralding spring and the annual renewal of life in Vancouver had come and gone. The couple hardly noticed.   
 
    Death—for them and of all of humanity—was coming for Earth. If the calculations were correct, they might have twenty-some years, but it was as inevitable as the setting of the sun.  
 
    They supervised the construction of a gigantic isolation chamber around the small existing one. The Physics building had to be modified to make space for the new structure. Floors below and the roof above were opened up and the ground underneath excavated. Colleagues’ labs were relocated completely. Nothing they did would stop the Eater’s growth but it would give them a few decades before it broke out of its containment. Anything less meant doom in three years or fewer. 
 
    No one was happy about the expenditure, but President Sakira had rammed the project past all opposition. “For critical new research,” she explained to the public. “Millions in new funding will depend on this.” she said to. She offered the full story to the Board of Governors only in camera.  
 
    There was no hiding it; the dome of the new chamber rose ten meters above the roof of the building. It drew criticism, complaints, resentment, and speculation.  
 
    It also brought a further twenty-two years, seven months, fifteen days, and four-point-three hours, give or take thirty minutes before the Eater would reach its chamber walls, absorb them, and start growing in earnest. If allowed unrestricted, exponential growth, it likely would consume the entire planet in no more than two weeks. Fortunately, most living beings wouldn’t have to witness the end, since Earth’s atmosphere would be gone within a few days of the containment breach.  
 
    Kathy and Greg sat patiently outside the Prime Minister’s office in Olympia, Washington, emerald of the newly formed coastal nation of Pacifica.  
 
    Dr. Sakira paced back and forth in front of them. As President of Simon Fraser University, she was accustomed to being a key person in meetings, and was seldom kept waiting.  
 
    Kathy and Greg were accustomed to being nobodies. Greg was amused by Sakira’s irritating sense of self-importance. He never would have imagined that, one day, he’d be waiting for a meeting with the Prime Minister. He couldn’t imagine being impatient about it. 
 
    The political paroxysm that had rearranged the United States and Canada into several new countries had somehow resulted in the British-style parliamentary system being adopted along the entire West Coast. Decades of frustration with one stalemated Congress after another led Pacifica to turn its back on the idea of a republic and choose, instead, the longest-surviving democracy in the world as a template.  
 
    The Founding Fathers of the United States of America had intentionally chosen an inefficient and ineffective model for federal government. By the twenty-first century, nations were playing increasingly larger roles in global economics and trade; countries could no longer afford such an obstructive model.   
 
    The door to the office of Prime Minister Francine Hudson opened and her Chief of Staff emerged. She motioned to Dr. Sakira. “The Prime Minister will see you now.”   
 
    Kathy and Greg stood and smoothed their clothes. This is it—Greg sent by lattice message.  
 
    Let’s hope so—Kathy replied.  
 
    The Prime Minister and two men waited inside the utilitarian office. Greg recognized Dr. Lewis Schmidt, Minister of Science, Technology and Advanced Education. He needed a lattice query to identify Michael Oberg, the Minister of Defense.  
 
    The report we sent has clearly been effective in raising the appropriate level of panic—Greg sent. Kathy suppressed a smile. 
 
    The PM stood and came around from behind her desk. She forced a smile that didn’t reach her eyes as she extended her hand. “Dr. Sakira. And this must be your team.” 
 
    “Yes, Madam Prime Minister. This is Dr. Katherine Liang and Dr. Garugamesh Mahajani, Kathy and Greg, from our Physics Department. They are the only remaining members of Darian Leigh’s project team, as far as we know. Dr. Leigh and Dr. Valeriy Rusalov are, most regrettably, still missing and presumed dead.”  
 
    The Prime Minister’s handshake was firm and cool. “I’m very sorry for your loss.” She turned to the two men, already seated. “I’ve asked Ministers Schmidt and Oberg to join us. This thing your people have cooked up probably falls more in Minister Schmidt’s purview, but it also presents a threat to National Security.” 
 
    Greg started to say, “We didn’t cook this…,” but Dr. Sakira spoke over him. 
 
    “I hope we are here to discuss solutions, not to allocate blame, Madam Prime Minister.” 
 
    The PM and Greg both glared at Sakira, but for different reasons. 
 
    As if she hadn’t heard, Prime Minister Hudson casually shifted her gaze to her Science Minister. “Dr. Schmidt tells me your people have created something called an Eater, Dr. Sakira. I can’t imagine the physics behind that but he assures me it is catastrophically dangerous. So tell me, what do we need to do to put this crisis to rest?” 
 
    Dr. Sakira glanced at Kathy, who looked at Greg. He volunteered nothing.  
 
    Dr. Sakira sighed. “Dr. Mahajani, could you please outline our plan for the Prime Minister and her Ministers?” 
 
    Greg shrugged his shoulders. “There’s not a lot anyone can do. Kathy and I are trying to understand this thing and find a way to collapse it. Failing that, the planet will be destroyed in a little over twenty-two and a half years.” He was surprised at how casually he was able to report on the planet’s imminent demise. 
 
    A snort escaped from Minister Oberg. “Madam Prime Minister,” he said. “You can’t expect us to take this nonsense seriously. How many global doomsayers have we all put up with over the past fifty years? If it’s not deadly epidemics, global warming, or the end of money, it’s something else. Twenty-two years! None of us will even be in these seats in twenty-two years. To respond to this supposed crisis would be political and economic suicide for you, and for the sovereignty of our young country. The vultures are always circling. They’re just waiting for an opportunity to swoop in, feast on our remains, and take over.” 
 
    The PM turned back to Dr. Sakira. “He’s right. How do we know this disaster is any different from the dozens of other projected disasters that never panned out?” 
 
    Kathy jumped in, “This is not some vague thing that might or might not happen. There is no complexity to it. The math is clear. In twenty-two years, seven months, and fifteen days, the Eater will contact the sides of its isolation chamber. Once it does, our atmosphere will be gone in a few days. Two weeks later, Earth will no longer exist. It won’t be polluted, or flooded, or too hot, or too cold. It will be gone. Plain and simple.” 
 
    “That gives you plenty of time to understand and remedy the situation, doesn’t it?” As past Vice-President of Research at Stanford University, Dr. Schmidt was used to dealing with excitable scientists caught up in the various disaster scenarios of the day. 
 
    “Believe me, we are desperately working on understanding,” replied Kathy. “If we can’t figure it out in time, the world ends. There will be no time to make a Plan B in five or ten years. There may not be enough time to execute Plan A, even now.” 
 
    “That’s right. The calculation is a best case scenario. If anything gets into the chamber, even air, it could be over sooner,” Greg chimed in to emphasize her point. “We’ve worked out a plan to evacuate as many people as possible from Earth over the next two decades. Even with a concerted global effort—which is sure to be a nightmare in itself—we’ll only be able to save a few million people. And that’s only if we’re able to get some new technologies up and running, and concentrate the planet’s entire global resources and manufacturing base on the problem.” 
 
    “Madam Prime Minister,” the Defense Minister jumped in, “such an effort will bankrupt the entire planet at a time when a new financial crisis is looming. If we take this on, we’ll destroy the country.” 
 
    “The country will be destroyed anyway, as soon as the Eater breaks free. We are at Ground Zero!” Dr. Sakira’s voice was uncharacteristically shrill. She cleared her throat and addressed the PM in a more diplomatic but firm tone. “Madam Prime Minister, I don’t welcome this any more than you do. But you need to call together the other world leaders and figure out a plan, or the entire human race is doomed.” 
 
    “This is absurd!” said Oberg. “Lewis, please. Tell them.” 
 
    The Minister of Science slowly flipped through the pages of Greg and Kathy’s report. “Normally, I would agree with you Robert,” he said after some time. “But Drs. Liang and Mahajani were…gifted dendy lattices by Darian Leigh a while before he disappeared. I have no doubt their individual brain power now exceeds that of every scientist on the planet, possibly combined. They understand this Eater better than anyone in the world. If they say they may not be able to stop it, we need to listen to them.” 
 
    Kathy looked at the man gratefully. “Thank you. We do have a plan. We can move enough people to asteroid colonies so humanity will survive even if the planet doesn’t. If we do manage to stop the Eater, we can move them back.” 
 
    “If this is the result of humanity’s best efforts, I’m not certain we deserve to survive,” the PM said. She walked to the window. The room was silent while she stared out at the lush green hillsides and still waters of Capitol Lake. A flock of ducks was coming in for a landing on the lake.  
 
    She turned back to the expectant faces with grim determination. “Well, my Administration won’t be the one that condemns this planet to death by inaction. We will communicate this report to our allies, first, and convene a meeting of the G26 world leaders. We’ll see who’s willing to help.”  
 
    Nobody moved as they imagined how this news would go over around the world. The Prime Minister clapped her hands together loudly, startling everyone. “Let’s get started, people,” she said. “We have a world to save.” 
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    Secretary of the Treasury Corbin Totts was enjoying a quiet Sunday afternoon in his garden. It was the first time he’d had a chance to relax and reflect since his appointment to President Mitchell’s new cabinet. This Administration was the first officially elected one in the New Confederacy, a triumph of grassroots democracy.  
 
    The first five years following secession had been chaotic. He was glad he hadn’t been part of it. Despite extensive planning prior to declaring independence, the transition yielded one catastrophe after another.  
 
    When revolution erupted, the entities that would come to form the New Confederacy, Pacifica, and Le Beau Pays du Quebec were the only ones on the continent remotely prepared for the reimagining of North America. 
 
    The immediate challenge of those vying for power and control was to define and hold new boundaries against the jostling of a half-dozen nascent North American countries and renegade groups rising out of the Great Schism of 2033. For a short while, it was like the Wild West all over again. Key political forces scrambled for control over the resources and support of remaining non-aligned states and the Canadian provinces.  
 
    The New Confederacy began with the southern states and expanded its northern borders to incorporate Wyoming. Idaho and Montana quickly petitioned to join, along with both Dakotas.  
 
    The Canadian province of Alberta—home of oil-rich, conservative Calgary, and fondly referred to as Texas north—turned its back on a verbal pre-secession agreement with Pacifica and joined the burgeoning New Confederacy.  
 
    Except for shale-rich Pennsylvania, The New Confederacy now controlled most of the oil resources on the continent. President Mitchell could not conceal his glee when imagining how those west coast new-age spiritual types forming Pacifica—the kayaking, draft dodging, socialist/communist granola gang—would start squirming once they realized how that would turn out for them. I guess we’ll see how serious they are about reducing their carbon footprint!  
 
    The idea of an independent Pacifica nation had been bandied about by the general public and political analysts for decades. It was common knowledge that the population up and down the coast on either side of the Canada-USA border had more in common with one another than they did with their respective countrymen who lived further inland. California, Oregon, Washington, and Alaska were joined by the Canadian province of British Columbia and the Yukon territory. The group wasted no time in formalizing the bond. 
 
    Colorado, Arizona, and Nevada came as a welcome and somewhat unexpected addition to Pacifica. Instead of sliding into an obvious geographical alignment with the neighboring southern states, they stridently rejected The New Confederacy’s approach to constitutionally-enshrined Christianity and sought a philosophically closer fit with Pacifica.  
 
    To no one’s surprise, the Mormons of Utah decided this would be a good time to form their own independent, neutral country. “Think of us as the Switzerland of North America.”  
 
    Giving no more thought to the presence of Quebec than they ever had, the Canadian industrial heartland of Ontario and all of the maritime provinces threw in with the northeastern states, supporting the vestiges of the not-so-united-after-all United States of America. 
 
    The Canadian prairie provinces of Saskatchewan and Manitoba, emboldened by Utah’s declaration, joined with the Northwest Territories and Nunavut to form an independent nation of their own. They retained the name Canada.  
 
    The world adjusted its maps, address labels, and invoicing, and went about its business. In the midst of chaos, there were always fresh opportunities. 
 
    World leaders turned their attention to the matter of money.  
 
    Totts chuckled quietly to himself. What a zoo that must have been! The combined public and private debts of Canada and the United States had been enormous. Panicked private creditors and sovereign states called in their loans, clamoring for immediate repayment. The remnants of what was still calling itself the United States of America stalled its creditors, while negotiating the debt split with the new countries.  
 
    New Confederacy’s President Mitchell and Pacifica’s Prime Minister Hudson told their former colleagues, “It’s your debt, you take care of it.” Only not so politely.  
 
    Had the Yankees not been so broke, the crisis might have precipitated another civil war. It wasn’t certain who would have come out ahead if that happened.  
 
    Eventually, the newly-independent nations found a way to honorably share the renegotiated debt of the profligate countries preceding them. It was either that or forever lose access to the international lending markets. They followed up with a plan to create their own currencies and reached agreement on opening exchange rates.  
 
    A forty percent devaluation in their currencies relative to the old greenback meant creditors got about sixty cents on the dollar. The haircut gutted the international reserves of China and Japan, among others, and decimated North American pension plans.  
 
    Twenty years before the political restructuring, a generation of twenty- and thirty-somethings elected to move in with their parents to weather the Great Recession. Now parents themselves, they were forced to move in with their adult children as jobs disappeared. The Disillusioned Generation never expected to receive much in the way of pensions when, or if, they ever got to retire. Now they were certain to be impoverished seniors.  
 
    Totts considered himself one of the lucky ones. Governments of all stripes had always taken care of their own. He looked forward to a comparatively calm term in office, once the new Free Trade negotiations with the Northern European Union were completed. He would manage the New Greyback in conjunction with the Confederacy Central Bank in Dallas and steer this economy forward. Things were starting to calm down and the economy was picking up again. The latest employment and GDP stats looked good.  
 
    He had been out in the garden since dawn, trying to get a jump on the midday heat. Most of his staff had the day off, and his wife was visiting her sister in San Antonio. He started by cleaning up the Columbine bed nearest the house. He didn’t enjoy yard work in general, but he derived great satisfaction from tending the flowering plants. The activity required a gentle and methodical physical labor, the kind that removed a person from the stress of daily life. The mind could meditate more easily when it was surrounded by lush green vegetation and colorful flowers.  
 
    Columbines didn’t fare well in the scorching Austin summers. He’d placed them close to the house where they’d be protected by the deep eaves, but this June had been exceptionally hot and dry. Despite daily watering, the plants were wilted and sad looking. He hacked the dry stalks to within inches of the ground, hoping against the odds that they might flower again in late July.  
 
    As the morning wore on, the sun moved around to the north side of the house and the shade dwindled in the backyard. Around ten, he made his way through the patio doors and into the kitchen, where he helped himself to a beer. Never too early for a cold one on a day like this—he thought as he twisted off the cap and took a sip.  
 
    He ambled back out onto the patio and plunked his heavy-set frame into the deluxe cushioned deck chair under the shade of the canopy. He took another draw on the ice-cold beer, savoring the stillness brought on by the growing heat of a late summer Texas day.  
 
    The birds had stopped singing hours earlier. Too much effort in this heat. Neighbors were done trimming hedges and mowing grass. Probably having a cool drink, like me. He hoisted his bottle in a silent toast to their early-morning efforts and drained it. That went down way too easy—he thought. One more ought to do me about right. 
 
    He left the empty on the table and grabbed a fresh bottle from the kitchen. He was enjoying the day, despite the trickle of sweat rolling down his neck. No chance of a work call on a peaceful Sunday like this—he thought, and cussed out loud. I hope I didn’t jinx my luck. Lord, just give me a one quiet day to enjoy before the next emergency—he prayed. His cell phone sat beside the empty bottle, blessedly quiet. 
 
    Totts sat back down and considered the pile of Columbine cuttings beside the house. Later—he thought. Cradling the cold brew, he leaned back and closed his eyes.  
 
    The nagging sound of nearby buzzing pressed him to locate the source. A couple of yellow-jackets hovered around the empty bottle on the table.  
 
    He didn’t much like wasps; they ruined his enjoyment of the outdoors. Whenever he and Janet shared a meal on the patio, the pests would target them. He hated the way they moved, hovering menacingly, from side-to-side until they landed and crawled on your food. Once they found desirable food, they’d refuse to move on. You had to be careful how you shooed them away, though; they were mean-tempered critters.  
 
    He remembered being out on the driving range last year. There were lots of wasps around that day, too. His friends kept saying, “If you ignore them, they’ll ignore you.” As if!  
 
    Sure enough, just as he uncorked one of his best swings of the day, he felt a piercing pain in the armpit of his trailing arm. Damn, if one of those bugs hadn’t flown in there on his back swing! Trapped, the wasp stung twice in rapid succession. It hurt like hell, and only got worse throughout the eighteen holes he played that morning. Tallied up my worst game in a decade. Yep, he hated wasps. 
 
    A few more of the little critters arrived. He sat and quietly observed six of them buzzing around the empty bottle until they lost interest and headed in his direction. Two circled around behind him and took up station on his ears. He brushed the air a cautious few inches from his head. They didn’t budge. 
 
    They made their way toward the opening of his ears. Tott flinched, ducked his head, and jumped out of his chair. He tried to shoo them away with his cap. He brushed as close and gently as he could, trying to move them away without angering them.  
 
    The wasps would take flight but not be dissuaded. They dove doggedly and repeatedly toward his ears. What the hell?—he wondered.  
 
    The other four wasps had been hovering half-way between him and the table, watching how he dealt with the bothersome behavior of the first two. They approached his face, coming to an unnaturally stable hover less than a foot away.  
 
    His eyes widened. He stopped flailing, and focused on the odd behavior of the four in front of him. He absentmindedly licked his lips to relieve his dry mouth. “What’s going on fellas?” he said. The hornets took advantage of his open mouth. Two zoomed between his parted lips. The other two entered his flared nostrils.  
 
    He turned and ran inside the house, instinctively blowing from his mouth and nose with all his might. He couldn’t dislodge them.  
 
    The insects moved deeper into his throat and nasal passages, stinging along the way. He yelled in pain, and all four insects escaped from his mouth. Within seconds, they were gone and Totts was alone, reeling with pain and shock. 
 
    He ran to the fridge for some milk, thinking it might help with the burning. He guzzled straight from the bottle. It relieved the stinging a little. He leaned against the fridge, gasping for air. What the hell? What should I do? I’d better call 911. The milk bottle slipped from his hand. He hadn’t noticed it going numb. He stared at his fingers, trying to flex them, but they refused to cooperate. 
 
    He took a step toward the phone and felt his foot drag and catch on the grout line between tiles. He fell forward into the doorway, unable to get his arms out in time to prevent his face from striking the ceramic floor. He rolled over onto his back, nose and lips bleeding, and stared up at the ceiling. He couldn’t move his limbs. He couldn’t swallow.  
 
    His terror grew when he realized he wasn’t even breathing. He struggled with all his might to inhale, but he was completely paralyzed. In less than two minutes, Corbin Totts, second duly-appointed Treasury Secretary of the New Confederacy, was dead. The coroner would rule it “natural causes” but his assassin knew the true story. 
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    August 15, 2038, Global News Alliance. Austin, Texas, New Confederacy: 
 
    State funeral services were held today for Corbin Totts, Secretary of Treasury of the New Confederacy. President Mitchell and First Lady Margaret Mitchell were among four thousand mourners who gathered inside the Diamond Cathedral of Yeshua’s True Guard Church, home of the official religion of the New Confederacy.  
 
    Secretary Totts was the 33rd government official to die in a spate of recent deaths affecting key figures in the worldwide financial community. Over the past 2 months, 7 Deputy Ministers of Finance, 11 Treasury Undersecretaries, and 15 Central Bank economists have succumbed to sudden death due to natural causes as a result of sudden respiratory or cardiac failure. Secretary Totts was the highest ranked.  
 
    No toxins were identified in any of the autopsies, and foul play was not officially suspected in any of the deaths. However, reviewed collectively, these numbers are statistically highly improbable. Despite the lack of physical evidence, accusations of intrigue and assassinations are being raised within the international community. 
 
    Authorities are investigating a man known only as Alum, who “prophesized” on his blog one week prior the countries in which the deaths of “important figures in the financial community” would occur.  
 
    Alum claims the deaths resulted from “God’s revenge on the wicked and depraved, who worship money and power above the love for His people.” His so-called prophecies have led a number of investigators to propose that the name Alum is a pseudonym used by an international group of terrorists.  
 
    Alum has leaked questionable activities by leaders of the United States of America, China, and India, as well as a host of South American and African countries. He has also exposed government and business corruption in a number of middle-ranking individuals. So far, the New Confederacy, Pacifica, Canada, and Northern European Union have been left unscathed by his extensive inside knowledge. Only Pacifica remains untouched by the mysterious deaths. 
 
    The religious leader’s most recent warning hints at an unspecified global disaster that has been developing in the Pacific Northwest. As with his predictions concerning the high-profile deaths, Alum has been consistently vague on details.  
 
    Popular conjecture points to the strange new addition to Simon Fraser University’s Science Buildings in Vancouver, Pacifica, as one possibility.  
 
    The structure in question appears to be centered on the laboratory of Dr. Darian Leigh, a scientist well known for his controversial, ground-breaking research on the origin of the universe. An SFU spokesperson will comment only that, “the addition to the buildings was required for some exciting new research on campus that will be formally unveiled in the coming months.” 
 
      
 
    “Reverend, I’m sorry to keep you waiting. It’s been a busy day.” Fred Mitchell extended his hand as he crossed the threshold from the adjacent war room into the main office. 
 
    “That’s quite all right, Mr. President. These are troubling times; I’m sure there is no shortage of matters requiring your attention.” LaMontagne stood and the two men, old friends and sometimes bitter political adversaries, shook hands warmly.  
 
    “Indeed they do. Totts’ death couldn’t have come at a worse time. We were concluding trade negotiations with the Northern European Union. Now they want to alter some of the provisions of that agreement.”  
 
    “Papi!” The unexpected cry from the far corner of the room drew the President's attention away from LaMontagne. The smiling face of a toddler appeared from behind the sofa. The little boy scampered into the open and ran to LaMontagne. 
 
    “Babysitting, Alan?” The President chuckled but was clearly bemused to find a young child in his office. 
 
    LaMontagne smiled broadly as he bent down to tousle the boy's hair. “A precious undertaking and one I could hardly refuse,” he replied. “This is my favorite niece's boy. She's going through some difficulties and asked if I could take care of the lad.” He held up a hand. “I know that a meeting at the White House is not the most appropriate place for a toddler. I promise you his presence will not alter the gravity of our conversation which, I assure you, is of the utmost importance.” 
 
    Mitchell shrugged his acceptance. He directed the Reverend to a seat in one of the four wing back chairs arranged for comfortable conversation. The boy plunked himself down at the Reverend's feet. He took a deep breath and grew still, focusing an eerie stare on Mitchell. 
 
    “How can I help you, Reverend?” The President asked. “I don't imagine you've come here to discuss this trade deal with the NEU, have you?” 
 
    LaMontagne rubbed his chin in thought. He hadn’t been following the trade negotiations at all, being so caught up in his own unrelated investigations. He accessed his communications hardware and scoured the mainstream news and analyses on the topic. There wasn’t much cogent information on it out there. Apparently, the parties preferred to negotiate in secret.  
 
    He hacked into Mitchell’s desktop workstation.  
 
    Ah, yes. This is much more revealing. Internal memos and email exchanges with the NEU Chancellor showed struggling nations at loggerheads over many issues. He was impressed that they’d concluded a deal at all, a testimony to the acumen of the recently deceased Treasurer Totts. 
 
    LaMontagne’s probe took only a few seconds. He dropped his hand back to the armrest. “They want us to raise the price of our liquid natural gas shipments to France and Italy,” he stated factually. 
 
    Mitchell was stunned. “How do you…I didn’t realize you kept that up-to-date on affairs outside the Church.” 
 
    LaMontagne smiled. “My interests and attention cover a wide array of topics these days. One can never tell where baser threats to the spiritual health of our nation may come from.” 
 
    “Well, I don’t know that this impacts any matters of faith, exactly.” 
 
    “Our faith is reflected in our actions in the real world as well as in our souls.” 
 
    “As always, I accede to your wisdom in these matters, Reverend.” Mitchell bowed from the waist. “Does our faith provide any guidance for me in this?” 
 
    “Not directly,” replied LaMontagne. “But perhaps I could make a suggestion, anyway.” 
 
    Mitchell spread his arms in amused resignation. “Please.” 
 
    “Tell the Iranians to reduce their production quotas.”  
 
    Mitchell sat back, surprised. “I doubt they’d comply with that request. Most of their economy depends on oil and gas sales, especially to both European Unions.” 
 
    “We could ask our Pacifica friends to threaten an increase in jet fighter prices they’re charging the Imam if he fails to comply with our request. The Imam depends on air supremacy to maintain power in the area. I think we might find him more compliant if we link these two issues.” 
 
    “And why would Prime Minister Hudson make such a threat?” 
 
    “Pacifica is the only country in the Americas that hasn’t suffered one of the mysterious deaths.” 
 
    “Yes….?” 
 
    “We could offer to provide evidence to the world that her government is, in fact, behind the deaths. That they are conducting a program of targeted assassinations.” 
 
    Mitchell shook his head in bewilderment. “And are they?” 
 
    “No.” 
 
    “But we—that is, you—could fabricate convincing evidence making it look like they are?” 
 
    “Iron-clad evidence.” 
 
    Mitchell was stunned. “Okay. Let’s put that aside for a moment. You’re saying that if we convince Iran to lower oil and gas production, the Northern EU will drop their request that we raise the price on our liquid natural gas shipments to Southern EU? How does that work?” 
 
    “Well, we might have to point out to the Germans and Poles that the SEU will have oil and gas shortages as a result. This will pave the way for NEU countries to increase fracking activities and export their products at an increased price to their southern neighbors.” 
 
    The President nodded. “That just might work. Of course, it would allow us to raise our prices as well.” 
 
    “Which we will have no need to do. Our production costs will still be lower than the NEU’s. We can afford to hold our prices where they are and still be highly profitable.” 
 
    “Yes, I suppose $170 per barrel of oil equivalent is fine for us.” 
 
    “Or we can let them drift upward, slowly.” 
 
    “Alright. Now tell me how you intend to persuade Prime Minister Hudson.” 
 
    “With something that is almost true. Just before young Darian Leigh took his research to California, he designed a method for interfacing dendy lattices with insect nervous systems. I believe you have encountered one such synthetic species, the Spyders?” 
 
    A startled Mitchell answered cautiously, “Spiders are everywhere, nothing unnatural about them, even if you don’t like them.” 
 
    “Not spiders, ‘Spyders’, with a ‘y’. I could send you the transcript from the files of former NSA Deputy Director Thornten if you’d like. Just to refresh your memory.” 
 
    Mitchell blanched. “How could you possibly know about those? Our conversation was confidential. And that program was top secret.” 
 
    LaMontagne casually inspected the back of his hand. “Yes. Well, that’s not really important. It turns out that while Dr. Leigh was at Berkeley his research there was secretly merged with two other programs by Pacifica’s Department of Defense. Have you ever heard of a Matavispa?” 
 
    “Mata…what?” 
 
    “Matavispa. Apparently, there was a number of Latinos involved in the project, hence the name. It’s a play on words, merging matar, the Spanish word for kill with avispa, the word for wasp,” replied the Reverend. 
 
    “Oh, like killer bees?”  
 
    “A million times more deadly. The matavispa is a genetically engineered killer wasp. Merge a synthetic biology program to alter the normal wasp so it injects a deadly neurotoxin, with Dr. Leigh’s insect lattice and military drone operators, and you get the matavispa. It’s a perfect machine for politically-based…interventions, if you will.” 
 
    “That sounds abominable. And Pacifica has it?” 
 
    “Yes. And my organization has collected sufficient evidence to demonstrate they alone have it.” 
 
    “And they’re using it?” 
 
    “Oh, Heavens, no. Prime Minister Hudson would never authorize something like that. She’s a peaceful woman.” 
 
    “Well, who is?” 
 
    “We are.” 
 
    “What?! You mean we have it too? Why would we use it?” 
 
    LaMontagne’s demeanor was bizarrely casual as he confessed. “More correctly, I am using it. I’ve decided it’s time for the Church to assume a more active role on the secular world stage. As I am considered to be outside the conventional power structure, I thought this might be a good way to demonstrate my serious intent to participate.” 
 
    “How did you get hold of something like that? You’ve said the Church has limited connections into the Pacifica military.” 
 
    “As it turns out, I only needed one connection. You see, I’ve been studying up on external control of Centralized Command systems. It seems I have a talent for compromising such systems. It wasn’t difficult to order a batch of matavispas to be hatched and distributed to a select international group of moderately important people. Controlling the killer wasps’ activities in the various countries was trivial. Isn’t the Internet wonderful?” 
 
    Mitchell glanced at the toddler, sitting quietly at LaMontagne's feet. “You’re insane.” 
 
    The Reverend laughed. “No, I am determined. Resolute. Fortunately, I have decided to apply this resolution toward assisting you at this time.” 
 
    “I…I’m speechless.” 
 
    “Really, Fred. Just thank me for helping you with this free trade agreement with the NEU. Not that it will matter in the long run. It’s simply a gesture of my goodwill toward your Administration.” 
 
    Mitchell glared at the man he had once considered a colleague. He felt repulsed, betrayed and afraid; it was as if his favorite pet had turned into a hideous hellhound. “And what would you like,” he sputtered, “in return for your…goodwill gesture?” 
 
    LaMontagne laughed. “A small thing, really. I want you to appoint me as your representative to the Special International Advisory Committee on the situation in Vancouver.” 
 
    Mitchell was beyond feeling surprised. “Yes, you would know about that, as well.” The President grimaced. “Well, I’ve already appointed Secretary of State Hartland in that position.” 
 
    “I would be happy to serve as an Advisor to Mr. Hartland or perhaps as a Co-representative.” 
 
    “I’m not sure that would be feasible.” 
 
    “I have forgiven a great deal from you and your supporters, Fred. That includes using my mother’s indiscretions against me in the election for Governor.” He held up his hand to override Mitchell’s anticipated protestations of innocence. “Now, now. Don’t bother saying it wasn’t your idea. You still sanctioned the strategy. It could have been me sitting in your place today, otherwise.” 
 
    “But you aren’t sitting here, Alan. I am. What if I were to simply deny your request?” 
 
    The Reverend smiled menacingly. “Then I hope your successor will be more pliable after you meet with a fate similar to Mr. Totts’.”  
 
    “Are you threatening me?” Mitchell’s voice rose as he pushed out of his seat. The toddler's eyes tracked the President, though his face remained serene. “Do you have any idea of my Executive Powers? I could haul your ass out of here and into prison right now!” Where is Security? They should have checked in when I raised my voice.  
 
    The President yanked open the door and shouted for his Secret Service guards. Nobody responded. The reception area was empty.  
 
    The Reverend smiled in a way that someone more naïve might have mistaken for fondness or compassion. “I’ve sent an alert in your name that the building is to be evacuated due to an unspecified emergency.”  
 
    Mitchell wheeled around. “You what?” he demanded. 
 
    “Your Chief of Staff, a man almost as loyal to you as he is to the Church, was most helpful in assuring your Secret Service detachment that you’d already left for the High-Security Bunker. The Presidential Mansion is quite empty, Fred. Well, not quite empty, as it turns out.” The Reverend gestured for Mitchell to look behind him. 
 
    A few yards down the hallway, a dozen insects hovered. Mitchell slammed the door shut and spun back to the Reverend. His eyes darted about the room, and he rushed over to close the open window.  
 
    “Come now, Fred. If I’d wanted you dead, do you really think I couldn’t have arranged for another…incident?” asked LaMontagne. “There’s really no need for us to be at odds. I want to help. Nothing more.” 
 
    Mitchell closed his eyes and placed a hand on the edge of his desk to steady himself and gain control of his fear. “Is the appointment all you want?” he asked. 
 
    “Yes. That’s it; nothing more. I know it’s only a silly little worry right now, that Eater thing our young friends have created. But I’ve seen the emails, Fred.” 
 
    “Top secret emails…” 
 
    “Yes. The emails suggest the problem is real and significant. The Eater is about to change the course of history.” The Reverend sat back, habitually rubbing his chin as he pursued his thoughts. “Anyway, there are some people in Vancouver I would like to meet again. I so value old acquaintances.” At his feet, the boy rubbed his chin, as well. 
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    The morning before the G26 meeting, Greg and Kathy hosted a science demo like none the world had ever witnessed.  
 
    Vice Presidents, Deputy Prime Ministers, Vice Chancellors, Generals, and scientific advisors of the twenty-six developed nations of the world crowded into the lab beside the enormous vacuum isolation chamber housing the Eater.  
 
    Greg performed as scientific Master of Ceremonies, discovering a hitherto hidden flair for the dramatic.  
 
    “I’d like you to take a closer look at this thirty-centimeter square plate made of two-point-five-centimeter thick industrial steel. That’s about one foot square and one inch thick. If you’d like to verify its composition, please come forward and lift it. It weighs about seventeen kilos, almost forty pounds, so please be careful as you handle it.”  
 
    “It wouldn’t matter if it was made of wood, plastic, or titanium, the effect of the Eater is the same on all materials.” Greg waited while a few walked to the front of the group and lifted the heavy plate and knocked on its burnished surface.  
 
    “Okay? Now, I’ll set the plate into this frame and introduce it into the isolation chamber.” Greg nodded, and Kathy opened a sample door in the side of the chamber. He strained as he lifted the block inside and fixed it solidly within the clamp assembly. He closed the door and caught his breath before beginning the demonstration.  
 
    “Please direct your attention to the monitors. The Eater has been growing at a slow, stable rate even while isolated within this vacuum chamber several months ago. It is now some ten-point-two centimeters in diameter, about four inches. Today’s demonstration will result in a jump in size to ten-point-three centimeters. We’ll, of course, allow everyone to verify that independently. Unfortunately, the demo will cause the projected demise of Earth to be brought forward by about six weeks. Unfortunate, but necessary. It’s a fair trade-off to adequately impress upon you the seriousness of Earth’s situation. Can everyone see? Okay, let’s begin. 
 
    “The Eater absorbs all matter and energy impinging on its surface and it does so instantly. The apparatus we’ve constructed to move the steel plate over the Eater will measure the velocity of the plate as it encounters the Eater. If you watch the monitor, you’ll see the plate accelerate up to three meters per second before it collides with the microverse.” 
 
    Greg pumped out all the air in the sample chamber to equilibrate it with the larger isolation chamber. He pushed a button and the plate shot toward the Eater. A pair of rails guided the block on a collision course with the strange anomaly floating in the center of the vacuum.  
 
    Outside the chamber, the monitor displayed the increasing velocity, distance to the Eater, and time left until impact. Seconds and milliseconds spun down as the metal block zipped along its rails. The audience held its collective breath over the last second and released it in a single gasp as the block collided smoothly with the Eater. Its speed didn’t change at all. It was as if it had passed through nothing more solid than a holographic projection. 
 
    The frame-and-track assembly returned the block to its starting point. Greg equalized the pressure to match the lab, opened the sample-chamber door, and removed the steel plate. It had a perfectly smooth ten-point-two diameter hole running through the middle. The scientists gasped.  
 
    “We believe the surface of the Eater to be a boundary between this universe and a microscale universe with different physical laws from ours,” Greg explained. “The Eater doesn’t merely convert the solid metal to a different state, such as gas or plasma. Matter that contacts the Eater is simply and irretrievably removed from this universe. We haven’t been able to saturate its rate of ingestion; it eats everything we introduce no matter how much or how fast.” 
 
    Someone near the back of the room, Greg didn’t see who, called out an objection. “You can’t remove matter from this universe without breaking the First Law of Thermodynamics, that energy and matter be conserved in a closed system.” 
 
    Greg ignored the objection. “Only a small amount of Hawking radiation is left behind to mark the transition to the new universe. We’ve outlined the theory in the briefing material provided. Our supervisor, Darian Leigh, originated the theory, and we’ve validated it through the Reality Assertion Field generator.  
 
    “I’ll be happy to address any questions about the theory. Dr. Liang is the expert on the device, itself.” He pointed to Kathy, who was monitoring the test from the main console. 
 
    “The removal of matter from this universe leaves nothing behind. As the metal plate passed over the Eater, there was no flash of light, and our instruments indicated no significant emission of radiation.”  
 
    He scanned the faces in the room. They were astonished by what they had just witnessed but still skeptical.  
 
    “The Eater isn’t a singularity,” he continued. “It has no gravity field of its own. It does not draw matter to it. It only ingests whatever comes into contact with it. 
 
    “We have two other tests to show you. In the first, we’ll discharge the most powerful industrial laser available to us. We borrowed a Super HAPLS, near-continuous, petawatt laser from the Triumph experimental fusion facility and set it up inside the isolation chamber. If you’ll turn your attention to the monitor, please.”  
 
    He nodded to Kathy. She introduced a stream of microscopic smoke particles into the vacuum chamber and manipulated a series of small metal blocks between the laser and the Eater. A sensitive photon detector rose in line with the laser, but on the opposite side of the Eater.  
 
    Kathy explained as she fine-tuned the setup, “The smoke particles and metal blocks will help us see the beam’s path. Nothing will be reflected from the Eater. The photomultiplier on the opposite side will show that nothing is transmitted through the Eater.” She reached out and activated the laser. 
 
    Inside the chamber, a bright green beam leaped from the far right-side, punched through the several blocks of metal in its path, and struck the Eater. The photo-detector picked up nothing other than a tiny bit of background reflection from the light-dispersing smoke.  
 
    “If we ran this test without any smoke inside the chamber, the light detector would not have budged,” Greg said. “Light is absorbed by the Eater as readily as matter. Because of this, we usually keep the viewing port into the isolation chamber closed.” 
 
    The scientists talked in hushed tones among themselves.  
 
    “We have one last test.” Greg cut short their murmurs by holding up a 45 caliber bullet. They snapped to attention. He had had a hunch that a little showmanship was needed with this group.  
 
    “This is no ordinary bullet. It’s an advanced, armor-piercing design we had specially made from depleted uranium with a soft-steel cap. When shot from this rifle,” he indicated a stock projecting outward from the side of the isolation chamber, “it can penetrate an inch-thick titanium plate, like this.” He held up another plate of dull metal, and knocked twice for effect: thunk, thunk. 
 
    “I don’t expect you to take my word alone for this, so I’ve loaded the clip with bullets identical to this one.” He pulled a five-shot magazine out of the rifle and showed it to everyone.  
 
    “I’m going to ask one of you to shoot me. Well, try to shoot me. We’ve set the aiming mechanism to shoot at only two targets. I’m going to enter the isolation chamber and place this armor plate in a rack one meter to my right. Our volunteer will take the first shot at the plate so you can see the effectiveness of the bullets. Then, I’ll go stand behind the Eater, while the rifle is repositioned to fire at the Eater. On my signal, the volunteer will fire a second shot. If the Eater fails to absorb the bullet, I’ll be hit, and killed instantly.”  
 
    The scientists exchanged shocked glances. “It’s okay,” Greg quickly continued. “I know the Eater will absorb the bullet, regardless of its density and muzzle velocity which, with this particular rifle, will be somewhere in the neighborhood of a thousand meters per second.”  
 
    He looked around the room, making eye contact with everyone except Kathy. He licked his lips, which had gone unexpectedly dry. In the calmest voice he could muster, he asked, “Could I get a volunteer to shoot me, please?” 
 
    Near the back of the room, a hand shot up. “I’ll do it.” Greg recognized the voice as belonging to the same scientist who’d objected over the Law of Conservation.  
 
    Figures—he thought. 
 
    Greg donned a vacuum suit and breathing apparatus. A camera sight on the rifle displayed the target on a monitor. He nodded at the eager volunteer and gave the thumbs up sign to Kathy.  
 
    She managed a weak smile in response. She was against the theatrics, but Greg had insisted the show would be incomplete without it. Even scientists were susceptible to a bit of good theater.  
 
    Greg picked up the armor plate, entered the airlock, and waited for the green light indicating the cycle was complete and he could proceed into the vacuum chamber.  
 
    Entering the eerie silence, he was keenly aware of the target on his back. He glanced back a few times toward the rifle with its high-powered, armor-piercing bullets and tried to reassure himself that it wasn’t going to fire spontaneously. Correction, it wasn’t likely to fire spontaneously. He took a few steps to the side so he wouldn’t be in line with one of its two permitted trajectories. 
 
    Standing well aside of the clips, Greg guided the armor plate into the waiting stand. “Is that lined up okay?” he asked Kathy through his suit radio.  
 
    She checked her monitors. “Looks good here.”  
 
    Greg walked behind the metal block, turned to face the rifle, and stood a meter to the left, placing the Eater directly between the muzzle and him. He took a deep breath. “Okay. I’m ready to go.” 
 
    “Roger. Copy that,” said Kathy. Greg smiled. Somehow, situations like this always made people talk like they were in the military. “First shot on its way,” Kathy reported. She nodded to the volunteer who squeezed the trigger. 
 
    Greg looked up to see a distant muzzle flash and the plate beside him shook as a hole appeared through it. In the vacuum, it all happened without a sound. The bullet left a ragged hole in the armor plate behind it before hitting the newly installed reinforced concrete beyond.  
 
    They’d calculated the strength and depth of the concrete as well as the force of the bullet several times over before attempting the demonstration. It wouldn’t do to inadvertently punch a hole in the vacuum chamber.  
 
    The isolation chamber didn’t implode. That’s a relief—he thought, and let himself breathe again. Now for the second shot.  
 
    Greg’s attention was riveted on the rifle as it repositioned to line him up in the sights. Despite their calculations and previous tests, he swallowed uncomfortably. “Ready…” his voice rasped. He cleared his throat. “Ready for next test,” he said. 
 
    “Copy that,” Kathy replied. 
 
    Greg looked down the rifle barrel which, from his vulnerable position, appeared significantly longer and larger-bored than he remembered. Seconds ticked by. A bead of sweat trickled past his left eye. When the flash came, he flinched instinctively.  
 
    “Are you alright, Greg?” Kathy’s voice was calm but concerned. 
 
    Am I alright? I don’t know—he thought. Would I feel an armor-piercing bullet go through me, or would it take a few seconds for pain to register? Would I hear the whistle of air leaving my suit, or feel the blood flowing down my leg first?  
 
    He focused his senses on his body. Nothing hurt; that was a good sign. He stepped out from behind the Eater. No problem. Everything normal. He realized he hadn’t breathed for a while. 
 
    “Everything’s fine,” he exhaled and walked to the airlock door.  
 
    An armor piercing bullet was prevented from killing me by a microscopic universe that instantly incorporates everything it touches, and all I can say is, “Everything’s fine.” Greg laughed. His knees felt a bit wobbly, but he was happy to be walking and breathing at all.  
 
    He joined the others watching the high-speed video of the bullet. It had encountered the Eater at one thousand fifty meters per second and disappeared from the universe as if it were no more than a shadow.  
 
    The demonstrations were convincing. If anyone had harbored any doubt about the Eater after reading the briefing material, Greg’s showmanship had provided the visceral proof they needed.  
 
    The final step of the presentation was to compare before and after measurements of the Eater’s diameter. The sphere had grown exactly as he’d predicted or, to be more precise, within a respectable five decimal places of his calculation. 
 
    Greg invited any remaining doubters to enter the chamber and touch the Eater. No one took him up on the invitation. He was half surprised. 
 
    For the past few days, he’d been expecting, bracing himself, to face angry skepticism and distrust. He’d even decided—If some insufferable fool steps forward bent on losing a finger in order to check it out for themselves, well, I’m prepared to let them do it. At this point, people need to realize the danger and get everyone working together on a solution.  
 
    The group listened attentively to the rest of the presentation. He and Kathy took turns explaining the nature of virtual particles, how the Eater continued to feed on them in the chamber, and how there seemed to be no way to stop it. They did their best to balance the presentation to meet the needs of scientists and laypersons. 
 
    Kathy shifted the group’s attention to the new RAF generator, and created a few sample microverses to demonstrate how physical properties changed inside them. Showing them the microverses in action would make the science much easier to grasp than laying out the math.  
 
    Greg tried not to look annoyed, or away, through this part of her demo. They’d been fighting about it all week long. He didn’t want to show them the RAF device. “Then everyone will want one,” he’d joked, but they both knew it wasn’t a joking matter.  
 
    "Isn’t the damage done by the original RAF generator reason enough?” he’d argued, but Kathy wouldn’t budge.  
 
    “How can we call ourselves scientists if we can’t let others objectively verify our results?” she’d challenged. 
 
    “How can we risk anyone building more of these and unleashing them into the world knowing that even one was enough to threaten that world?” he’d shot back. 
 
    Kathy held steady to her conviction that only a compelling and accessible demonstration, one that could be verified through observation, would convince the visiting specialists. In the end, Greg gave in.  
 
    Now, as he watched the acceptance set in on the faces of those watching, he was glad she hadn’t relented. She was right. They had to get everyone up to speed as fast as possible, and her demo was effective.  
 
    “Wait a minute,” someone objected, near the end of her presentation. “Everything you’ve shown us suggests that these microverses can only exist so long as the RAF generator is activated. How was a stable microverse created? Why can’t you just switch the Eater off like these other ones?” 
 
    Greg and Kathy exchanged a brief glance. You’re the theoretical quantum physicist—Kathy sent. You explain.  
 
    Greg grimaced. “Right before Dr. Leigh disappeared, he set up a number of experimental conditions that, theoretically, should have been able to create stable microverses. Apparently, the Eater is one such microverse. We haven’t experimented with any of those settings yet.  
 
    “Dr. Leigh was about to share his findings with us when he vanished. We’ll probably never know the conditions of its creation. We don’t understand its properties, how it persists, or how to collapse it.”  
 
    A soft murmur rose but, to Greg’s relief, the questioner seemed satisfied with his answer. The relief was short-lived.  
 
    “Has there been any update on the disappearances of Dr. Leigh and Dr. Rusalov?” 
 
    Greg swallowed. “No, I’m afraid not.”  
 
    He knew none of this was going to be easy, the questions would keep coming. And after the scientists, they still had to face the politicians.  
 
    The plan was to get the scientists up to speed, and they could help advise and pressure on the respective governments. So far, it appeared to be working. Skepticism was giving way to acceptance, if not understanding.  
 
    The complexities of the details of RAF theory would be beyond almost everyone for quite some time. Nonetheless, to the scientific mind the conclusion was clear and irrefutable: the Eater was an exigent threat.  
 
    Kathy squeezed Greg’s shoulder as she watched the scientists file out of the lab at the end of the morning session. “Well, done, Dr. Mahajani.” 
 
    “Thank you, Dr. Liang. To you, too. If only this afternoon’s presentation to the politicians goes as well. I don’t want to jinx it, but I’m pretty sure it’s going to be a nightmare. Even if they believe us, and that’s a long shot in itself, how do you spur world leaders into collaborative action? I’m serious. I can’t even imagine it.” 
 
    “I hear you. They all put on a good show of hiring scientists to advise them. They sit through the demos and explanations patiently enough. But do they believe it? Deep down, believe it? Fear it?” 
 
    “Yeah, I can see it now. All through the meeting, they’re going to be thinking about how to lay the blame and responsibility, how they can dodge it themselves, how to use this for political gain, how to avoid shelling out money or making any real commitment. Oh, and above all, how to save their political reputations once things turn nasty. And things are going to turn nasty. Very nasty, very fast.” 
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    “Okay, okay. Let’s call this meeting to order.” Prime Minister Hudson rapped the gavel sharply against a worn square of mahogany. This was her first time hosting the G26—the reconfigured version of the old G20 that incorporated the newer developed nations of the world. She was not going to let it run out of control.  
 
    Greg surveyed the room. He recognized most of the faces at the head table without the aid of his lattice. They represented an impressive array of prominent figures regularly featured on worldwide news feeds and accustomed to dealing with the world’s problems. 
 
    And yet, despite their many years of political and public experience, their eyes and facial micro-movements belied they were uniformly on edge, still reeling from their briefings of the morning’s lab demo and wondering what other surprises might erupt from this unassuming young man and woman seated beside the Pacifica Prime Minister.  
 
    Each leader brought their own coterie of three or four advisers, who filled the rows of chairs around the main tables. As requested in the invitation, one member of each team was a scientist, but economists and military advisers far outnumbered those with a technical background. Many had attended the morning demonstration.  
 
    Greg shrugged and fidgeted where his suit rubbed up against his skin. It’s not fair. You get to wear a light, airy dress, and I have to walk around in this straightjacket and silk noose—he complained to Kathy via their private lattice.  
 
    Beside him, the love of his life laid a calming hand on his leg and squeezed gently. He glanced at her reassuring smile and tried to calm himself.  
 
    Oh, yeah? Well, any time you’d like to trade your comfy shoes for these heels, you just let me know!—she sent back.  
 
    Greg chortled softly, drawing a glare from the Prime Minister. He cleared his throat and wiggled in his chair, trying to reposition himself to ease the constraints of the fabric. 
 
    Kathy watched him fidget. If he couldn’t contain his rising irritation, both internal and external, he was going to blow this. She couldn’t fault him. It was painful to deal with the many and varied layers of bureaucracy they’d been subjected to.  
 
    Greg, I know you’re nervous and you’re frustrated with all the political nonsense—watching everybody shuffle their feet when what we need to do is take immediate action. I am, too. But you have to keep in mind, this isn’t any normal presentation. Our lives are riding on the outcome. All our lives, Greg. Everywhere.  
 
    No matter how impossible it feels to deal with these guys, no matter how dense or ignorant they seem, no matter how hard it is to be patient and respectful, we can’t let ourselves forget for a second that they have all the power. If we want to get anything done, we have to deal with them on their terms. End of pep talk—She tried to flash a gently reassuring smile but it was too tight-lipped and uncertain to be convincing. 
 
    I’ll be okay—he sent back. Prime Minister Hudson will help us with the political wrangling. We’re only here to provide technical support. He recruited his lattice to calm his itches, to hold his head up confidently, and relax his facial muscles.  
 
    The Prime Minister of Pacifica jumped straight to the point.  
 
    “Good afternoon, ladies and gentlemen. We are at this meeting because the planet faces a threat greater than any it has ever known. Greater than the Cold War of the 1950s, greater than the economic depressions of the twenty-first century, and greater than the Global Proxy Wars that have plagued our world since. A crisis even more pressing than global climate change and the desertification that has ravaged so many of our productive lands.  
 
    “This threat is not something that can be addressed purely through political will. It is an immediate and physical threat. Negotiations and political maneuvering, alone, won’t save us.  
 
    “Your scientists spent the morning reviewing the data and discussing the nature of this threat with Dr. Mahajani and Dr. Liang. Your experts have confirmed the findings: the growth of the microscale universe that our scientists call the ‘Eater’ is unstoppable. They’ve seen for themselves that this thing is capable of absorbing the entire Earth and everything on it, of destroying all life. Observations in the months ahead will allow them to confirm its growth rate. Even though we have isolated it in a dark vacuum chamber, it continues to grow.” 
 
    “This is a fiasco,” the Russian President’s deep voice overrode PM Hudson’s. “Your people have created this...this catastrophe and now you want to hold the world hostage? You expect our cooperation in this?” 
 
    “They should be in prison,” the German Chancellor added. 
 
    The room erupted with angry noise; politicians shouted and jabbed their fingers toward the Prime Minister.  
 
    She let it play out a couple of minutes; she appreciated the need to vent a little terror and ire before getting down to strategic planning and crisis recovery on a global scale. The sharp rap of the gavel reigned their attention back in. 
 
    “On the next outburst, I will clear the room and you can all go home and wait to die,” the PM shouted. Stunned faces gaped at her, but it worked. The meeting room grew quiet again. 
 
    “Thank you. I know this is difficult for all of us. But we don’t have time for accusations and recriminations. Humanity needs us now. We must find a way to work together now.” 
 
    Her eyes swept around the table, looking for any challengers. For the moment, the objectors fell silent. She stood upright and continued.  
 
    “To my right are Drs. Liang and Mahajani, protégés of Dr. Darian Leigh. As you know, Dr. Leigh and another member of his team, Dr. Rusalov, have been missing for the past several months. Sadly, we must assume some sort of foul play in their disappearance, as there has been no communication from them, or anyone having knowledge of their whereabouts, since late January.  
 
    “Though less renowned than Dr. Leigh, Dr. Liang and Dr. Mahajani have intelligence-enhancing dendy lattice systems similar to his. Their personal lattices are newer but no less effective.” 
 
    This created a stir around the room. The advising scientists, for the most part, had not emphasized this detail to their superiors. The confession of the super-human intelligences of Greg and Kathy clearly grabbed the politicians’ attention. Many of their universities had attempted to recruit Darian Leigh, but he chose to remain in North America. 
 
    Now there were two new lattice-enhanced scientists in the world. The possibility one of them might be available caused a spark of excitement in the room. Lattices for memory recall and communications were common in academic communities, but lattice-based enhanced intelligence was unique to Darian Leigh. And now, to Kathy and Greg. 
 
    The Prime Minister continued. “Our scientists...,” she paused to add weight to the word Our, “have spent the months since Dr. Leigh’s disappearance, characterizing the Eater in an attempt to understand how to stop it from growing, and how to destroy it.  
 
    “They have attained a deeper understanding of the malleability of natural physical laws and how the...” she glanced at the page on the table before her, “the Reality Assertion Field Generator can be used to create tiny universes where those laws are altered.  
 
    “Despite their growing understanding of this new and complex physics, they assure me the threat is real, and they do not know yet how to stop it.”  
 
    She surveyed the cautiously concerned faces staring back at her. “Your own scientists have been able to confirm the danger the Eater poses to absolutely every bit and kind of matter, energy, and even virtual particles it encounters.” There was nervous laughter at the mention of virtual particles. 
 
    She raised her hands in a plea for patience. “I know. I know. I can’t follow any of this either. We have to trust the experts here.” 
 
    “Wasn’t it the experts who got us into this mess?” a voice shouted from the middle of the room. PM Hudson managed to contain her scowl. 
 
    “Greg and Kathy…,” Greg noted her deliberate shift to the familiar, “...have assured me they can predict with great accuracy that the Eater will consume its isolation chamber in a little over twenty-two-and-a-half years.” Murmurs and some derisive laughter arose from her audience. 
 
    “As politicians, many of us are familiar with such predictions. Frequently, the more accurate they appear, the less reliable they are. But, ladies and gentlemen, physics is not economics. Let’s not forget how accurately the equations of physics can predict the motion of the planets and stars, and how accurately they predict the behavior of the sophisticated electronics we take for granted every day.” 
 
    “Not to mention climate change,” the French President said. 
 
    “That’s an excellent example,” PM Hudson noted. “Twenty years ago, world leaders ignored the models forecasting the consequences of global warming. They were wrong, and scientific consensus was right. Now, many of our nations are combating the dire consequences they predicted. Physics is unavoidable, no matter how much we may dislike its predictions. 
 
    “Greg and Kathy have given us serious warnings about a grave threat to humanity, and that threat comes with a deadline. If we don’t heed the warning, our entire world will be gone—completely gone—in fewer than twenty-three years. We are talking about the end of Earth and the end of humanity.” 
 
    The room went silent. Pacifica was not the most powerful nation on the planet and some had questioned whether its Prime Minister should be chairing this meeting. Circumstance thrust the responsibility on her, but a good many eyes in the room turned to the more seasoned representatives of various factions and alliances to see if they were convinced of the seriousness of the threat. Some were, Prime Minister Akira of Japan, for example. Others brazenly showed their scorn.  
 
    PM Hudson invited Greg and Kathy to stand up.  
 
    “Dr. Liang and Dr. Mahajani have prepared an outline as to how the world should prepare for this unprecedented disaster. They will continue to work relentlessly to understand the Eater, to try to stop it before it destroys the planet. However, there is no guarantee that will be possible.  
 
    “In the event the microverse can’t be stopped in the time we have remaining—and that is a strong possibility—we’ve created a twenty-year contingency plan to move a significant portion of humanity out of harm’s way. I’ve invited Dr. Liang and Dr. Mahajani here to explain their plan and to answer your questions.” 
 
    Before the two scientists could begin, the distinctive voice of the British Prime Minister rose above the din. “With all due respect, you do realize how totally incredible all of this sounds to us? Do you not, Madam Prime Minister?”  
 
    “Let me review our situation,” he pressed on before Ms. Hudson could respond. “Some crazy super-scientist created an unstoppable planet-eating device. He and a colleague from his lab then disappear, never to be heard from again. Now, nobody knows what this thing is, how it works, or how to turn it off? And you’re asking us to trust his two mad super-scientist lab mates—who, by the way, may have murdered him for nefarious purposes of their own.  
 
    “You’ll have to forgive me,” he snickered, “but that sounds more like a superheroes comic book or a sci-fi movie plot. Maybe we should ask your Superman what to do!”  
 
    World leaders and advisors laughed with him. Greg, Kathy, and the PM didn’t even crack a smile.  
 
    “I didn’t say they were crazy,” the PM responded, “but other than that, yes, that’s pretty much it. I am convinced, personally and as leader of Pacifica, that the course they recommend is our best, if not only, hope for the future. I implore you to join me in supporting the project they will outline over the next few minutes.” With that, she stopped talking and motioned Greg and Kathy to begin their presentation.  
 
    Greg cleared his throat. “Thank you…” he managed to croak. His free hand drifted upward and loosened his tie a touch. He took in the rows of expectant faces scrutinizing him. Don’t be such a putz—he said to himself—you’ve given plenty of talks before. This is just one more. Don’t let them intimidate you. Imagine them all sitting there in their underwear. Lime green thongs oughta do it.  
 
    He smiled, and a number of heads bobbed reassuringly, assuming the smile had been offered as a shy apology for the false start. Most of them had been in the hot seat themselves at one time or another, presenting to a tough audience. He cleared his throat and began again.  
 
    “Thank you, Madam Prime Minister. Ladies and gentlemen, I’ll ask you to close your eyes and activate your lattices in Visual Mode. Your chairs are all equipped with lattice induction devices; no need to wear your headbands. You will not require audio, tactile, or other inSenses, and may remain in Full Consciousness throughout this presentation. Please feel free to stop me and ask questions at any time.” 
 
    He reached out with his own lattice to connect directly to his audience. As with all G26 meetings, an IT team had arrived ahead of the guests and shielded the room from all outside internet connectivity.  
 
    He activated his lattice communications, and was relieved to find the team had done a thorough job. Darian Leigh’s rogue latent memories were still out there somewhere in the web, searching for a way in, and actively trying to invade and reintegrate into his and Kathy’s brains every time they connected to the internet. Thanks to the efficient IT team, he could momentarily relax his constant vigilance.  
 
    Greg waited for the leaders and advisers to lean back in their seats, close their eyes and ready themselves.  
 
    The less lattice-experienced participants, generally the older set, moved through stiff, awkward checks and adjustments as they interfaced with the induction plates in the headrests.  
 
    Greg overlaid a ghost image of the presentation across his own visual field. He activated a local feed and checked the readiness of everyone in the room. The security team kept their lattices isolated from the presentation. Greg could track their activity as they interfaced with hardwired surveillance devices outside the room and communicated with their colleagues posted around the building. If he wanted to, he could listen in on their supposedly secure conversations being broadcast within their segregated lattice net.  
 
    He sensed the leaders activating their lattices for external visual input, as if they were watching inSense at home, minus the auditory, tactile and olfactory channels. A few had accidentally gone a bit too far and disconnected their voluntary musculature from conscious motor systems control.  
 
    Deep inSense was the standard mode for most entertainments, certainly among the blockbuster full-experience movies raging through Hollywood, Bollywood, and Hong Kong. Greg reached into the lattices of those who had gone Deep, and gently corrected their settings to save them any possible embarrassment at being in such a defenseless state.  
 
    One by one, he checked each attendee, preparing the group to properly experience the visuals that would explain the plan he and Kathy had developed over the past few months.  
 
    I hope this works—he thought. Both he and Kathy were tempted to just implant what they wanted the group to believe and do.  
 
    Kathy had grown particularly adept at mind viruses over the past few months. She discovered she could hack into the mind of anyone with a lattice, echoing their senses and perceptions in a carefully partitioned section of her own brain. With little effort, she could implant false perceptions and memories, new skills, and beliefs. This new ability at once excited and terrified her. She and Greg knew better than to tell anyone about it.  
 
    They’d made a practice of mastering their lattice abilities and exploring their limits. They’d find a quiet path in the woods, well away from internet connections, and try to inject one another with harmless conceptual viruses as they walked along hand-in-hand. The goal was to find a way to recognize, block, isolate, and recover from any attempt at changing their core knowledge and beliefs. It was intensely serious play, crucial in their fight to stave off or integrate the flood of thoughts and memories from Darian. 
 
    To people they met along the trail, they looked like a pair of leisurely strolling young lovers, entirely engrossed in one another’s presence. Internally, they were engaged in fierce battle, sending wave after wave of attack viruses against their opponent’s defenses.  
 
    The practice helped them identify and understand their own minds. They became adept at identifying incompatible ideas and defending against integration with their existing cognitive structures.  
 
    It wouldn’t have been too hard to forcibly alter the politicians’ personal conceptual structures—their mental framework of knowledge and beliefs, what Kathy called their “concepta”—and get them simply to agree with the ideas she and Greg were presenting. But it would take time to map and alter each of the twenty-six conceptas around the main table, more time than they had in the presentation.  
 
    Besides, what was the point of trying to save humanity if it wasn’t smart enough to help with its own salvation?  
 
    The attendee-status check running in the background of his lattice sent Greg an alert.   
 
    Whoa! What was that? A pushback surge intruded into his lattice, drawing his full attention. His security barriers snapped up. Kathy? Did you feel that? If he didn’t know better, he’d have sworn she just took a concepta swipe at him.  
 
    Greg examined the routine checking everyone’s inSense setup. The pushback had occurred at the same moment his algorithm attempted a preliminary intrusion into Reverend LaMontagne’s lattice to verify its readiness.  
 
    The couple had been surprised to see the Reverend as a key representative of the New Confederacy at the G-26 panel. In preparing for today’s presentations, they had discussed at length whom the various nations might send. In considering the New Confederacy’s candidates, neither had imagined LaMontagne in the role. 
 
    It was an odd choice. The New Confederacy was not so far away and not so politically unstable that they couldn’t have sent President Mitchell. The Japanese, Chinese, and Russians had all thought the meeting important enough to send their leaders. That the New Confederacy chose to send Secretary of State, Virgil Hartland, in Mitchell’s stead was noted by all present, though it wasn’t particularly unusual for the famously paranoid New Confederacy President. One could easily conclude the recent death of Secretary Totts and the ensuing financial crisis had required the President to stay home.  
 
    However, the appointment of Reverend Alan LaMontagne as co-representative with Secretary Hartland—a man of God in such an important secular position—was unique among world powers. His role here rankled many of the participants.  
 
    Greg focused briefly on the Reverend and sent another interrogatory pulse. It was rebuffed as casually as the first. He was about to make a more concerted third attempt when Kathy intervened—Wait!  
 
    The Reverend’s eyes were peacefully closed in preparation for the lattice-fed presentation, but his lips had curled into the barest hint of a smile. It did not escape Greg’s notice.  
 
    Kathy caught Greg’s eye. RSA encrypt using the time (HH.MM.SS) you picked me up for our first date—she sent. Greg immediately set up the algorithm.  
 
    What was that about?—he asked. 
 
    I think the Reverend may have a lattice like ours, one of the intelligence enhancing versions—Kathy said. 
 
    His inSense security is stronger than the standard models. Maybe he just got some program upgrades—Greg replied. 
 
    That was no upgrade—answered Kathy. I tried to piggyback a deeper query on your check-in routine. He swatted it away like nothing. No inSense system in the world can do that. No, he’s enhanced. I’m sure of it.  
 
    But where could he have gotten one of Darian’s lattice viruses? 
 
    Maybe he stole it. Maybe Darian gave away some copies. 
 
    No, I can’t see him doing that. He would have mentioned it. There is one simple explanation. The only lattice virus capsule unaccounted for is Larry’s. Do you think Larry would’ve given LaMontagne his pill? She sent him a summary of her reasoning, complete with annotated evidence.  
 
    What? No way!—Greg argued. Larry would never have given his pill to a religious fundamentalist. Not knowingly. I see why you might think he did, but the evidence is so flimsy, it makes our speculations about the Eater look rock solid. And we know how weak those are.  
 
    I agree, it’s weak—Kathy acknowledged. And two-plus-two doesn’t usually add up to seven. But the Reverend brushed us both off like nothing. Even if it was clumsy and more forceful than required, it felt exactly the same as our lattice sparring. His lattice is enhanced like ours, Greg. Like Larry’s would have been. And the only access to that level of lattice technology was through Darian or Larry. There’s no way on Earth Darian would have shared that with the Reverend. You know how he felt about organized religion and its leaders. That only leaves Larry. 
 
    Greg had to admit the Reverend’s unnecessarily strong rebuff of a simple preparatory exploration was much more forceful than a standard inSense lattice could have managed. Maybe Kathy was right, however outlandish it seemed.  
 
    Okay—he sent back—just for the sake of argument, let’s assume you’re right. What do we do with that? 
 
    Kathy considered. Well, now he knows we know, so let’s back off and see which side he comes down on—she suggested.  
 
    Greg could see no harm in that. Their entire exchange had taken only milliseconds and went unnoticed by everyone except the two of them. And probably the Reverend—Greg surmised.  
 
    The addition of a possible third enhanced intelligence, one of unknown and quite possibly hostile sympathies, increased the complexity of the upcoming negotiations considerably. Greg continued checking other participants’ lattice settings and began feeding the prepared presentation. All he could do, for now, was to stay hyper-alert and let the Reverend reveal his intentions to them. 
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    Greg narrated the captivating visuals flowing within the lattice-fed perceptions of the G26 leaders, representatives, and advisors of the most powerful nations in the world. 
 
    “This is a projection of the end of the world that will take place in a little over twenty-two years,” he began. “Within two days of the Eater reaching the walls of its enclosure, it will consume the entire university and the top of Mount Burnaby.  
 
    “A few days later all of Earth’s atmosphere and most of the waters in the ocean will have flowed into the sphere. Except for anyone hiding out in pressurized bunkers, every person on Earth will be dead. Ten days after that, Earth will be consumed entirely, bunkers and all, leaving only a grayish planet-sized sphere behind. Nobody—nothing—will be safe from the sphere. Not anywhere.”  
 
    In the inSense simulation, the panel watched the blue Earth, its oceans, and continents, being eclipsed by a dull, gray orb.  
 
    “Although the Eater appears to be locked into a specific position relative to our planet, it has no measurable mass. We believe it will remain in stable planetary orbit around the sun. But, without Earth’s gravity, our moon will have to seek out its own solar orbit.” 
 
    Slowly freed of the confines of the planetary gravity well, the Moon swung in a wider and wider orbit. It eventually broke away from the planet to which it had been bound for eons and spun outward seeking a new solar orbit. 
 
    “Of course, nothing will remain of Earth or of human civilization by then, except for a little space debris which will eventually either be consumed by the Eater, or float off into the solar system.”  
 
    Greg paused to let that sink in as his audience “watched” the bleak gray sphere take the place of the vibrant blue planet they now inhabited. 
 
    “With nothing but empty space around it, the Eater’s growth rate will slow considerably. We project it will take millions or billions of years before it threatens another planet. 
 
    “Once we became aware of the threat the Eater poses to the planet and accepted that we’re probably unable to stop it, Dr. Liang and I began working around the clock to come up with a plan to save as much of the planet’s population as possible.  
 
    “For decades now, scientists—even the renowned Stephen Hawking—have been suggesting that the only route to ensure humanity’s existence in the long term is to colonize space. We agree.  
 
    “There are a lot of challenges to be met, not the least of which is that we know of no other planets in our solar system that are amenable to human life.”  
 
    The inSense presentation showed an old Apollo rocket blasting off. Views of Earth’s moon, Venus, Mars, Saturn, and Neptune floated by.    
 
    “All of these places are poor candidates for supporting terrestrial life. They’re either too hot, too cold, have too much gravity, or they have no appreciable atmosphere or water.”  
 
    The visuals zoomed in on a rocky planetoid, floating alone in black space.  
 
    “Meet Vesta, the second largest planetoid within the asteroid belt found between the orbits of Mars and Jupiter. 
 
    “At a little over five hundred kilometers in diameter, Vesta is considered a protoplanet because it has a metallic iron-nickel core making up a little under half its total diameter, an overlying rocky mantle, and a surface crust.  
 
    “It’s also a strong candidate for internal terraforming and colonization. We propose drilling six tunnels running the length of one axis of the asteroid, each about ten kilometers in diameter. The tunnels will be arranged like the bullet chambers in a six-gun revolver, spaced evenly around the core about seventy kilometers below the surface.”  
 
    Greg read sentiments ranging from amused doubt to outright shock from the participants around the table. It didn’t take a lattice connection to interpret their skepticism.  
 
    He plowed on with the presentation. The inSense animation displayed in broad strokes the ideas he and Kathy had developed.  
 
    “We’ll flatten the floors of the tunnels—the section closest to the outside of the asteroid—plug the ends with fifty kilometers of rock, seal the chambers air-tight, pressurize them with an Earthlike atmosphere, add a solar-equivalent light tube the length of the tunnels, and spin the entire asteroid up to one revolution every sixteen minutes to provide artificial gravity equivalent to what we have on Earth.  
 
    “Then we’ll add water we mine from comet-type bodies in the Kuiper belt and a complete biosphere. We’ll build high-density habitations and infrastructure to support the new inhabitants. We’ll construct smaller chambers under the main tunnels to support agriculture. This will provide more than ten thousand square kilometers of living space, about five times the area of Tokyo. At a similar population density to Tokyo, we would have enough room for sixty million people. At best, we can only hope to move about ten million people—about 0.1% of the present population—in the time between the completion of the Vesta colony and the destruction of Earth.” The image faded to black, and pairs of eyes all over the room flew open.  
 
    Greg knew what they were thinking; he’d thought it, himself. How can I get myself and my family in that ten million?  
 
    “That’s the best you can do?” The Italian Prime Minister protested. “Only ten million people out of ten billion? How can we permit this?” She looked to the other Southern European Union leaders for support. The murmured discussions between the delegates grew rapidly in volume. 
 
    “It is not a matter of permission,” Greg raised his voice over the background din before further objections could be raised. “The alternative is zero; everyone dead, and the planet destroyed.” The room went quiet.  
 
    Greg continued in as reasonable a tone as he could muster. “Listen, ten million is the most we project could be saved with all available resources put to work. It’s also a number that will provide sufficient variation to guarantee the genetic health of the human species. It’s physically impossible to build and operate enough space ships to save more. And, if we don’t start work immediately, the number is going to be significantly less. If you have any better ideas, we’re all ears.” 
 
    “We’ve talked about space programs for decades,” interjected President Franklin T. Carvin from the North American remnant still calling itself the United States of America. “Heck, we’ve barely managed to put people on the moon or keep that ramshackle space station loping along at all over the past few years. How can we possibly build a colony in a distant asteroid belt in twenty years?” His barely suppressed laugh at the end of his question was echoed around the room.  
 
    “Actually, we’ll only have about twelve years to finish the first colony tunnel,” replied Greg. “That’s the latest we can start moving people out there.” 
 
    “Hah!” was the general response from around the table. Many just shook their heads, and several leaders shared derisive comments with their immediate neighbors.  
 
    A sliding door whooshed open in the wall behind Greg and a metallic sphere about a meter in diameter floated into the room. Conversation ceased abruptly as attendees wondered if the new arrival was part of the presentation and calculated the fastest route to an exit—just in case.  
 
    The security detail drew their weapons and took aim at the object, but held their fire. 
 
    Greg shot Kathy a sideways look; his raised eyebrows conveyed his query. I thought we were going to wait until later, before beginning the demonstration phase of the presentation.  
 
    You were losing them. I had to do something—Kathy replied.  
 
    Greg pretended not to notice Reverend LaMontagne hiding a smirk behind one hand.  
 
    “Ladies and gentlemen, I’d like to introduce you to Alpha-001,” Kathy announced as the sphere hovered to the center of the meeting table.  
 
    “Alpha-001 is a prototype mechanical robot I’ve constructed to demonstrate how we envisage construction of the Vesta colony being completed in reasonable time. We call them Cybrids, short for Cybernetic Hybrids.”  
 
    She turned to her left. “Madam Prime Minister, if you could ask the guards to holster their weapons, please. Alpha-001 is not a threat to this meeting.” The PM nodded to her security people. 
 
    “Thank you,” Kathy continued. “Almost all space projects since the first astronaut orbited the Earth have been based on humans working in space.  
 
    “Long-term residencies in the International Space Stations and the highly-publicized Mission to Mars failure of 2028 have demonstrated the perils of space for humans. When we travel into space, we must carry our Earth-like environment with us. That includes air, water, food, and shielding from heavy radiation as well as from micro-meteors. All of this must be transported from Earth in armored containers we call spaceships, and survive travel over hundreds of thousands or millions of kilometers.” 
 
    “In the past, humans were necessary because only we had the ability to think and act autonomously without direct operation from a distant Earth. But that’s about to change.  
 
    “Our DNND technology has provided us with a way to construct independent cognitive systems, and to program them with human knowledge and even human personalities. We can have human cognition and know-how in space, without the necessity of transporting our entire supporting environment.” 
 
    The attendees were almost bursting with questions, and Kathy rushed ahead to finish.  
 
    “Alpha-001 is only half the size of the construction robots we plan for this project. It contains a power source based on the Reality Assertion Field, or RAF, technology. It requires no food, air, water or fueling. It can operate in the harsh vacuum of space for ten years at a time or more.  
 
    “In its full-scale form, the Cybrid will contain a central processing unit based on the dendy lattice, which will give it complete operational autonomy and decision-making capabilities. The lattice will house a fully human personality and memories, and greater than human intelligence. It can calculate complex orbital dynamics while mining metal-rich asteroids.  
 
    “Using these mechanical workers, the Cybrids, will provide us with a huge population of sturdy space workers and help us to save the personalities and memories of millions more people that would otherwise be lost.” 
 
    “Wait. Are you saying you’ve solved the Artificial Intelligence problem?” asked the Indian Prime Minister, who’d been a well-known Computing Science scholar before entering politics.  
 
    Greg jumped in, “We’ve assembled a team of international experts to help solve quite a number of engineering problems in designing Alpha-001, although this particular model is only about as smart as a dog. We have a clean, long-lasting power source, reliable propulsion and manipulation systems, and autonomous intelligence.  
 
    “There will be many more inventions coming out soon that will seem nearly-miraculous, even to most scientists and engineers. Humanity has been on the brink of developing these advancements for a long time. The dendy lattice that Sharon Leigh first designed, the one she accidentally exposed her unborn son to, has simply allowed Kathy and me to think a little faster, and to explore a little deeper than our colleagues. The technology has come a long way, thanks to the advancements made by Sharon’s son, Darian Leigh, who continued her work and extended it into new areas.” 
 
    “Dr. Mahajani, you talked about programming the robot workers, the Cybrids, with human personalities,” the Indian PM began. “That sounds a lot like downloading the human soul, in much the same way Kurzweil described in his book, ‘The Singularity is Near’, doesn’t it?” 
 
    “Darian Leigh argued strongly against the existence of anything like a human soul,” replied Greg. “The dendy technology simply allows us to copy the concepta and persona—that is, the knowledge, beliefs, memories, opinions, habits, and personal preferences—our data, if you will, from the dendy-connected brain of a person into the blank semiconductor lattice of a robot. The biological person is still who they were when the process started; their brain patterns will only have been copied into a non-biological brain.” 
 
    “So you can make more than one copy of a person?” 
 
    Greg was not happy with where this line of questioning was leading. “Yes,” he admitted, hesitantly. “Frankly, I don’t see what we’d gain by doing that under these circumstances. Right now, the lattice copying procedure gives us a chance of storing the complete personalities of millions of people whose lives we couldn’t possibly save.  
 
    “Perhaps, in future, we’ll be able to copy those stored personalities back into biological bodies. Perhaps, we’ll figure a way to try out newly designed personalities in some kind of virtual reality before they become embodied.  
 
    “I can’t predict where this might take us. We have other more pressing issues right now. We need to save and encourage as much diversity of personalities out there as possible, in much the same way as we encourage biological diversity. It makes a species hardier, stronger, and more resistant to environmental shocks and surprises.” 
 
    PM Sidhu was not finished. “Even so, isn’t this opening the way for a tough new species of machine intelligence, these Cybrids as you call them, to compete with humanity? I mean, if we create these machines and give them free reign in space while our home planet disintegrates, why would they bother helping us? Are we working toward a solution that will ultimately destroy us, given the chance?” 
 
    The question was one Greg had not allowed himself to dwell on. He scrambled to formulate an answer, one he hoped that he, himself, would find convincing.  
 
    “The Cybrids would be imbued with human personas. They will think of themselves as human on the inside. Why would they turn against their own people?” 
 
    “Because that’s what I would do,” a voice called out, “and what everyone around this table would do, given the chance to start over in a new environment with a new race of beings stronger and smarter than humans.” 
 
    The words flew out of Greg’s mouth without thought of the possible consequences, “Well, I hope very few people who think that way are chosen for Cybrid embodiment.” 
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    Kathy gave Greg a severe look and sent—Are you trying to make sure we get no support at all for this program? 
 
    Sorry—Greg replied. I didn’t think that one through. Out of the corner of his eye he caught Reverend LaMontagne smirking again, and this time, less guardedly. 
 
    Clearly, many of the G26 leaders and their advisors had not been pleased with his answers. The room was alive with open muttering, emphatic shaking of heads, flying hands and, everywhere, faces carved with deep furrows and sour scowls. This was not an encouraging sign.  
 
    Surprisingly, Greg noted, the Reverend wasn’t among the overtly distressed. He had contained his smirk and now leaned forward in his seat, with an eager and thoughtful expression on his face, absent-mindedly stroking his chin. 
 
    I would have thought a “Man of God” would be voicing the most and the loudest objections here—Greg speculated quietly to himself. Very interesting. 
 
    Numerous voices shouted unintelligible, overlapping questions.  
 
    PM Hudson held up her hands, trying to calm them all down. “We’re sure you all have a lot of questions. Remember, the purpose of this demonstration by Drs. Liang and Mahajani is to convince you we do have the scientific know-how to build this colony. What we need now is the political will to make it happen.” 
 
    “How is it floating there like that?” someone asked, happily changing the topic. “Have you discovered anti-gravity?” 
 
    Relieved to return to the science, Kathy answered patiently, “Not really anti-gravity per se. We can weaken the Higgs field interaction between the Cybrid’s matter and the Earth’s gravitational field. That makes it so the robot seems to have less mass, so little it can be easily kept afloat using gentle internal fans.” 
 
    While the leaders and advisers paused to process and ponder the implications of that, the measured voice of China’s President Chu emerged. “Let us accept that you can develop autonomous construction robots that are capable of developing an asteroid colony. How are we to transport these robots to Vesta in any reasonable amount of time?” 
 
    Greg had been prepared for that question and was glad to have the meeting back on track. “Good question. The asteroid belt is farther away from Earth than Mars. The fastest transit time to Mars, that is, when it is closest to Earth and using the best available rockets, is about four months. Going to Vesta, which is on average nearly three-hundred million kilometers farther from Earth, would take those conventional rockets at least two years. Clearly, on our tight schedule, this would make for considerable constraints. If you will indulge us a moment, we’ve set up a little demonstration here to show you how we can shorten the travel time using RAF technology.”  
 
    As Greg spoke, Kathy reached under the table in front of her and pulled out four things: a potato, a spring-loaded potato gun, an inch-thick block of wood, and another block of steel. She handed the potato and the spring-loaded gun to Greg. She walked to one end of the conference room and she set the blocks into the two sturdy clamps they’d positioned there earlier.  
 
    Greg held up the potato gun. “No worries, fellas,” Greg said to the nearest security officer. “It’s just a toy. Many of you will recognize this as a potato gun. We stick the barrel end into this potato and pull out a small plug.  
 
    “There isn’t much to these old-fashioned ones. When I pull the trigger, it causes a small build-up of air pressure behind the plug and propels it outward.” He shot a plug at the wall.  
 
    “You’ll notice the plug doesn’t have a lot of velocity and, because it’s only a small piece of potato, it doesn’t have much momentum.” 
 
    He paused to survey the bemused faces around the room. “Now, what if I said I could split that board at the other end of the room with this potato gun? I imagine you’d think, a piece of potato shot out of this thing couldn’t even reach that board, let alone break it.” Someone at the table laughed, but most just stared stone-faced, wondering where Greg was going with this.  
 
    As he spoke, Kathy moved back to the relative safety of Greg’s end of the room. She sat down at her open laptop beside him and pressed a few keys. A cylindrical beam of translucent violet light, about five centimeters in diameter sprang into existence between Greg and the wooden board at the other end of the table. Around the room, an intrigued audience collectively gasped and leaned forward.  
 
    Greg reloaded the gun and placed the tip of the barrel an inch inside the beam of light, and aimed precisely along its length.  
 
    “This cylindrical Reality Assertion Field between the barrel of the gun and the target is a complex field. Ninety-nine percent of it, up to right before it touches the plank, reduces the apparent mass of the potato plug so that it is more highly accelerated by the compressed air behind it. No doubt most of you will recall from your school years that acceleration is equal to force divided by mass (‘a’ equals ‘f’ over ‘m’).” Blank faces looked back at him. 
 
    Greg laughed. “Or maybe not. How about this? If we throw a small rock with the exact same effort as a big one, the small rock will fly farther.” People nodded understanding.  
 
    “So while this piece of potato is being pushed by the compressed air in the gun, it will be almost without perceptible mass. The force of the air will be able to move it at a much higher than normal velocity. In fact, by the time it leaves the barrel of the gun, it will be traveling as fast as a bullet.” 
 
    The guards in the room leaned forward at the mention of a bullet, and Greg hastened to explain, “Don’t worry. It’s only a little piece of potato, and it’ll only travel that fast within the purple part of the light beam.” The guards relaxed a little but remained alert.  
 
    “If you look at the far end of this light beam, you’ll see the color changes to yellow. Just before the potato plug exits the beam, another RAF field will increase its apparent mass by a factor of thousands, to fifty grams. However, it won’t have enough travel time in that part of the beam to lose any of its acquired velocity. And, just for good measure, we’ll increase its physical hardness just before impact.  
 
    “Now, for those of you who do remember high-school physics, you might be thinking that the friction of the air on the super-light potato plug in the purple beam would slow it down before it ever reached the yellow beam at the other end. Normally, that would be true. However, in this case, the reduction in the Higgs field interaction that removes the mass of the potato also proportionally reduces the air friction. The potato plug will act as if it’s in a vacuum. Let’s see what the result is.” 
 
    He took aim and pulled the trigger. The wooden board split apart with a loud “crack!” The protective steel plate behind it rang out as it absorbed the impact of the potato plug.  
 
    The audience jumped and then laughed nervously. The German Chancellor reached over and picked up the piece of potato from where it landed after bouncing off the metal plate. She held it up and squished it between her thumb and forefinger, for all to see. 
 
    Greg explained, “The basis for rockets is action and reaction. When propellant is expelled from one end at high velocity, it exerts a force on the rest of the rocket in the other direction. The RAF generator allows us to alter the relative masses of the propellant and ship. Increasing the acceleration of the propellant makes the rocket move faster. It’s a bit more complicated than that, but you get the idea.  
 
    “We calculate that a properly outfitted ship could travel from Earth to Vesta in five to seven hours.” Several individuals gasped, and lively chatter threatened to take over.  
 
    “So, how much is all this gonna cost us?” Representative for the New Confederacy, Secretary of State, Virgil Hartland’s Texas heavy drawl cut through and refocused the diffused attention.  
 
    Faces turned his way as he continued, “I mean, the technological wizardry y’all have shown us today is remarkable. But at some point, we have to win the support of our voters. And the world economies haven’t exactly been hummin’ along the past thirty years. Most of us here are not in any position to go to our voters and ask them to pony up for another ‘make work’ program. We tried sippin’ from that well a few times too many this century.” 
 
    Greg was dismayed by the number of heads nodding in agreement. He wondered if they’d been listening at all. Didn’t they realize they were discussing the end of the world? There is no ‘Plan B’ here, folks!  
 
    His first impulse was to walk around the table and slap each one of them upside the head. He resisted. Barely. Instead, he tried to make his point in a different way.  
 
    “Your electorate will all be dead if we don’t do this,” he said. 
 
    “Well, hell,” Hartland replied, “They’re pretty much all gonna be dead anyway, no matter what we do, aren’t they?” 
 
    Greg was stunned. He accepted the inevitable massive loss of life the planet was facing. He and Kathy hadn’t held out much hope of saving more than a token sampling of humanity, just enough for it to survive. Maybe I was naïve to hope preserving the human species would be motivation enough. He looked to PM Hudson in silent desperation. 
 
    The support he sought arrived from a completely unexpected source: Reverend Alan LaMontagne.  
 
    “Now Virgil,” he began, his deep baritone automatically commanding attention. “Do you truly believe that God would abandon His people in this hour? Can’t you see that He has brought these two gifted, young scientists and their miracles to show us the way forward? 
 
    “Our Lord means to give us Dominion over His universe. Our Promised Land is not confined to this planet. Who are we to question God’s Plan and Methods?”  
 
    As he spoke, the Reverend’s voice grew in fervor and power. “When the Great Flood came, Moses and his family built their sacred Ark. They knew that everyone and everything not on that Ark would be destroyed in the Great Deluge, but did they question the Lord’s Promise? No! Though they were charged with the responsibility of rebuilding all of humanity and all of the animals on the entire planet from the few they were able to save, did they ever lose Faith in their God? No!” 
 
    Despite many of the leaders not being Christian, and none belonging to any of the more evangelical sects, Greg could see they were nonetheless captivated by LaMontagne’s inspired message. He made to jump in and take advantage of the swing in sentiment, but the Reverend was not finished his impromptu sermon.  
 
    “Clearly, the Lord has decided to end our time on this planet. Earth is full of sin and humanity is due for one final cleansing. We are being given a Holy Mission to save what we can and take His Word into the greater unknown. The Lord has spoken through these two young people and delivered to us a new message. We are ready. We can save our people. We can choose the purest, the most qualified, the best of humanity, and we can start again. The message is ours to heed, and heed it we must. Heed it, we will.”  
 
    As LaMontagne’s entreaty came to an end, his eyes blazed with Yeshua’s Glory for all to see. Secretary Hartland, feeling publicly admonished, lowered his gaze and fiddled with his pen.  
 
    Sporadic scattered applause threatened to break out but was abruptly squelched under the withering glare of those who thought the Reverend had spoken beyond his position. LaMontagne may have led a Church, but he did not lead a country, and certainly not their country. 
 
    No one, however, could deny that his words and fervor were a compelling force.  
 
    Greg and Kathy glanced at each other, sharing their surprise at the change in attitude around the table. All they needed were a few words to move the conversation toward quick agreement to their plan. 
 
    Sensing a pivotal moment, President Chu stepped in. “Your passionate words have moved us, Reverend. Nevertheless, we must live in the practical world, especially those of us who govern countries which do not find the ‘Word of God’ quite so compelling.”  
 
    LaMontagne’s face grew red.  
 
    Chu picked up the thick printed package in front of him and addressed Ms. Hudson, “Madam Prime Minister, your scientists have provided most compelling evidence of the threat we face with this Eater anomaly. Their plan to save humanity is bold and faces many technological challenges. With their guidance, our best scientists and engineers will be able to overcome these challenges. I am convinced of that.” He surveyed the room, seeing signs of agreement around the table.  
 
    “Yet, these challenges pale in comparison to the economic and political obstacles in our way. Humanity is tired. We have struggled for decades with turmoil, with practically zero economic growth, with insurmountable sovereign debts, and with political maneuvering designed to keep wealth and power in the hands of those who have abused it for centuries.”  
 
    He glanced at the European and North American delegates. He placed his hands on the edge of the table, looked down, and sighed gloomily while the other leaders contemplated his words.  
 
    He shifted his gaze squarely to LaMontagne. “Perhaps humanity’s time on Earth is over. Perhaps this is our final challenge, a test to determine whether or not our species is worthy of the stars. I do not know that. I do know this test could not have come at a worse time.”  
 
    He turned his gaze to PM Hudson. “Perhaps, Madam Prime Minister, your geniuses could tell us how to maintain our economies, and how we provide for our people while we construct the rocket ships to transport these construction robots.  
 
    “If the whole world is working on this project, who do we borrow from to finance all of this? How do we avoid destroying our industries, even our currencies, while we adjust so quickly away from our current concentration on consumptive stimulation and toward a completely new basis for economic expansion? How do we tell the billions to sacrifice themselves, their labor, their futures so that we can save a few precious millions?” 
 
    Too late, Greg realized their error. He and Kathy had been focused on the technological challenges inherent in building and colonizing a safe haven for humanity among the asteroids. They’d been thinking that as soon as everyone saw it was necessary and possible to save even a part of humanity, they’d eagerly support their endeavors.  
 
    Here, they were speaking to political animals, leaders who not only felt the burden of responsibility for their people but the severe challenge of trying to herd those people in a single united direction.  
 
    Since the start of the twenty-first century, people had been evenly split on almost any social or economic issue one cared to name. In the absence of an ability to prove one point of view or plan was better than another, politicians had been blown here and there by the weekly opinion polls.  
 
    People yelled, people cajoled, people ranted all over the internet. No one listened to anyone else. Sane, rational conversation died out, while freedom of speech and democratization of opinion blossomed.  
 
    Perhaps Kierkegaard had forecast this end many years ago when he’d complained that, “People demand Freedom of Speech as compensation for the Freedom of Thought, which they seldom use.” 
 
    Without any filter of professional journalism to distinguish between lies and truth, between expertise and bluster, between opinion and evidence, politicians found it easier to “say any damned thing” to move the wind of public opinion in their favor during elections. They could worry about policy and leadership later.  
 
    It was no surprise that winning became more important than leading when everyone viewed politics as a team sport. 
 
    Greg could see this meeting was not going to go well from this point on. He made one last desperate attempt to salvage something.  
 
    “We apologize, President Chu, for not devoting adequate planning on these issues. As scientists and engineers, our natural inclination was to focus on the technological over the sociopolitical or economic.”  
 
    Chu bowed in his chair at Greg’s gracious recognition of their gaff.  
 
    Greg continued, “However, if you and the other leaders will permit us, we will devote every effort to devising a complete plan by tomorrow morning. If your schedules permit, could we ask for one more day of your time to present the second part of our proposal?” 
 
    A murmur rose around the room. Greg could only pick out a few words: “Impossible… Ridiculous… Waste of time… Foolishness,” and the like. 
 
    President Chu stood and the room hushed. “You have impressed us with your technical capabilities. We hope your abilities in the economic and political arenas will prove equally impressive. What you have outlined, so far, is sufficient to convince us of the importance of this issue in addition to its technological feasibility. Yes, China will allow one more day for you to present us with a more thorough plan.  
 
    “In the meantime, you have already given us much to contemplate with the assistance of our advisors. I believe we have accomplished all we can in this meeting.” He bowed and made his way to the exit, his entourage scrambling to follow his hasty departure. 
 
    PM Hudson quickly stepped in to close the meeting in a controlled fashion.  
 
    “I hope you will join us here tomorrow morning at 10:00 for a discussion of the second part of the proposal from Drs. Mahajani and Liang. For now, I urge you to refer to the material before you, in consultation with your scientific advisers, for the answers to any of your technical questions. This meeting is adjourned until tomorrow morning.”  
 
    She flashed Greg and Kathy a single glare, pivoted on her heels, and strode from the room. 
 
    Crap!—Kathy sent to Greg. That didn’t go as planned. 
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    “You two look like hell.”  
 
    Greg peered up from his second bite of pain au chocolat to see the grinning face of Reverend LaMontagne. “Thanks. I feel even worse,” he replied. It was the morning of the second day of the international G26 meeting. 
 
    “We’ve been up all night working on the economic and political plan,” Kathy explained.  
 
    “Mm.” The Reverend nodded in sympathy. “Convincing the world’s leaders your Vesta Project is feasible in the human sense, as well as in a technological sense, is not going to be easy.” 
 
    To anyone watching them last night, Greg and Kathy would have appeared to have been sleeping peacefully. The reality was quite the opposite. While their biological systems rested, their lattice brains worked feverishly. 
 
    “That’s why we spent the night accessing the internet for books on political, psychological, economic, and sociological theory,” Greg replied. “We were trying to find some basis on which to build a good predictive model.” 
 
    “Yeah, but the social sciences aren’t like the physical sciences,” said Kathy. “They’re not even like engineering. There are too many poorly understood variables and complex relationships, even for us.” 
 
    “Well, I don’t pretend to understand these things.” LaMontagne smiled and held his empty hands open before them. “After all, I’m just a simple man of God.” 
 
    Greg pinged her—Don’t be too friendly. Let’s not forget his unexplained lattice. Much as we could use support inside the meeting, I don’t think we should mention our other problem.  
 
    Darian’s memories—Kathy replied and her lips tightened. Last night wouldn’t have been so exhausting if it weren’t for those little conceptual bits of our mentor lying in wait all over the internet.  
 
    His interests in the humanities preceded their own. Wherever they searched, they activated associations and segments of his conceptual network that rushed at them in an attempt to rebuild or reintegrate his shattered personality within their lattices. Everything they referenced needed to be scoured for residues of Darian and filtered to protect their own personas from being overwhelmed.  
 
    Their mentor had built an enormous number of cross-references in the world’s greatest social sciences libraries. Flashes of topics related to the Great Schism, the revolution that resulted in the modern configuration of nations in North America and Europe, kept leaping to the forefront.  
 
    The references were enormously distracting. They threatened to pull Greg and Kathy down unintended side avenues of thought, where they’d get lost for many minutes at a time.  
 
    After a few such episodes, they set internal timers to check in on each other every ten minutes. Despite their precautions, around two in the morning both of them had simultaneously been drawn into a lengthy diversion on the roles of religious beliefs in creating new nations. It took them a precious hour to fight their way back onto the essential topics of the night.  
 
    All in all, something that should have required no more than an hour took them nine. At last, they arrived at a proposal they were confident could work. Equally important, they felt the proposal was defensible and had huge lists of references to back up their arguments.  
 
    By the time their alarm woke them the next morning, they were exhausted and starving. The energy required to fuel their lattice calculations throughout the long night had taken its toll on their bodies. They showered, dressed, and went down to eat before the meeting. Only an hour after breakfast, they were already hungry again. 
 
    LaMontagne noted Kathy’s grimace and misinterpreted the source. “Ah, yes, that. You are no doubt wondering why I am also in possession of the same kind of dendy lattice that is responsible for your greatly enhanced intelligence.” 
 
    “And why you didn’t offer to help us,” Kathy added. 
 
    The Reverend chuckled. “Well, I thought you would appreciate working on this project on your own. In any case, I did lend some small assistance yesterday, no?” 
 
    Both scientists were chastised. Greg said, “Yes. Thank you for your intervention yesterday, Reverend. It wasn’t an approach we would have employed, but it helped.” 
 
    “You’re welcome. If you align with Dr. Leigh’s thinking, I don’t imagine you have much room for the Creator in your philosophies. I was happy to help as much as I could in this regard. Unlike many here, I think I can say that I do understand much of the science, and I agree that humanity requires an escape plan.” 
 
    “Yes, about that,” said Kathy. 
 
    “You’re curious as to how I came to be in possession of the advanced lattice virus.” 
 
    “That, and why you would incorporate it. It doesn’t seem consistent with your belief system.” 
 
    “As to how, well, I met your colleague Dr. Rusalov at the conference when Dr. Leigh was so tragically wounded.” 
 
    “We remember your line of questioning.” 
 
    “Yes, I’m sure you do, and probably not with any great affection.”  
 
    Greg and Kathy held their tongues, though they exchanged a glance.  
 
    LaMontagne laughed aloud, causing a few startled faces in the crowded foyer outside the conference room to look their way.  
 
    The Reverend continued, “Dr. Rusalov was troubled by what I had to say and by Dr. Leigh’s cavalier responses. Some days later, an envelope appeared at my office in Austin.” LaMontagne’s face showed no signs that he was lying. “It contained a rather small capsule and a letter.” 
 
    “Wait,” Greg interrupted. “Have you given the letter to the police? Are you saying you know where Larry is?” 
 
    “I have spoken to the police but, sadly, no,” replied the Reverend. “I never heard from him again. The letter he sent me explained that the pill contained a dendy virus designed by Darian Leigh to build a lattice like his own, like your own. It described how such a lattice would give the recipient’s brain direct access to the entire internet, perfect memory, and enhanced intelligence.  
 
    “Dr. Rusalov thought that such cheating, I believe he called it, was contrary to the wishes of our Lord. As a man of God, he pleaded with me to pray to our Heavenly Father and seek His guidance.” 
 
    His voice grew more serious. “At first, my only thought was to destroy the damned thing, but I didn’t want to presume to know God’s Will. I spent many days praying on this, seeking His Divine Guidance on the matter.  
 
    “The Church of Yeshua’s True Guard is not so blind to science and technology as many of our Evangelical relatives. After all, did not the Lord tell us to have dominion over the Earth? Don’t get me wrong, we do believe the Bible is God’s Living Word. The Scripture is perfect in every way; it is our interpretation of God’s Word that is at fault. 
 
    “So I prayed for new understanding in the light of this thing before me. Why would God lead man, or allow him to be led, to develop such a capability? Could this be Satan’s work, the ultimate enhancement to make ourselves more like God?  
 
    “Genesis tells us, ‘So God created man in His own image, in the image of God created He him.’ How, then, could anything that altered that image be other than a sin against the Lord? 
 
    “Then I found my answer, right there in 1 Corinthians 3:16, where it asks, ‘Know ye not that ye are the temple of God, and that the Spirit of God dwelleth in you?’  
 
    “I realized I’d been looking at it all wrong. Our Original Sin, when Satan tricked Eve into eating of the fruit, separated us from God. We were made in the image of God and the Spirit of God dwells within us. We no longer hear that Spirit because Satan has tricked us into ignoring that which we carry inside.  
 
    “This came as a Divine revelation. I swear I heard the Lord himself say to me, ‘My son, take this gift I have brought to you, and let My light be revealed within you.’  
 
    “As you can imagine, I was terrified to hear His almighty voice and fearful of what effects an IQ-enhancing lattice might have on my soul. But my Faith demanded that I obey, so I took the pill and washed it down my throat. 
 
    “You understand the process one’s brain goes through as the lattice grows within you better than anyone, aside from the missing Dr. Leigh, of course. Those first few months were incredible. New talents and capabilities awoke within me every day. Clearly, the Lord saw fit to wrest this gift out of the hands of Humanist scientists and into the hands of one of His own.” He almost spat “Humanist scientists.”  “My Faith and the Church is so much stronger for His gift. I am humbled before Him.” 
 
    “How much of the science do you understand?” asked Greg. 
 
    “I’m sure my lack of background hampers me somewhat. I’ve made every effort to catch up as best I can. I’ve read Dr. Leigh’s papers and the required background math and physics, and I can understand their basic correctness. I don’t claim to follow all of the nuances. Without a functioning RAF generator like the one you demonstrated yesterday, there are a number of unanswered questions. Still, I think I get it well enough for the purposes of this discussion.” He waved his hands, indicating the waiting conference room. 
 
    “I am drawn more to the practical human applications, as you may have surmised from my calling. It is in this area, I believe I can be of most help to your Project Vesta.  
 
    “I was serious in saying that our Lord Yeshua has a plan for humanity and it does not end with the destruction of our planet. Sometimes we humans become too comfortable, too complacent in our sinful lives, and Yeshua needs to shake us up a bit. Cull the herd, so to speak.  
 
    “Our Lord has cleansed His people before. Clearly, He sees we are in need of another cleansing. This time, we will not be permitted to remain near the Paradise He gave us on Earth. We are to move onward, to seek His Word in outer space, and to move closer to Him in His Heaven.” 
 
    Wow. How is it possible to have this level of intelligence and still believe that kind of gibberish?—Kathy sent in a quick spurt to Greg. 
 
    Apparently, strong enough Faith is not easily altered by evidence or reason—Greg replied. Knowing all the data and understanding the science isn’t enough. As scientists, we follow what nature is telling us, no matter if we like it or not. Faith requires you to rationalize why the evidence must be wrong when it contradicts what you already believe. In the True Believer, having a higher intelligence simply facilitates that rationalization. 
 
    “Reverend,” Greg said aloud, “even though we might not agree with your interpretation of events, we agree that doing nothing means the end of humanity. We will be grateful for any help you can provide.” 
 
    A bell chimed, calling the leaders and advisors back into the conference room. “I believe, that’s your cue,” said the Reverend. 
 
    Greg straightened up and took a deep breath.  
 
    “Ready as we’ll ever be,” Kathy said, and braced herself for what was sure to be a challenging meeting. 
 
    Greg shook the Reverend’s hand. “Pray for us to succeed,” he requested, as much to his own surprise as Kathy’s. 
 
    The Reverend smiled benignly. “I will. I think Yeshua is smiling upon you today. His light will guarantee your success. Our success. Shall we?” He extended his hand in invitation for them to lead the way inside. 
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    PM Hudson called the next session of the G26 meeting to order and turned the floor over to Greg and Kathy.  
 
    “Thank you, Prime Minister Hudson,” Kathy acknowledged with a gracious nod.  
 
    “Ladies and gentlemen, if everyone could please turn to the proposal before you, I’ll begin walking you through.  
 
    “As you can see, we have developed a relatively accurate predictive model of the economic and sociopolitical ramifications of the Vesta Project, given the short timeline and the rather poor state of relevant socioeconomic theory.” This elicited a few chuckles around the room.  
 
    “You will, no doubt, wish to submit the details of this proposal to your own experts for analysis. Let me boil it down to what’s important to you. I’m sure you’re all wondering, ‘How can we possibly maintain twenty years of extreme effort in the face of our opposition parties and uncontrollable political opinion? How do we get re-elected?’ Perhaps your economic advisors in attendance today are asking themselves, as President Chu did yesterday, ‘How can the global economy manage such an effort?’  
 
    “Let us address the latter, first. We all know that modern money, whether fiat money or credit money, has no real value beyond the opinion that people hold about it. If a currency loses the confidence of people who use it, it loses value. So, while there really is no physical barrier to simply creating more money, there is a psychological one.  
 
    “You will recall that, in 2008, central banks rushed to save the global financial system and they did so again less than a decade later. They implemented concerted quantitative easing by flooding the banks with new currency. Essentially, they saved the value of all of their currencies by all devaluing at the same time.  
 
    “Speculators who bet against any single currency or against any single economy learned a harsh lesson. When it comes to preserving the value of fiat money, no one is big enough to take on all the central banks. The central banks are the only ones with a license to print, and they can print as much as they deem necessary.  
 
    “With that in mind, the first part of our proposal is to coordinate our actions so as not to give a new trade advantage to any one country over others. This may mean central bankers lose some of their autonomy and are brought under the umbrella of political will. 
 
    “As for getting re-elected, that is a non-issue. The Vesta Project will outlive almost all of your political careers. In all honesty, we are not as concerned about your personal futures as we are about the continued support of your nations to the Project, and about surviving this crisis. There is no personal, familial, or political party advantage that will survive the destruction of the planet. As of today, they are all irrelevant. Survival of humanity is our only priority.”  
 
    She and Greg had worried about being so straightforward but agreed that boldness would play better than humility at this point. Looking around the table, she felt they had judged correctly. The politicians bristled at her dismissal of their personal interests, but quickly realized the larger truth of her vision and settled back, listening attentively. 
 
    “The only way to ensure continued support through a long period that will likely see many political changes is to make sure everyone benefits.  
 
    “We will work extensively, in an internationally coordinated manner, to manage public opinion in favor of the Project. As far as possible, the proposal before you distributes the economic and employment benefits across countries according to your relative populations.  
 
    “Unlike past programs, no one will receive disproportionate advantages. As far as possible, rich nations will not benefit more than poor ones.” A number of the representatives looked at the North American and European leaders who, for the most part, kept their gazes stoically fixed on Kathy or on the table in front of them. 
 
    “Part of managing public opinion will be emphasizing the economic growth benefits of this project. The asteroid belt, the rings of Saturn, the moons of Jupiter, and the Kuiper belt at the edge of the solar system are rich in resources, metals, minerals, water, oil, and other organic compounds. In a world where resources are increasingly more difficult to find and more expensive to extract, the easy mining of resources in space will pay back the investment we make in developing the required technologies.  
 
    “We will increase the economic benefit of the Project by making those same technologies available on Earth immediately. This will lead to the development of practically limitless, clean, cheap energy, and many other spinoff benefits. Were it not for the fact that the Earth is about to be destroyed, these technologies alone would usher in a new Golden Age. We’ll sell it as that.  
 
    “Finally, we’ll sell the new frontier. For the first time in history, humanity as a whole will have the opportunity to expand into space. In addition to new resources, it will open up new territory. We’ll have room to grow again.  
 
    “Throughout history, a major key to economic development has been the ability to open new frontiers or rebuild zones that were destroyed in wars and disasters. Construction leads to demand, which leads to employment, income and consumption.”  
 
    As he listened, Greg couldn’t help but think it was all a cruel joke, maybe the cruelest ever. Only a select few would ever know the true goal of Project Vesta. The larger part of humanity must never know about Earth’s impending doom. People have to believe the project is to everyone’s benefit rather than the benefit of the species. As a whole, people are not all that altruistic.  
 
    “To build interest, excitement, and personal investment in the project,” Kathy was saying, “we will establish a colonists’ lottery for anyone who is interested in moving to a new frontier. We will reserve seventy percent of the available spaces for people we select for expertise in a cross section of fields like science, technology, business, humanities, arts, and leadership. That will be done by a committee appointed through this working group. Everyone else will be selected by lottery. 
 
    “That is the essence of the proposal. I’m sure you have many questions, concerns, and objections, and we are prepared to consider your more experienced advice.” With that, she concluded her presentation and stood in anticipation of the onslaught she expected to follow.  
 
    “Trust,” President Chu said, shaking his head. His voice was quiet and sounded bitter. “How do we trust that there will be no disproportionate advantage? That countries will not seek to benefit by currency devaluations or military power? The world has not been a trusting place since…well…ever, really. Particularly over the past hundred years since technology made the development of global empires possible. How are we to trust each other to cooperate and be at peace for a twenty-year stretch?”  
 
    “We turn to the tools we’ve always used to build trust in each other: treaties and openness,” answered Kathy. “Through meetings such as this one today, we can develop treaties of cooperation. Under the pressure of the Eater’s threat to humanity, and with the assistance of our lattice enhancements, we will need to develop those treaties rapidly.  
 
    “If you will open your internal computer servers to Greg and me, with your permission, we can use our lattices in confidence to guarantee openness among treaty signatories.” 
 
    As expected, a din of protest rose up.  
 
    Incensed, Prince Bashir of Saudi Arabia shouted, “We cannot permit state secrets to be divulged to other interests. That is preposterous and offensive to Allah.” Others were shouting similar exhortations. 
 
    They were outside their expertise, losing ground, and it was terrifying; they could lose everything they’d gained right here. 
 
    Before Kathy could respond, the room went suddenly and eerily quiet. All around her, eyes closed and heads leaned back.  
 
    What’s happening?—she sent to Greg.  
 
    I have no idea—he replied, just as confused. 
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    Well, ain’t that just a kick in the teeth?—thought Secretary of State, Virgil Hartland. Fascinating, and terrifying. Mostly, terrifying.  
 
    When he’d accepted the invitation to attend this special meeting of the G26, he didn’t know it would be his ticket to survival. Learning that the world would face certain destruction in his lifetime had come as a shock. He was thankful to be counted among the select group chosen to be evacuated. The powerful always looked after their own.  
 
    He’d have to work hard if he was going to maintain a high ranking in the political arena long-term and ensure safe harbor for himself and his family. Evacuation would begin in twelve years. He might have to wait a little longer since, in order to maintain secrecy and order, a number of high-profile individuals including politicians would be among the last shipped out. Contrary to what one might think, this wasn’t a particularly reassuring thought. No doubt the world would be giving way to utter chaos by then. 
 
    He had to give the pair credit. It was a testament to the couple’s abilities and thoroughness that the many scientists and engineers present appeared to be satisfied with the plan. Those high-tech types never agreed on anything.  
 
    The colonization program outlined by the two scientists sounded reasonable enough to someone, like him, with only degrees in economics and law. The demonstrations showing the threat of the Eater, the floating Cybrid, and the potato bullet were all impressive. He appreciated such demos as theater of the best kind, and they’d been effective.  
 
    Unfortunately, their follow up and call to action fell short. In his humble opinion, it was all going to fall tragically short if someone with strong leadership didn’t step forward quickly.  
 
    The couple had done alright until they started pointing to extensive references and academic-style political and economic models. In a nutshell, their well-formulated proposal sounded incredibly naïve.  
 
    For starters, like so many utopian thinkers of the past, the success of their plan depended on people behaving themselves.  
 
    Heck, what could possibly go wrong there?—he chuckled. 
 
    He didn’t fault the pair, though. Their expertise was as scientists, theory-burdened academics, career intellectuals. They were young and inexperienced in the political and social arena. They lacked the “real world” lived experience that he, Virgil Hartland, brought to the game. He had his own fair share of shortcomings, but he was not naïve. They needed someone with his skills if they were going to pull this off.  
 
    President Chu’s comments had gotten him thinking. They’ll have to build trust to get cooperation. How are they going to create trust among people who’ve spent a lifetime seeking advantage for themselves and their constituencies?  
 
    If there was one thing politics had taught him, it was this: No matter what people claimed, they seldom behaved for the greater good. They had to be cajoled, bribed, threatened, or tricked into doing the right thing. People were, for the most part, unable to extrapolate the effects of political decisions on their futures. They can’t tell right from wrong and good from bad on a larger stage. They latched onto a particular socioeconomic political ideology early in their lives—conservative, liberal, libertarian, socialist—and stuck to it, even when it was contrary to their own best interests or the long-term best interests of their society.  
 
    That’s why we politicians can, and will, say anything to appeal to our voters. We get away with it, too. Time and time again, nobody holds us accountable. Winning votes and power, that’s all that counts. And when we can’t win, we can at least make the other guy lose.  
 
    It’s a nasty game but someone has to play—Hartland smiled wryly. He not only played the game, he loved it, and he was good at it.  
 
    Not so good that I can get everyone back home onboard, though.  
 
    The scientists had sold him on the necessity and urgency; he just couldn’t see a way to move it forward. The proposals were logically sound, well-researched, and intellectually convincing. The problem was that he, and every other politician sitting around that table, knew it would be impossible to sell within their own parties, let alone to a determined opposition. Especially if we can’t tell folks the whole story. 
 
    Hartland returned his attention to the discussion. Prince Bashir was, quite rightly, pointing out the impossibility of divulging state secrets to outside interests, calling the idea “preposterous, and offensive to Allah.” 
 
    Reluctantly, Hartland raised his hand in support of the Prince’s protest. Not the Allah part—who knew what Allah thought—but against the sharing of state secrets. There wasn’t a President, Prime Minister, or General on Earth who would agree to that.  
 
    Halfway up, Hartland’s arm froze and dropped back to his side. His eyes closed, and his head lolled back against the lattice induction plates in his headrest. His lattice switched into deep inSense mode, removing all voluntary connections with his body. He couldn’t move.  
 
    A spotlight grew in his inSense visual field, and a robed man wearing an old fashioned ‘Anonymous’ mask appeared.  
 
    I haven’t seen one of those for a long time—Hartland thought—Not happy to see it now, either. That mask always came with a pile of trouble.  
 
    “My name is Alum,” said the robed figure. “I have listened in on your meeting, and have taken control of your inSense lattices to bring you this message. You will comply with the proposals made by Drs. Liang and Mahajani. It is the only hope for humanity’s survival.” 
 
    “You will comply”? Wow, who does this guy think he is?—Internally, Virgil bristled against the man’s tone. Externally, his body remained disconnected and appeared to be at peace.  
 
    “Commandeering your lattices for this broadcast is but one small example of my reach and capabilities. My actions are inspired by the Lord God, Yahweh, Allah, or Yeshua, whatever you wish to call He Who is Beyond Naming.  
 
    “Unlike Reverend LaMontagne, I am no longer content to use only words to convince you of God’s Truth.  
 
    “As in the days of the Old Testament, God’s wrath has been unleashed. His power reaches you through me, through my actions. The time of cleansing is at hand, when those who love God and devote their lives to His Glory will become the final Chosen People.  
 
    “Now, there are those among you who think your secrets safe from public scrutiny. Let me assure you that to think so is folly. The crimes you have perpetrated to access the halls of power can be brought easily into the public eye. Some are only minor infractions, but appallingly few of you have led honorable private lives. For those who’ve strayed from the path of righteousness, I will now permit you to view the evidence which condemns you.” 
 
    Hartland would have shifted uncomfortably in his seat, had he been able to move. Instead, he watched helplessly as the anonymous figure in his lattice was replaced by images from his own past, clearly and unmistakably him with a series of young ladies, and other indiscretions during his climb up the ladder. This was followed by images of women he’d “known” lying exposed and vulnerable on abortion clinic tables, a series of bank statements showing numerous payoffs for silence, and more.  
 
    The final image was the contorted body of a woman following a suicidal leap from a tall building. The video wound backward from that image and he saw himself on a balcony, pushing the woman to her death.  
 
    The woman had refused the generous payoff for an abortion. He wasn’t going to let her taint his next election; he’d had to remove the threat, remove her.  
 
    It was all true. But how could anyone have recorded this, and not come forward until now?  
 
    His mind raced. Were others here seeing his crimes, or were they seeing their own malfeasances? If anyone finds out about this, it’ll be the end of my career.  
 
    And then came an even more sobering thought: If I lose my standing, I could lose my seat in the evacuation! 
 
    Alum returned. “The spate of deaths striking the corrupt heart of the global financial system over the past few months has been just one example of Yeshua’s wrath.  
 
    “The Almighty has granted me the means to bypass your best security and reach you with impunity. His Will is inescapable.  
 
    “The most peaceful path forward for you, the path chosen by God, is to follow the proposal assembled by Drs. Liang and Mahajani.  
 
    “I am the Sword of Yeshua and will enforce His Will if required. Should you choose a different path, you will die, and your immediate family will die with you.  
 
    “Should your successors continue on a path of opposition, they will also die, and so on until more cooperative leaders emerge. You cannot escape God’s righteous judgment, and His plan will go forward with you or without you.  
 
    “I will leave you with one final demonstration of my reach, lest you still believe yourselves safe from our Lord’s Will.  
 
    “Ladies and gentlemen, soon I will take one of your own. Even now, he dies. When I release you from this communication, he will not be freed with the rest of you. His misdeeds have been judged sufficiently heinous that he shall be removed from the flock. Let his death serve as an example and a reminder to you: God’s Will has been laid before you; oppose Him and you will, likewise, perish.” 
 
    The lattice image faded to black. Hartland felt sensation returning to his limbs. His heart was pounding.  
 
    He attempted a few deep breaths to regulate his system, but something was wrong. The tightness in his chest increased, and he couldn’t catch his breath. Dizziness followed, a terrible squeezing sensation, and fear. His skin felt seared as if he’d been covered in flaming oil. Intense pain wracked his muscles and joints.   
 
    He struggled to break free, to scream. Panic filled his mind and wiped out all rational thought as his body convulsed. Within a minute, death relieved him from the throes of his torture.  
 
    * * * 
 
    No one noticed the spider, genetically engineered to manufacture and inject a lethal dose of batrachotoxin, as it scrambled away from its victim and climbed the nearby table leg. The creature retreated into a protected dark nook created between the table joints, screws, and wooden supports, and it waited.  
 
    Greg and Kathy watched the world’s leaders and advisors slump back in their chairs, and the guards crumple to the ground.  
 
    They watched everyone around them go limp, while they themselves remained unaffected, completely conscious but cut off from everyone else’s lattice.  
 
    Try to tap directly into someone nearby—Greg sent Kathy. 
 
    They tried frantically to penetrate the cloak that had shut them out, to identify the source of the transmission that had knocked everyone out. They witnessed the damning scenes of the nearest politicians, but couldn’t stop the inSense streaming or get past the full consciousness block.  
 
    From what they could piece together, a man called Alum was in full control. Alum? They knew nothing of him, apart from some ridiculous prophecies in the news some months ago. Maybe not so ridiculous after all. He’d just penetrated one of the most secure meetings ever, paralyzed everyone in the room except them, and was forcibly transmitting inSense presentations.  
 
    Why not us?—Kathy wondered. Did our enhanced dendy virus protect us, or were we intentionally excluded? 
 
    The pair ran to the individuals in the nearest seats and pulled their heads forward away from the lattice induction plates in the headrests. They raced from chair to chair, trying to break the spell that had been cast over the room.  
 
    Their efforts had no effect.  
 
    A gurgling, choking sound came from the far end of the room. Virgil Hartland was in obvious distress. They ran to his side but could only watch helplessly, as the man began to drool and thrash about in his chair.  
 
    What on Earth? Has he been poisoned? What is going on?—Kathy sent. 
 
    Using their lattices, they pushed past the conference security’s firewalls to access the internet, and frantically compared symptoms of known toxins. They found a single match, but neither of them could figure out when and how batrachotoxin might have been administered to the Secretary. There were no poisonous toads in the vicinity and no visible method of transmission.  
 
    As Hartland died, the leaders, representatives, and advisors in the room began to stir.  
 
    The security guards rose from where they had fallen, in time to see Greg and Kathy standing over the dying Secretary Hartland. Struggling to recover from their own paralysis, the guards roughly pushed the two scientists aside and administered aid to the convulsing man.  
 
    Four others gripped the couple’s arms uncertainly as they all looked on.  
 
    Hartland could not be resuscitated. 
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    Greg and Kathy didn’t struggle against the confused guards holding them in place. 
 
    “Oh, let them go,” spat PM Hudson. “They had nothing to do with this.”  
 
    The men holding the scientists hesitated but released their hold.  
 
    Kathy rubbed her arms where the grip had been a little tighter than necessary.  
 
    “No, we had nothing to do with this,” Greg confirmed.  
 
    “Of course not, but what do you think happened?” asked the Prime Minister. 
 
    “Someone hacked the inSense equipment,” Kathy answered. 
 
    Hudson pointed to Hartland. “That wasn’t caused by a hack.” 
 
    “No, it wasn’t,” Kathy replied. 
 
    “We think we might know what caused it,” Greg jumped in. “We just don’t know how.” 
 
    “Would you care to share?” Hudson scowled at him. She was tired of mysterious half-answers. 
 
    “It looks like batrachotoxin,” he replied and, before the PM could raise her eyebrow any further, he added, “It’s a poison found on the backs of certain toads. But we have no idea how it was administered.” 
 
    PM Hudson pulled a cell phone from her pocket and entered a code. She directed additional security agents be sent to cover the entrance.  
 
    “No one leaves this area without a strip search,” she told them. Her eyes flitted to Kathy and Greg, and she waited impatiently for them to answer her unspoken question.  
 
    “Uhh…it would have to be a needle of some sort,” Greg answered. “Not a big one. It would only have to hold a few drops.” 
 
    Hudson nodded at her Security Chief, while speaking into the phone. “Look for a needle and syringe, a small one,” she said. “Once everyone’s been searched, come in here and rip this room apart. I want that needle found.” She waved Greg and Kathy forward. “Start with these two.” 
 
    Guards escorted the pair to adjacent rooms, conducted a thorough search, and released them into the lobby.  
 
    As they sat, waiting for the others to pass through the same demeaning process, they exchanged their thoughts on the assassination. 
 
    Do you think it’s possible his death was induced by his lattice and not by poison?—Kathy sent privately to Greg. 
 
    I don’t see how that could happen, not in a normal inSense lattice—he replied. 
 
    We need to get the coroner to run an MRI as part of the autopsy. That’ll tell us whether Hartland’s lattice had extended into the autonomous nervous system—Kathy suggested.  
 
    Causing an induced heart attack or cytokine storm? Yeah, that might do it—Greg knew they were grasping at straws. I can think of a few ways to make that happen. Ruling ourselves out, and not counting Darian and Larry,  that leaves one prime candidate for the murder. 
 
    The Reverend!—Kathy agreed.  
 
    They reviewed the meeting in the lattice archives.  
 
    He was behind the security shield inside the conference room. He could have transmitted the whole thing—Greg noted. Do you think he has the capability? I mean, technically, using his lattice? 
 
    I didn’t hear a single ping from him, though—Kathy pointed out. 
 
    No, me neither—Greg admitted. Could the lattice induction chairs have been compromised before the meeting? 
 
    It’s theoretically possible, but I’ve never heard of anyone attempting it. Besides, Security would have to be colluding with the person on several levels. 
 
    Mm. Then again, this Alum character doesn’t sound like just anyone. 
 
    No kidding. What was that all about, anyway?—Kathy asked. 
 
    I don’t know why he’d take such an active role now. The last anyone heard from him, he was happy making prophecies.  
 
    Uncannily accurate prophecies—Kathy reminded him. 
 
    Sure. Now we know why. He was probably behind the deaths. 
 
    At least he appears to be on our side. Sort of. 
 
    Well, there is that—Greg allowed. I wouldn’t want to have someone so ruthless against us, in addition to all the passively-resistant political types. 
 
    He’s not making us look too good, is he? Not with that kind of brutality. Kathy frowned in distaste. 
 
    No. At this rate, I wonder how long it’ll take this group to start accusing us. 
 
    Us?—she asked. 
 
    Think about it, Kath. We were the only two unaffected by Alum’s attack. Even the Reverend looked like he was captured by the induction plates. 
 
    We have to convince them we had nothing to do with it, Greg! What if we could prove the chairs were compromised?  
 
    Greg shrugged. Maybe. We need to get some independent experts in here to look for viruses in the chairs’ operating systems.  
 
    Agreed. I’ve already put out the call to the people at Neural Nano. Their team should be here in less than an hour. Kathy rubbed Greg’s arm. We’ll figure this out—she reassured him.  
 
    Greg sighed. I can’t think of anything we can do before they get here and coordinate with the police. We’re gonna have to leave this in their hands until they call on us. 
 
    Kathy shared his sigh. I’m sure the international agencies and every police force of every country that sent a delegate will be hell-bent on tracking down Alum in short order.  
 
    She exhaled a short sharp breath, almost a laugh. I’m not even sure who to root for. The man might have just saved our entire species by forcing agreement across the board. Face it; we never could have done it ourselves, not even with the PM’s help. 
 
    Yeah, but is it going to hold, or will he be back to enforce it? I have to tell you, that guy really scares the crap out of me. And from the sounds of it, I don’t think he’s done with us yet.  
 
    Me, neither—Kathy said, and grimaced. I’m pretty sure that’s one thing we can count on. 
 
    * * * 
 
    A host of police and security officials jostled for control of the room. Photos were taken. Officers and experts came and went. The meeting room was sealed off with bright yellow tape proclaiming the area a crime scene, and a fresh security team was installed at the door, deflecting questions and barring re-entrance. 
 
    The attendees gathered in the lobby. They spent the first half hour conferring with their people while officers took their statements. They were not a happy group.  
 
    Yet, every time someone thought to raise an objection to Greg and Kathy’s proposal, the fear in their comrades’ eyes quickly overruled and hushed any dissent.  
 
    Greg and Kathy had to pretend they knew nothing of the change in attitude toward their ideas. 
 
    People shot suspicious glances at the two Pacifica scientists, and encouraged others to stick to the proposal. They would find this Alum who threatened to hold the world hostage. In the meantime, they would give every appearance of cooperation to prevent further deaths. They would do so slowly, though, without making any overly large commitments unless absolutely necessary. 
 
    A shaken Reverend LaMontagne made his way into a chair near the edge of the lobby. A group of advisers, equally distraught, sat silently near him. The Reverend had already informed the New Confederacy President, who had promptly sent his own team to investigate.  
 
    “Are you okay, sir?” Greg approached the delegation from the New Confederacy.  
 
    LaMontagne looked up. “Yes, thank you,” he replied. “Still in a bit of shock, I think. I’ll be alright. It may take a bit longer before our nation can recover from this horrible tragedy. Virgil Hartland was a good man and a loyal friend.” 
 
    Greg doubted that but kept the opinion to himself. He nodded vaguely.  
 
    “I hate to appear opportunistic, but has President Mitchell said anything about the proposal?” 
 
    The Reverend regarded him with mixed emotions. “How could I recommend otherwise at this point? It seems that this Alum, whoever he is, is holding a gun to our heads and demanding compliance.” 
 
    Greg feigned surprise. “I didn’t think people were regarding the proposal positively. Alum must have been very convincing.”  
 
    LaMontagne scowled. “Convincing? I don’t know. But he got a response, alright. The President is furious. Hell, everyone is furious. Leaders do not like having their hands forced, especially not at a personal level. 
 
    “President Mitchell has to deliver the standard official response: ‘We don’t negotiate with terrorists.’ But, for the record, I was already in favor of your proposal. I believe it can be pulled off. The whole scenario is daunting and terrifying to imagine, but I truly believe it is necessary for the salvation of mankind, and I told the President so. Once he calmed down, he was able to see the wisdom of it. You can count on us to support Project Vesta to the best of our abilities.” 
 
    Prime Minister Hudson made her way to Greg’s side, with Kathy alongside. “Well, it seems we have broad agreement to comply. For the most part, it was given reluctantly.  
 
    “You should be aware that even those who were already inclined to agree with your proposal did not react positively to Alum’s coercion. They’re determined to get out from under it. Nevertheless, they will study your ideas in detail and prepare enabling legislation. I hope their resentment doesn’t get in the way of efficient completion of their tasks. We have so little time as it is.  
 
    “We’ll meet again in three months. At that time, we’ll either have Alum in our hands or we’ll move forward.” 
 
    “We’re deeply sorry that the meeting was so violently hijacked, Madam Prime Minister,” said Kathy. 
 
    The PM didn’t bother to make eye contact to address her. “Yes, that was most unfortunate. So long as you two had nothing to do with it, we can put it all behind us for the moment. Let’s concentrate on what we need to do to move Project Vesta forward.”  
 
    “I can assure you, Ms. Hudson, we were in no way involved in this; we know nothing about any of it,” Greg said stiffly. “We have our suspicions about how the murder may have been carried out, and we will cooperate fully with the police during the investigation.” 
 
    The PM regarded Greg with icy detachment. “That will have to suffice for now. Arrange with the PMO to see me sometime next week. We’ll assess some of your specific proposals, and see if we can’t make it more comprehensible to us mere mortals. Now, if you’ll excuse me, I have some more nerves to calm.” She strode off across the lobby. 
 
    Greg took a deep breath. “I guess we’re on.” 
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
    19  
 
    Greg sat at the head of the bed in a loose half-lotus position, preparing to lose his mind.  
 
    Kathy was away. Whether “still” or “again” was hard to say. Since the G26 had approved the Vesta Project in Vancouver a few months ago, the two of them hardly got to see each other any more.  
 
    According to her calendar, she was in Shanghai helping to plan the megafactory that would churn out a million Cybrids a year for the next twenty years. Then, she was off to Tokyo, Mumbai, and Houston the following week. After that, she’d meet up with Greg in Vancouver and they’d return to Shanghai for the ceremony celebrating the completion of the first Cybrids. 
 
    As Chief Engineer, she oversaw the teams setting up to manufacture Cybrids and the specialized rockets that would transport them to the asteroid belt. At last report, she’d already had designs in hand for the specialized RAF generators for the rocket propulsion and mass sequestration.  
 
    Greg was made Head Scientist in charge of Exotic Matter, which translated to, “anything to do with generating Reality Assertion Fields.”  
 
    One of the key selling points of the G26 cooperation agreement had been that humanity would see upfront benefits from RAF technologies used in the project. This week, he was walking the world’s leading physicists through potential RAF configurations for clean energy production. 
 
    When he wasn’t designing technologies for the Vesta Project or the citizens of Earth, Greg continued to study the Eater.  He still hoped to find some way to halt and reverse its inexorable growth. Though he and Kathy were fully invested in the asteroid colonies, it would be infinitely better not to lose the other 99.9% of humanity the project wouldn’t be able to save.  
 
    Greg’s work took him deep into the parts of his own concepta that were most closely associated with Darian’s memories and the physics of reality.  
 
    Following Darian’s own thinking so closely in these areas made Greg particularly susceptible to the thought fragments his mentor had placed all over the internet. It was a battle to think and to maintain an independent personality at the same time.  
 
    Kathy didn’t seem to be as badly affected, maybe because she’d been able to cut off Darian’s transmissions to her mind faster than Greg, the day their boss disappeared. Maybe it was because her work was less intricately involved with the science and more with its application. Maybe it’s because she’s female and her brain’s wired differently. He really had no idea. 
 
    He was, episode by episode, learning to deal with the daily battles between his own remembrances and those of his mentor. It was a little easier now that he had a vague understanding of what was happening to him. But he still occasionally found himself halting midsentence in a conversation while a dinner-time chat between Darian and his father a decade ago replayed before his senses as if they were right there in the room with him.  
 
    To the other scientists in his group, the seemingly random fugue states were a pressing concern. Greg could tell he was rapidly losing their trust. Like I don’t see you whispering!—he fretted. If only you knew what I was dealing with. If you had to function through this, you’d cut me some slack. 
 
    He’d booked three days away from the lab and education duties. Enough already. If I don’t figure out how to better integrate Darian’s memories with my own, it’s going to erode my credibility and authority, and jeopardize the whole bloody project. And if this project fails, nobody survives.  
 
    He was exhausted, but ready to confront the intrusive memories and attempt to integrate the fragments of Darian that were still resident in unexpected places on the web.  
 
    He hoped his own personality was strong enough to remain dominant. What if I can’t do it? What if I lose to Darian’s personality? Would I become Darian? Wouldn’t Kathy be in for a rude surprise if someone who looks like me but acts like Darian welcomes her home! 
 
    Greg had been thinking about this a lot lately, ever since Darian attempted to download himself into their minds.  
 
    What part of us is really “us”? The question, usually best contemplated over beer, had assumed an urgent importance to him these past few weeks. Is our identity tied up in our body, the way we look, move, and feel? Or is it connected to our brain? What if we keep the same wetware but run a different program on it? I guess that wouldn’t be completely the same brain; some synaptic connections would have changed.  
 
    Kathy’s team members were pondering similar questions as they prepared the way for human uploads into the Cybrids. Would the Cybrids receive a copy, or would something original be transferred? Did imprinting the memories, beliefs, and tastes of someone onto a Cybrid lattice create a new person or just copy an old one? What kind of rights could, or should, that personality have?  
 
    Kathy modeled the knowledge and beliefs, the concepta of a person, separate from their memories, preferences and experiences, their persona. It was a tidy way of thinking of it, and of organizing the structures in the Cybrid brains.  
 
    It wasn’t a completely accurate representation of the messy human mind, but it was close enough for a working framework. Right now, that was all they had time for.  
 
    Is there something else, something non-physical we haven’t captured—Greg wondered. Perhaps a soul is the essence of who I am. The thought made him chuckle. Darian certainly didn’t believe so, never had.  
 
    Darian’s memories have been trying hard to imprint themselves on my brain. If his soul were out there, he’d only have to bump my soul aside and take over my body. But if his memories and preferences can find a place beside mine, inside the same brain, will it change me? Are we nothing more than memories and preferences? Is my desire for chocolate over strawberry ice cream a defining part of me, the real me? 
 
    Greg sighed, seeing through his mental meanderings for what they were. Procrastination. Drifting like this—cosmic navel gazing his grandfather used to call it—was bringing him no closer to any meaningful answers. He was delaying the inevitable confrontation. In a few minutes or a few hours, it would all be over, anyway.  
 
    Trying to accommodate another whole person inside his head, was uncharted territory. Sure, there were many documented examples describing multiple personalities and dissociative identity disorder throughout the psychology literature. The condition was generally ascribed to a failure to integrate various aspects of identity, memory, and consciousness into a single complete persona.  
 
    What if the condition could be resolved with a simple boost of processing power?  
 
    No one had ever possessed the considerable processing and memory space available to someone with a lattice. Then again, no one had ever tried to host two complete personas before, let alone attempt to integrate them into one new person. He hoped his lattice was up for the challenge.  
 
    Time to get on with it.  
 
    He drew a long breath in, and let it out slowly as he closed his eyes. He adjusted his cross-legged position, propped pillows beneath his knees, and made himself comfortable. He knew that was irrelevant. He could be standing, sitting, or lying anywhere, doing anything, to begin. He found the meditation position calming. If nothing else, it provided some level of reassurance in light of the strong probability that he was about to lose conscious muscle control. 
 
    Greg dropped his barriers to the outside world, deactivated his filters and virus scans, and let his mind wander. If there was anything out there that might resonate with internal fragments of Darian, he would just let it happen. 
 
    At first, there was no real change. I’m still me—he thought. It was as if the memory fragments on the internet became calm once the barrier that resisted them was removed.  
 
    Memories started trickling in, strange pieces of associations. A fork with a few spaghetti strands, the smell of garlic, a smile, a laugh, a Partial differential equation, a droning voice, equations in Hilbert space. The trickle became a steady stream, and then a torrent.  
 
    His dendy lattice was flooded with odd associations, smashing into his own concepta in no particular order, demanding to be connected into a coherent whole.  
 
    Memories of a baseball game at Fenway clashed with a cricket match by a teahouse on the north end of Mumbai. That’s my memory, one from the original me—he declared.  
 
    A summer day at the beach overlapped with a spiritual cleansing in the Ganges.  
 
    He remembered his father’s last breath in an Oakland hospital—No, Darian’s father. My dad is still alive.  
 
    He recalled the voice of his Uncle Nick—no, Darian’s Uncle Nick—the first time he reverently told him—no, Darian— about his mom’s research.  
 
    He saw himself programming an optico-chemical DNA synthesizer to produce the modified genome of some virus. An entire degree’s worth of synthetic biology slammed into place in Greg’s brain, followed by classified files on methods for growing dendy lattices in insects and animals.  
 
    He relived Darian’s fury at being told his entire PhD Thesis had been classified Top Secret. He heard his dad arguing angrily with his Uncle David when he learned how Sharon’s shares in Neuro Nano had been diluted to almost nothing.  
 
    He remembered his father’s shame—no, both of their fathers’ shame—at being unable to provide a financially secure future for their sons. 
 
    As Darian’s life reassembled itself from the fragments that had been scattered across the web, Greg felt a schism developing. He worked feverishly to assign memories to Greg or to Darian, to keep the two separate. He fought to compartmentalize the two unique individuals within his one body. Greg’s. Darian’s. Darian’s. Greg’s.  
 
    This isn’t going to work—he realized. At best, I’ll be non-functional; at worst, completely and certifiably insane. 
 
    Keeping the two personalities separate was not the answer. I need to stop fighting him. Recognition was as good as acceptance. The barrier between himself and Darian weakened. What Darian knew, what Greg knew, what each remembered of the lives they had lived, merged.  
 
    He saw only his dads, plural. His degrees, his home towns, his many and varied researches, his ideas. All of it was his. A memory of Kathy’s face floated before him. It was a proud day when he interviewed her for the postdoctoral fellowship. Together with Greg and Larry, they were going to be a great team. It was odd to feel like some paternal mentor toward three scientists who were all older than him. 
 
    No!—the part of his persona that was still uniquely Greg intervened. I will not lose this—he declared.  
 
    Kathy was not some protégé; she was the love of his life. If that part of Darian needed to be discarded outright so he could hold onto that love, he would prune back Darian’s memory, the feeling of mentorship, ruthlessly.  
 
    Maybe there was another way.  
 
    He strengthened his own memory of the attraction he felt the day he first met Kathy into outright love at first sight. He tossed aside the small sexual attraction Darian had experienced and replaced it with a fantasy he constructed of Darian’s matchmaking. He imagined fondly remembering how Darian arranged for him and Kathy to be together at every opportunity.  
 
    Before long, he could no longer discern what had been true from the edited construction. Greg loved Kathy and she loved him, and Darian loved that he had helped bring the two of them together; it was one of his finest projects ever.  
 
    Greg/Darian smiled and breathed easily. He remembered everything, all of the biology, physics, politics, and business. It was all there. He remembered his triumph when he’d first activated his own internal RAF generator, validating his theories. He’d have to make sure to grow one of those in this new body.  
 
    Maybe he would make some other useful adjustments while he was at it. Kathy would appreciate a moderately more athletic appearance, perhaps with less facial hair.  
 
    He thought back to the night when he’d first generated a simple, sputtering microverse. He was so excited to tell Kathy and Greg that he’d forgotten all about his investigations into the peculiar relationship between Larry and Pratt. He’d forgotten about the inexplicably tight security in the main system of the Yeshua’s True Guard Church. 
 
    He remembered racing to the lab and finding Larry already there, ahead of him. He recalled feeling surprised and confused at seeing that Larry already had the device working.  
 
    He remembered being trapped inside a shrinking gray microverse while an ever-larger Larry laughed and ranted about the injustices he’d suffered. He remembered struggling to understand what was happening and trying frantically to reverse it. He remembered accepting that he was going to die, and pouring the contents of his lattice, his mind, into the internet so that something of his work might remain.  
 
    Greg’s eyes sprang open. Larry! Larry killed Darian!  
 
    So what happened to Larry? Where did he go? Darian had been investigating a suspicious relationship between Larry and Pratt. Did Larry flee to Pratt’s?  
 
    And how did the gray microverse sphere that trapped Darian change into the Eater?  
 
    Could Darian still be alive in there somewhere? I have to tell Kathy—he thought.  
 
    He swung his legs off the edge of the bed, stood up, and crumpled to the floor. He’d been sitting cross-legged for hours. All feeling in his legs had left long ago.  
 
    Outside, the afternoon sun had given way to darkness. As he lay on the floor, feeling pins and needles while the blood returned to his tingling muscles, he rethought his plan.  
 
    Larry had been gone for months; there was no sign or word of him. His new understanding of the origins of the Eater didn’t bring him any closer to solving the threat it posed.  
 
    If Kathy learns what I’ve done today, she’ll kill me; we made a pact.  
 
    He knew the risks before he began, that he might find his own personality supplanted by Darian’s or locked in permanent battle. He’d risked his life and sanity, and had come that close to forgetting that he loved her. She would not easily forgive that.  
 
    As it was, nothing had really changed. They had their love. They had their jobs. The Eater was still a threat.  
 
    True, he’d be better able to carry out his duties now. Darian’s fractured soul would no longer torture his every thought. He might even be able to figure out a way to help Kathy. Maybe he could hunt down fragments of association on the net and delete them. If he acted carefully, she’d never need to know why the severity and frequency of attacks diminished. Life would just get easier for her. For both of them. 
 
    In the meantime, he’d order a copy of the viral DNA he—as Darian—had used to construct an internal RAF generator. After a year or two, he would order the same for Kathy. Without the need for an external generator, they’d be like gods. They’d be able to change the laws of nature at a whim, and generate different universes with a thought.  
 
    Greg nodded to himself and smiled. That’s what I’ll do. 
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    The door to the cell opened and a distinguished-looking, older gentleman strolled in.  
 
    He took stock of the narrow, creaky bed, metal sink, toilet, small desk, and one utilitarian chair that vied for floor space.  
 
    The detainee was stretched out atop the thin covers of the bed. One arm draped across his eyes to block out the light streaming through the single high, narrow window. Sensing the visitor’s presence, he straightened his arm, pushed himself upright, and swung his skinny legs over the edge of the iron bed frame. He rested his hands on his knees, and eyed the older man pulling the chair away from the desk and turning it to face the bed.  
 
    The prisoner’s sallow face was tacked in place by two dark, sunken eyes beneath thin eyebrows. Two days of stubble gave contour to a defiant chin. He watched the visitor gingerly lower himself onto the hard, wooden seat.  
 
    He favors his right hip—he noted. 
 
    The old man looked at the prisoner in silence for several seconds, chewing on a number of possible openings. Sizing up the man staring back at him, he settled on his strategy, and let out a sigh.  
 
    “You have not represented us well, Mr. Trillian.” 
 
    John Trillian scoffed. “Do you mean, by getting caught?” 
 
    The visitor laughed. “My, you are a rebellious one, aren’t you?” 
 
    “I have only our Lord Yeshua as an example,” Trillian replied.  
 
    “You see yourself in any way comparable to the Messiah?” 
 
    “No. Although, my actions against the merchants and the money lenders are inspired by Yeshua’s own.” 
 
    “Hmm,” the older man considered the claim, and stroked his chin thoughtfully. “So you view yourself as a righteous crusader against the immoral establishment? That seems rather…ordinary, don’t you think?” 
 
    “Very few have struck at its evil heart as effectively as I have.” 
 
    “That is true. You have been a thorn in their side,” the older man conceded. He rubbed his right knee.  
 
    “These places are so cold. Are you comfortable here?” 
 
    Surprised by the change in tone, Trillian sputtered, “I’m comfortable enough.” 
 
    The visitor stood and walked around to the other side of the chair. He grasped the chair’s back and flexed his knee. “It was a long walk down here, and my joints aren’t what they used to be,” he apologized. 
 
    “How deep in trouble am I, sir?” Trillian asked, a hint of contrition seeping into his voice. 
 
    “You know who I am?”  
 
    “Yes, sir. You are Reverend Alan LaMontagne, Head of Yeshua’s True Guard Church. I’ve listened to all your sermons. ” 
 
    LaMontagne frowned at the prisoner. “Then that should give you some idea of the trouble you’re in.” 
 
    “Not really, sir. Nobody has mentioned any charges yet. I’m not exactly sure what they know.” 
 
    “Oh, they know plenty.” LaMontagne pulled his cell phone from his pocket, put on a pair of reading glasses, and scrolled the screen.  
 
    “Let’s see. Espionage, identity theft, financial theft, cybercrime and, my favorite, access to national secrets…in several nations.” He regarded Trillian over his glasses. “You have been busy, haven’t you?” 
 
    “All of my activities were in keeping with the teachings of our Lord, Yeshua, to expose the ways the rich and powerful have plundered the common people while lying to them out of both sides of their mouths. The meek shall inherit God’s Kingdom on Earth.”  
 
    Trillian’s protest was met by LaMontagne’s stony stare.  
 
    “Except for the last of these, your crimes are of little interest to the Church,” LaMontagne admitted. “We do not share your view of the moral superiority of your actions. You may see yourself as some modern day cyber-version of Robin Hood. This Administration regards you as a pest to be swatted down. Nothing more.”  
 
    The old man sat down again. “On the other hand, you have shown rather an unusual talent in hacking into our own branch of the Coordinated National Security Agency.” 
 
    Trillian leaned forward. “Perhaps there’s some way the government could use my talents,” he suggested. 
 
    LaMontagne held up a hand. “This Administration couldn’t possibly sanction the kinds of activities for which you’ve demonstrated a proclivity.”  
 
    The prisoner looked away, allowing disappointment to deflate his posture. 
 
    “Your Church, however, may have a use for your talents…and I am not without influence with the government.” 
 
    Trillian regarded the Reverend suspiciously. “My Faith in Yeshua and His true Church knows no bounds. I pray daily for His guidance and assistance. Naturally, in His name, I will do anything within my capabilities, as you command.” He looked around his cell. “But, as you can see, my capabilities are quite limited here.” 
 
    “The Church will assist you in your present situation…if you can promise to do only what I direct you to do.” 
 
    Trillian grinned, stood and offered his hand. “Agreed.” 
 
    LaMontagne looked at the proffered hand but did not take it. “Do not take this lightly. Should you stray from the path I set you, Yeshua Himself will not be forgiving.” 
 
    Trillian looked sufficiently chastised. “I will do as Yeshua commands, through you.” He extended his hand again, this time, with a proudly determined look in his eyes. 
 
    The Reverend accepted Trillian’s promise and his handshake this time. “Have you heard of Project Vesta?”  
 
    Trillian considered. “You mean the project to colonize the asteroids? I’ve read about it. It looks like another international boondoggle. The rich will find a way to get richer from this scheme as well. They always do.” 
 
    “It might be more than yet another scheme to extract public money to private privilege.” 
 
    “I don’t see how.” 
 
    “What if it isn’t simply opening a new frontier? What if it is the only way to save humanity?” 
 
    Trillian snorted with derision before he could stop himself. “My apologies, sir. But that would only be true if some major global catastrophe were approaching, something on a ‘dinosaur killer’ or equivalent level.” 
 
    LaMontagne said nothing, just stared at Trillian, giving nothing away.  
 
    Trillian stared back, calmly and levelly, until the Reverend’s meaning sunk in. “Has someone spotted an asteroid on collision course with Earth? I heard nothing about that.” 
 
    “There’s no asteroid. No, the threat is more home-grown,” answered the Reverend. “And its development is recent.” 
 
    Trillian considered. “Wait, there was an announcement on the web about some kind of impending global disaster originating in Pacifica.” 
 
    “The nature of the threat was unspecified, as I recall.” LaMontagne smiled. 
 
    “As you recall?” Trillian raised one eyebrow. “Or as you said?” 
 
    Now LaMontagne was confused. “What do you mean?” 
 
    Trillian hesitated. “My activities weren’t always limited to financial and government servers, you know.” 
 
    “Is that so?” 
 
    “The man who calls himself Alum, the one who made those predictions, is intriguing. All the more so because he was so secretive about who he is. He went through a lot of trouble to remain untraceable on the web. Almost untraceable, I should say.” 
 
    “What do you mean?” 
 
    “I think we both know what I mean, Reverend,” Trillian replied. “I traced Alum’s messages back to their origin. I know his real identity. And I’m sure you do, as well. Yes?” He cocked his head, nodded, and winked. 
 
    LaMontagne was flabbergasted by the prisoner’s audacity. He actually winked at me!  
 
    Composing himself—it wouldn’t do to let this hacker get the upper hand even for a moment—he considered alternative possibilities.  
 
    “Well, that is an interesting claim. We’ll have to talk more about it once you’re out of here. Clearly, your talents will serve no purpose behind bars.”   
 
    “It would be my honor to better serve Yeshua’s purpose,” said Trillian. 
 
    “I’m sure.” LaMontagne stood, and made his way to the door.  
 
    “What can I do?” Trillian called to his visitor’s back. 
 
    LaMontagne paused at the door to the cell and, before turning around, smiled to himself and reconsidered the detainee. He weighed the possible risks versus rewards, and decided there was more to be gained than lost.  
 
    Maybe he can be of some use. Besides, he and any potential threat he might wield, can be easily eliminated without a trace, should that become necessary.  
 
    “There will be a selection process to pick colonists for the project,” the Reverend began. “The first part of the process will be competitive, based on the applicants’ qualifications. The process will, of necessity, make heavy use of computational algorithms in picking the candidates. The second part will be random, and we’ll have little opportunity to affect the outcome. I would like the Church to have the final say in which of the qualified candidates are selected.”  
 
    “And you,” he jabbed his index finger at Trillian, “will help me gain access to the selection system. It has rather unique security, and I believe your experience could prove useful in this.” 
 
    The Reverend made to leave the cell again. He took one step toward the door and stopped, uncertain for the briefest moment, before retrieving something from his pocket. He walked over to the sink and poured a glass of water.  
 
    “I suspect the systems in question will challenge even someone of your background and considerable skills. Your talents will require some small enhancements if you are to serve the Church in this.”  
 
    He held out his hand so Trillian could see the capsule in the middle of his palm. 
 
    “What is it?” 
 
    “Do you know of Darian Leigh?” 
 
    “Everyone knows about Darian Leigh.” Recognition dawned on him. “I already have the latest version lattice.” He lowered his voice to a confidential whisper. “In fact, my lattice isn’t entirely legal.” 
 
    LaMontagne chuckled. “This isn’t even close to legal. It might not perfectly replicate Dr. Leigh’s considerable intellectual abilities, but it will be close enough for our purposes.” 
 
    Trillian’s eyes lit up, and he reached for the capsule before the Reverend could change his mind.  
 
    LaMontagne’s hand snapped shut, denying the gift. “Such power, such capabilities, can only be available to a true servant of Yeshua. Are you such a servant?” His eyes bore into the prisoner. 
 
    Trillian kneeled beneath the determined power of the man’s glare. He dropped his gaze to LaMontagne’s feet and rasped, “I am that servant.” 
 
    “I didn’t hear you, son. Are you such a servant?”  
 
    The Reverend’s booming voice sent shivers up Trillian’s spine. He felt the full weight of the question. He knew that his answer would not be taken lightly and, therefore, must not be given lightly.  
 
    The prisoner stood and met LaMontagne’s eyes directly and earnestly. “I will be a true servant to Yeshua, to His Church, and to you, Reverend.” His voice was quiet but steady and firm. 
 
    LaMontagne smiled and opened his fist. “Welcome to the next level, son.” 
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    Kathy inspected the polished brown cube she’d prepared in secret for today’s visit to the megafactory.  
 
    It contained a semiconductor lattice imprinted with the traits—the data—that defined her unique concepta and persona. She was determined to fit it into one of the Cybrids scheduled for launch next week.  
 
    The restrictions the G26 Project Vesta Supervisory Committee had placed on her Cybrids were ridiculous.  
 
    She didn’t mind so much that Cybrids would be permitted to operate only in outer space; there was more than enough work to be done around Vesta to employ them all. The harsh vacuum, low gravity, and hard radiation environment of outer space was exactly what they were designed for. Project Vesta was creating a lot of employment for people on Earth, too. Limiting Cybrids to space and letting the humans dominate the job market on Earth would help minimize human complaints and resentment. She got that.  
 
    She was a little less happy with the restrictions the Committee had placed on Cybrid power supplies. It would have been so easy to siphon off enough power from their matter-antimatter propulsion systems to generate electricity for their silicene nanoribbon brains. But the Committee was full of cynics and paranoids who demanded the ability to ‘pull the plug’ on the robotic Cybrids at their discretion. They refused to permit them energy independence, shackling them instead to comparatively short-lived batteries and ultracapacitors. Completely unnecessary and a pain, but I can work with it—Kathy thought. 
 
    What she resented most was that it wasn’t enough for the Committee that the Cybrid brains were restricted to human-level conceptas and human-replica personas. They put additional limitations on the machines’ overall computational capabilities. They would allow Cybrids to function at a level equivalent to a human of moderately above-average intelligence, and no more.  
 
    “Are you kidding me? What a ridiculous waste of computational power and precious time,” she’d argued. “We need all the help we can get. Don’t you see that?”  
 
    She’d showed them how it would be such a simple tweak to permit deeper, ungrounded node-searching in the Cybrid concepta. It would be so easy to produce and accommodate the moderately larger brains needed to support IQs in the 500 range.  
 
    The Committee adamantly refused, saying it would approve only the specific additional abilities needed to navigate and work in space. It would not sanction any higher level of general intelligence.  
 
    “We will not be responsible for making a super-human intelligence and letting it roam freely in our solar system. Our survival depends on that intelligence. We refuse to manufacture our own robot overlords.”  
 
    Kathy fumed and railed against their ignorance and blind xenophobia to no avail.  
 
    She and Greg had been among the first million people selected to be downloaded into Cybrids. Their understanding of the technical portion of the project was unrivaled, and their contributions were critical. They knew that. The Committee knew that. And yet, Committee members insisted on hobbling even their Cybrid brains with IQs around 130, lower than their human pre-lattice enhancement levels.  
 
    “I can’t imagine my Cybrid alter-ego waking to consciousness and finding herself turned into such a dummy,” Kathy complained. It’s cruel, unjustified, and short-sighted. We could achieve so much more and in shorter amount of time, if you’d please just reconsider.”  
 
    The Committee held blindly steadfast. They wouldn’t budge. 
 
    She had no choice. She cheated. 
 
    The Cybrid’s silicene brain was bigger and heavier than a biological human brain. It was constructed as an enormous programmable array using conventional three-dimensional integration techniques.  
 
    The imprinting process selected optimal pathways to lay down the basic human concepta, the knowledge and belief structure of its paired human.  
 
    Preferences, tastes, and basic emotional tendencies were then overlaid, and the Cybrid brain became an astoundingly accurate simulation of its human counterpart.  
 
    The neural pathways of the human were optimized by physical changes of axons, dendrites, and synapses. To replicate such optimization in the semiconductor lattice would require a level of nanotechnology that echoed the chemical complexity of living organisms.  
 
    Such technology had not been invented yet and Kathy didn’t have time to develop it, so they took a shortcut.  
 
    It was quicker and easier to simulate what they needed in the software. Many of the possible array connections remained inactive, creating a host of redundant circuits.  
 
    With minimal effort, she found a way to use the redundant circuitry to provide additional levels of computational power. It made the circuits of her silicene counterpart a uniquely-twisted mess. But, at least her Cybrid self would not be hampered by the absurd biases of the Committee. 
 
    This was her tenth trip to the Cybrid factory in Shanghai in the past two years, but today’s visit was doubly special.  
 
    Today, the first hundred Cybrids would roll off the fabrication line. She and the others, whose minds had been selected for downloading, were reporting in person to place their “brains” into the selected Cybrids.  
 
    As the designer of the robots and Chief Engineer on the Vesta Project, Kathy and her considerable contributions could have been honored, at no additional cost to the Project, simply by assigning her Cybrid counterpart with Serial Number 1.  
 
    Was this one small consideration too much to ask?  
 
    Apparently, it was. The Committee decided no Cybrid was to receive special designation. Each would be assigned a randomized three-letter plus six-digit code. End of discussion. 
 
    In protest, Kathy hacked their computer system and assigned the three-letter prefix “DAR” to her Cybrid and to Greg’s. She let the algorithms randomly assign the rest of the code.  
 
    A subtle but fitting tribute to a mentor and friend. To you, Darian.  
 
    Now, just one final tweak and the program won’t assign the DAR prefix to other Cybrids.  
 
    Her spur of the moment honoring of Darian made her a little sad.  
 
    He’d be pleased to see how far we’ve come, don’t you think?—she said to herself. 
 
    She inspected the serial number stamped onto the surface of the processing unit. DAR143147. The name has a nice ring to it. 
 
    * * * 
 
    “Hey, Kath, you almost ready?” Greg entered the bedroom of their hotel suite. He had been hovering all morning, nervous to get this event over with. She’d finally sent him to watch television so she could dress in peace. Today was her day; he would get the opportunity to put his silicene brain into a Cybrid next month. Another committee decision. 
 
    He watched her turn the cube over in her hands. “Is everything okay?” 
 
    “Yeah, fine.”  
 
    She almost told him, right then, what she’d done. They didn’t use to have secrets between them. Lately, he’d been acting a bit strange, a little distant, like he was having a hard time figuring out how to behave around her.  
 
    She didn’t doubt that he still loved her as much as she loved him, but something in him had changed shortly after they’d started working on Vesta. She suspected he was hiding something but, even with their close lattice connection, she couldn’t guess what.  
 
    Sometimes he seems like he’s a million miles away. She hadn’t worked up the courage to confront him about it yet. She hoped it was simply because he was busy with work. She frowned—Like me.  
 
    Over the past few months, they hadn’t been on the same continent more than half the time.  
 
    Her jaw tightened. This was going to be her gift to her Cybrid. Maybe she’d talk to him about it tomorrow. Maybe he could make similar modifications to the brain of his own Cybrid. Later. 
 
    Kathy smiled at him. She hoped it was a reassuring smile. She placed the brownish cube back in its special carrying case. The “brains” were tough, tougher than she might have expected.  
 
    She didn’t have to worry about getting finger oils on them; there was no way they were going to corrode. Anyway, the optico-electronic interfaces would be cleaned to remove any contaminants before they were placed into the Cybrid bodies. 
 
    She put on her coat and tucked the case in her pocket. She pulled her sleeves crisply toward her wrists, and checked her reflection in the dresser mirror.  
 
    “Okay, let’s do this.” 
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    “I think you should see this, Reverend.”  
 
    John Trillian didn’t knock; he never knocked. He just barged into LaMontagne’s study whenever he felt like it.  
 
    Jeff, the Reverend’s henchman, had been on the verge of “liquidating” the arrogant hacker more than once. And he might have done just that, had it not been for LaMontagne’s firm belief that Trillian’s usefulness outweighed his lack of proper socialization. More to the point, he’d directly ordered Jeff to give the exasperating consultant a little leeway. It took an awful lot of leeway, as it turned out.  
 
    Objectively speaking, even Jeff had to admit that Trillian had proven his worth in the ten weeks since the Reverend “recruited” him. The hacker had already infiltrated all of the major systems of the Vesta Project and placed backdoors into the BIOS chips of their most important computers. He’d accessed blueprints and engineering specifications for their Cybrids, the rockets, and the asteroid colony itself.  
 
    The hacker’s most recent feat was subverting the project’s candidate selection system. LaMontagne could now bump anyone he wanted to the top of the evacuation list at any time.  
 
    The Reverend was ready; he’d been operating his own covert recruitment process for months. Thanks to Trillian’s work, his hand-selected Church members would be guaranteed to form a disproportionate number of Vesta colonists.  
 
    LaMontagne didn’t give much thought to John Trillian, the man, except in terms of what he could do for the Church. He believed that so long as he kept John challenged and busy, he posed little threat. He began to relax his guard around the hacker, even exploring and experimenting with the microverse technology when the man was in the room. 
 
    Trillian observed the Reverend toying with all manner of floating microverses in the study, but he had no particular interest in the spheres. Since ingesting the dendy-virus capsule, he’d been lost in his own world, a world that was expanding daily as his lattice grew within him. His capabilities as a software programmer, hardware designer, and hacker were improving rapidly.  
 
    He was loving his new work, the many challenges it presented, and the promise of exponential intellectual growth that came with his new lattice. For now, he was happy to stick to the hardware and software, and leave the physics, politics, and religion to the Reverend. Especially the physics; he wasn’t sure he could follow the advanced math, anyway. The other areas were mildly interesting in their own ways, but Trillian was more captivated by virtual reality than the real thing. His games and hacks, whether serious or for amusement, gave him deep satisfaction and joy. 
 
    Across the room on the stiff, leather-bound sofa, a five-year-old boy disconnected from his internet “playtime” and shifted his gaze to Trillian, whom he immediately disregarded with bored disdain.  
 
    In the brief hours when he wasn’t connected to LaMontagne’s lattice and having the Reverend’s every experience and thought forcefully pumped into him, the boy was permitted to read the classics. Greek mythology, the Bible, the Torah, The Quran, Socrates, The Prince, and The Art of War were providing him with varied windows into the human psyche.  
 
    The Reverend had enough knowledge of basic developmental psychology to realize the importance of exposing the boy to some external influences. Providing they were closely monitored, of course. As “soul” father, he selected what the boy could read, and with whom he could talk and play. He wanted to foster healthy development, not independence. There had to be some limits; the one who would inherit his spirit must be carefully cultivated.  
 
    LaMontagne enjoyed the way his own thoughts and memories were being duplicated inside the young boy’s brain. My true essence will be immortalized in a way the world has never seen. Once the boy was fully grown, the two of them would be more mentally, psychologically, and spiritually alike than any two people in the history of the world.  
 
    LaMontagne let his current microverse fizzle and blink out. He looked up from the keyboard of the RAF generator.  
 
    “What have you found for me, John?”  
 
    “They’re going to blow up Vancouver,” Trillian said.  
 
    That got LaMontagne’s attention. Even the boy perked up. “Who is? When? How?” 
 
    “The Russians, Chinese, and us. In a few hours. Three nuclear cruise missiles with hundred-kiloton yields.” Trillian answered all three questions without a trace of emotion. 
 
    “Why?” 
 
    “A number of the world leaders have convinced themselves that Drs. Mahajani and Liang control the demands of Alum, or could actually be Alum. They also believe a large atomic blast could eliminate the Eater threat. It seems they’ve been planning this for a while.” 
 
    “Why are you telling me this only now?”  
 
    “I’ve just been able to assemble all the necessary evidence in the past hour.” 
 
    “Show me,” commanded LaMontagne. 
 
    Trillian pushed the RAF generator to one side and set his laptop on the desk in front of the Reverend. “I found video from a secure online meeting held last week among our friends. I was aware of their discussions but it proved impossible to listen to them in real time. Fortunately, the Japanese Prime Minister recorded the whole thing.” 
 
    He opened his laptop and activated a saved video. “This is the most relevant section.” 
 
      
 
    President Mitchell: Ms. Hudson had no problems with sharing the recording from the conference room at the G26. She’s convinced that Drs. Mahajani and Liang were in no way involved but, then again, she didn’t lose a trusted adviser. I had our people go back and analyze the changes in micro expressions of the two scientists’ right after the incident; they found sufficient reason to doubt Ms. Hudson’s conclusion. 
 
    President Olev: The timing seems suspicious. It was too convenient. As soon as opposition to the plan is raised, some unexplained deep sleep overcomes the room? I don’t buy it. Our FSB experts don’t either. I believe what they said was, they hope those two are better scientists than they are actors. 
 
    President Chu: We have agreed then, to abandon efforts to simply remove Drs. Mahajani and Liang? 
 
    President Mitchell: If they’re holding us all hostage to their plans, how do we know they don’t have this Eater on a deadman switch? Killing them could threaten the planet. No, we must strike their weapon as well as them. 
 
    PM Akira: Our scientists are confident we can destabilize and collapse the matter-absorbing capabilities of this Eater with a sufficiently large thermonuclear explosion. Their analysis of the descriptive formulae suggests a payload of around fifty kilotons, to be effective. I’ve had them transmit their calculations to your people for confirmation. 
 
    President Chu: Yes, our physicists agree, based on the mathematical characterization as provided by the Pacifica scientists. But instigating such an explosion over a populated area like Vancouver would be considered an Act of War. Could we avoid a subsequent escalation? 
 
    President Mitchell: We’d have to act in concert and demonstrate to PM Hudson that this was a limited strike for the good of humanity. We still have friends in high command within the Pacifica military structure. If asked, I’m sure they could give us the time we’d need to convince her of the wisdom of avoiding any retaliatory nuclear exchange. 
 
    PM Singh: The Vesta Project is making a mockery of all our efforts to reduce global deficits and return our economies to sustainability. We can’t afford this leap into space colonization; it’s insanity. These two Pacifica scientists are holding the entire planet hostage to their schemes. Once we make our evidence public, the world will agree with the necessity of our actions.  
 
    PM Akira: Our nation is as much against the unnecessary use of atomic force as any on the planet. That said, I’m convinced of the necessity for this action. If we don’t destroy the Eater, the entire planet will be consumed and everyone will be killed. I support the detonation of the Eater. Immediately after the missiles strike, we’ll read a prepared statement to advise our people of the catastrophic nature of the threat and reveal how we were all, the whole world, being held hostage by two people who would sacrifice the entire planet to build a space colony. Sacrificing one city to thwart their plan and save the world will be seen as a sad, but trivial and necessary price.  
 
    President Mitchell: I propose we send three one-hundred kiloton cruise missiles by three different means, to assure at least one meets its target. We can arrange an overland launch from Idaho. 
 
    President Chu: We have a suitable submarine within striking distance of the Vancouver area. 
 
    President Olev: One of our long-range bombers can easily reach the city from Kamchatka.  
 
    PM Akira: Shall we say, one week from today at 2:00 pm, Pacific Time? We can request that both Drs. Mahajani and Liang are available for a conference call from the laboratory at that time. 
 
    President Mitchell: That would kill two birds with one stone, wouldn’t it? 
 
    President Olev: President Mitchell, your American English has so many… delightful…idiomatic expressions. [laughs] 
 
      
 
    Trillian pressed Stop and watched LaMontagne for a reaction.  
 
    “Their level of confidence in their conclusions, and their willingness to carry out this attack based on those conclusions, is remarkable,” the Reverend commented. 
 
    “Given how wrong they are.” 
 
    “Well, it would seem they’ve fingered the wrong people. I don’t know about stopping the Eater, though. Have you checked their analysis?” 
 
    “I’m not up on the physics but I can forward it to you,” Trillian offered. 
 
    “Yes, do that.” The Reverend stroked his chin while he thought. “Can we do anything about this attack?”  
 
    “Yes, I have a direct line to their nuclear arsenals at a variety of levels. I can make the missiles self-destruct, issue a Cancel order, or redirect them as you wish.” 
 
    “Good.” The core of a plan was beginning to form in LaMontagne’s lattice-enhanced brain. “Greg and Kathy have been working on this a lot longer and with a lot more neural horsepower than all the rest of the physicists in the world. I trust the two of them more than an army of unenhanced scientists.” 
 
    Trillian had to agree, especially now that he’d begun experiencing for himself what a difference dendy enhancements made in his own work. “If we needed to alter the narrative around this potential attack, I could arrange that.” 
 
    “That might be helpful,” agreed LaMontagne. “Could we present evidence to show that other leaders were jealous of Pacifica’s prominent role in the Vesta Project? Perhaps, envious of their scientific and engineering lead?” 
 
    “Yes, I can make that work,” replied Trillian. “I can select various intercepted communications and design a program to synthesize audio and video to make the leaders say almost anything we wish.” 
 
    “It would have to be completely plausible, and flawlessly assembled.” 
 
    Trillian smiled. “Then it’s a good thing you’ve given me the ability to do that.” 
 
    “How long would it take to put something like that together?” 
 
    “I can have it done before the missiles are launched.” 
 
    “Excellent. Perhaps we could also arrange some kind of indication of personal motivation for the attack.” 
 
    “Financial graft?” 
 
    “Could you do that?” 
 
    “How substantial would you like the motivation to be?” 
 
    “Say we showed a few tens of millions of dollars diverted from the Vesta Project into personal offshore accounts. Perhaps we could demonstrate how Greg and Kathy discovered these missing funds and ordered some potentially embarrassing audits.” 
 
    “I like the way you think, Reverend.” 
 
    “Thank you, John. Can you come back with a completed scenario in about an hour?” 
 
    “Of course. Would you like me to set Abort or Self-destruct codes on the missiles?” 
 
    “No. Let’s send them back to their launchers.” The Reverend stroked his chin, an action the boy copied across the room. “We can have Alum communicate his displeasure in the criminal actions of these politicians on all public and private channels. He can expose their envy, their greed, and their hubris. To think they’d bomb a city and kill all its citizens just because they aren’t benefiting enough! This will be a fine opportunity for the people to learn that Alum is looking out for their welfare.” 
 
    “Very good. I’ll be back within the hour.”  
 
    “Wait,” said the Reverend. “You know, this might be a good time to demonstrate Alum’s reach. It’d be nice if we could conquer this dissent once and for all.” 
 
    “What do you have in mind?” 
 
    “I believe we have our enforcement assets in place in each of these countries. Let’s activate the batrachotoxin spiders and eliminate these problems for good. If we take out the most prominent conspirators, the others will be more reluctant to follow in their footsteps. People will learn that Alum is not to be trifled with. When he says something must be done, it will be done.” 
 
    Trillian smiled and gave a shallow bow, “As you wish, Reverend.” 
 
    * * * 
 
    September 9, 2041, GNA (Global News Alliance). Seattle, Washington, Pacifica. 
 
    The world was stunned today by the explosion of three nuclear bombs, only minutes apart. Two of the weapons detonated over the Pacific Ocean off the coast of Pacifica. The third exploded in the wilderness of Idaho.  
 
    The explosions destroyed the respective launchers, which are believed to be a Russian bomber, a Chinese submarine, and a New Confederacy missile carrier, along with their respective crews.  
 
    According to video released by the mysterious Alum shortly after the explosions, all three missiles were targeted to strike Vancouver, British Columbia, Pacifica.  
 
    Alum also released video of a secret meeting last week, email correspondence, and records of bank transactions, showing how world leaders from China, Japan, Russia, and the New Confederacy conspired to shift the major economic benefits from the Vesta Project to their own countries. These records show the leaders conspired to profit by destroying Pacifica’s scientific and technological capabilities.  
 
    According to information released, the alleged perpetrators considered the lattice-enhanced team of Dr. Katherine Liang and Dr. Garugamesh Mahajani, protégés of famous scientific polymath, Dr. Darian Leigh, to be intolerable competition.  
 
    The conspiring leaders intended to justify their use of nuclear weapons by referring to an unspecified threat to global security from the government of Pacifica’s Prime Minister Francine Hudson and Project Vesta. Ms. Hudson was visiting the Vancouver Headquarters of Project Vesta at the time of the intended attack. 
 
    The leaders argued that the threat could only be stopped by a significant nuclear explosion. PM Hudson has categorically denied the existence of any such threat in the Vancouver area. 
 
    Drs. Liang and Mahajani had recently become aware of financial improprieties involving the conspirators and ordered audits of the project.  
 
    Project Vesta is the brainchild of the Pacifica scientists, who aim to colonize the asteroid belt, and provide new economic benefits and growth to countries around the globe.  
 
    Pacifica’s pivotal role in releasing important new technologies for the benefit of all mankind has upset many established global oligarchies. Some have been unhappy with the distribution of those benefits according to population instead of by level of economic wealth.  
 
    Developed nations, especially those involved in the conspiracy, have resisted the flow of contracts to emerging economies with larger populations. Leaders of the developed nations have struggled over the past months to maintain so-called strategic industries in the technology and energy sectors.  
 
    A number of political analysts have voiced surprise so many nations agreed to the original project proposals presented by Drs. Liang and Mahajani. Today’s actions clearly demonstrate how superficial those agreements were.  
 
    In a public broadcast overriding scheduled programming around the world, Alum officially condemned the actions of the conspirators, saying, “God supports the plan to move human civilization and His Holy Word into space.”  
 
    He later added that, “This conspiracy has demonstrated the evil that still rules the hearts and minds of many world leaders. This small, but powerful group put their own national and personal interests ahead of the common human good. More importantly, they put their own desires ahead of God’s Plan for His People. The Lord has shown His Will, His Power, and His Vengeance today.” 
 
    The comment is thought to be a reference to the discovery that every one of the leaders participating in this conspiracy died within minutes of the explosions, all of mysterious causes.  
 
    Pacifica Prime Minister Francine Hudson denied involvement in any retaliatory actions, adding that she was, “as mystified and in awe of God’s Power as anyone.”  
 
    Today’s events have only served to deepen the mystery around the man known as Alum. Some call him a prophet. Others suggest he is not so much a holy man as a very human spokesman for an Anonymous-like group that has recently broken out of its internet-based activities to take a more active global role.  
 
    The question on everyone’s minds is whether today’s events are the act of an omniscient, omnipotent God or of a vigilante global organization with an advanced level of technical and scientific capabilities. 
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    In the decade following the final acceptance of the Vesta Project, ship after ship delivered millions of Cybrids to the asteroid belt. Most went directly to Vesta. Hundreds of thousands were assigned to explore the rest of the belt.    
 
    The Cybrids worked around the clock, constructing enormous tunneling machines, the largest and fastest ever devised. In less than ten years, they completed four of the six primary tunnels, with smaller service tunnels below each. In space, there were no environmental concerns to slow them down. Their methods were effective but not at all delicate. 
 
    Where possible, they refined metals from the debris removed from the planetoid. The rest they melted as slag and deposited into rocky structural reinforcement bands on the outer surface.  
 
    The first on-site hiccough came early in the project, as data began pouring in from the explorer Cybrids. Initial analyses were disappointing but not entirely unexpected. Vesta and the other asteroids in the region were critically low in nitrogen-containing molecules, and until they found a supply, they’d be unable to establish sustainable life on Vesta.  
 
    The Cybrids wasted no time. They kicked into problem-solving mode, came up with a simple solution—to extract all the nitrogen they needed from the atmosphere of Titan—and were awaiting final approval before the human project managers had finished reading the initial analysis.  
 
    One team of Cybrids went to mine nitrogen, while others rounded up the enormous chunks of ice from among the asteroids and placed them inside the Vesta tunnels. They used some of the icy bodies to fill lakes and streams inside the colony tunnels. Next, they electrolyzed some of the water to produce oxygen for the atmosphere and mixed it with the nitrogen.  
 
    When you had no shortage of energy for propulsion or construction, you could work miracles. Kathy’s Cybrids had done exactly that: worked miracles. 
 
    Even Kathy was impressed with the performance of her Cybrids. Around the globe, excitement and hope for a brighter future was growing. Investors were buzzing about great new businesses that would be opening as the mining and refining operations extracted the resources out there. It was a heady, invigorating time for science and engineering.  
 
    Sometimes Kathy and Greg forgot how it was all going to come to a spectacularly disastrous end.  
 
    As Kathy had feared, a number of high-profile individuals—all oblivious of Project Vesta’s true purpose—banded together and publicly called for the project to redirect some of the most valuable metal-rich planetoids to an accessible near-Earth orbit.  
 
    To placate them and to reduce the likelihood of project-halting riots, the team shipped a few token packets of commercially valuable minerals Earthward.  
 
    It took some artful finagling by Kathy and the team’s best spin talent to explain the negligible, slow return on global efforts and investment to date, and to hide the fact that the bulk of the extracted resources were being kept out past the Mars orbit.  
 
    Kathy became adept at public relations, spinning politics, economics, and statistics on the fly. The scent of new growth and new resources to exploit was tantalizing to the money hounds, who were only going to get more restless as the project wore on.  For the moment, the worst of them were being held at bay. 
 
    The Cybrids stationed on Vesta focused on constructing, sealing, and pressurizing the colony tunnels. Once that was done, they moved into the habitats to construct buildings, and to plant the first fields and forests.  
 
    One rocket from Earth contained nothing but bacteria, algae, protozoa, and other microorganisms necessary for a healthy ecology. Another took a cargo of invertebrates. Worms, insects, spiders and a host of “creepy crawlies” were critical to any place that could autonomously and indefinitely support human life.   
 
    Along the way, Kathy and Greg learned more environmental biology than they’d ever had interest in acquiring. In the end, the team felt it better to err on the side of caution and shipped everything they could think of. It would be easier to sort out imbalances later than to suffer the need of an organism that no longer existed.  
 
    Freshwater and saline environments were both provided, though the new marine “oceans” were tiny compared to Earth’s. They were able to save the dolphins, but larger marine organisms like whales would perish with the planet that first gave birth to them. They froze a few symbolic samples of embryos, eggs, and sperm but it was unlikely any of them would be viable before a habitable ocean could be found or constructed.  
 
    The geneticists ran several intense sequencing projects to preserve the information of species that were not going to be rescued. They didn’t bother to keep the genetic libraries secret; everyone agreed such activities would be viewed positively by most people.  
 
    Had it not been for the looming imminent destruction, the present era might have been the start of a new Golden Age on Earth.   
 
    As always, there were a few voices crying about the massive increases in global debt among participating countries. With so much new money going into circulation, Central Banks were forced to raise interest rates in an attempt to keep a lid on runaway inflation. In response, Reverend LaMontagne proposed creative fiscal laws that were soon passed around the world to keep the interest rates from penalizing government borrowing too heavily.  
 
    Kathie and Greg appreciated and admired the Reverend’s genius for coming up with such ideas and for garnering support. They were amazed at how he convinced even the most stodgy national legislatures to pass bold new laws and ideas.  
 
    To the two socially-awkward scientists, Reverend LaMontagne had a nearly magical way about him. Too bad, and a little scary—they thought—that such a powerful gift of persuasion is wielded by a fervent convert to Alum’s message.  
 
    LaMontagne made no effort to conceal his fervor. He openly referred to Alum as, “The Prophet for the Age.” It was seen as a natural progression when the Reverend changed the name of his Church to “Yeshua’s True Guard Church of the Prophet Alum.”  
 
    Within days, the loving nickname coined by his Latino followers took hold: The Alumita. A small number of vocal, bigoted followers balked that the name Alum sounded too close to Allah, but their quibbling was drowned out by a thunderous global plea for the mysterious man, the self-proclaimed “Sword of Yeshua,” to assume the position of World President.  
 
    In his private moments, The Reverend, his young protégé, and Mr. John Trillian celebrated their good fortunes. They couldn’t have planned a better public relations move than the thwarting of a nuclear bombing. 
 
      
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
    24  
 
    The Project Vesta gala ball celebrating the launch of the first colony ship was the social event of the year. Kathy paused halfway down the stairs to the Ballroom Foyer of the Vancouver Convention Centre and took in all the well-dressed people.  
 
    I can’t believe it’s been twelve years! She felt proud of her accomplishments and in meeting this particular deadline. She, Greg, and Reverend LaMontagne could start breathing a little easier now. Humanity would survive. It might take decades or centuries before it thrived again, but it would survive. 
 
    Vancouver was the obvious choice for Project Vesta headquarters. Besides being home to the ever-growing Eater, the Chief Engineer, and the Chief Scientist, the nearby farmland south of the old Canada-United States border offered potential launching sites.  
 
    Tonight was a well-earned celebration. They were on the verge of transplanting humanity along with a commendably broad spectrum of all life on Earth to a viable new home they’d created from practically nothing among the asteroids.  
 
    Kathy’s alter ego, DAR143147, was to thank for much of the success.  
 
    Too bad “DAR” couldn’t be here—Kathy thought. Cybrids were not invited to shindigs like this, no matter what their contribution. Someday, we’ll change that—she promised herself. 
 
    DAR had been her voice in space, flawlessly supervising the habitat construction. To Kathy, DAR was the sister she’d never had. A twin sister, who knew her every thought and anticipated her every decision. Kathy enjoyed their weekly consultations, even with the twenty-minute delay in communications to Vesta.  
 
    Greg, on the other hand, hated talking to his Cybrid alter-ego. “It’s like talking to a slow, stupid me,” he said. “How do you stand it?” Kathy hadn’t told him about her Cybrid’s secretly-enhanced brain. After a few tries, he stopped communicating with his counterpart except when absolutely necessary. Their formal, stilted conversations related strictly to business.  
 
    Kathy’s heart went out to both the biological and Cybrid versions of Greg. She regretted not making an enhanced lattice for his Cybrid, too, before it had been deployed. She wished she could call it back to Earth and do a retrofit but it was too late. Now that it was fully commissioned, it wouldn’t be permitted to return except as scrap. Even unenhanced, Greg’s Cybrid was too valuable to the Vesta Project to be given leave.  
 
    Kathy spotted Greg, completely out of character and laughably uncomfortable in his tux, over near the bar. She lifted the hem of her gown and resumed her graceful descent down the stairs. At least, that’s how she imagined it to be. She felt more at home in flats, a jumper, and a hardhat on the factory floor than in heels and formal wear, trying to make small talk with politicians and the press.  
 
    “Ah, Dr. Liang. It’s quite a sight, isn’t it? So much pretention in one place.” Loren Andrews, the reporter assigned by the Washington Post to cover tonight’s send-off, had caught up with her.  
 
    Kathy hated reporters more than politicians. With politicians, you knew they were always looking out for their own self-interests. With reporters, sometimes even they didn’t know where their interests lay. Until they got the sense of their best story they couldn’t be relied on to be supportive or combative. You just hoped you could figure out how they were going to come at you before they did. She put on her most neutral smile and greeted him. 
 
    “Mr. Andrews. You do realize it’s just a social convention to dress up for these things, don’t you? I don’t think anyone actually enjoys wearing formal outfits.” 
 
    He pointed to Greg. “Certainly not your partner.” 
 
    Kathy redirected the reporter’s gaze to Prime Minister Hudson, who was deep in conversation with China’s newest President. “I don’t think either Ms. Hudson or Mr. Xiu is any more comfortable than Greg. And I’m sure they’ve been to many more of these things than both of us combined. Anyway, I’m just a simple engineer from California, so I’m more used to work clothes, myself.” 
 
    “You could have fooled me. You look ravishing in that dress.” 
 
    Kathy would have blushed if she hadn’t been so repulsed by the man. She did her best to keep her feelings to herself. It would only make life more difficult if she alienated the press. Besides, in another decade he would meet his own bleak demise—a small but satisfying consolation. She thought of all the irritating types of people she would be leaving behind once the Eater consumed the Earth.  
 
    A small, satisfied smile escaped before she buried it beneath her guilt. I shouldn’t think like that. 
 
    Andrews misinterpreted the smirk for warmth and, beaming, offered his arm to escort her.  
 
    At the bottom of the staircase, she politely thanked him for his assistance. He slipped her a business card on which he’d pre-written his hotel and room number.  
 
    Eew, tacky! She wondered how many of those he’d dispense that night. Before the reporter could become an even greater nuisance, Greg arrived. He rescued her with a glass of champagne, sending the annoying Mr. Andrews to find someone more susceptible to his wiles. 
 
    Reverend LaMontagne spotted Greg and Kathy standing by the windows looking out over the harbor. “You two are to be congratulated,” he said in his heartiest Texas accent. “This has been a magnificent achievement.” 
 
    “As much yours, as ours, Reverend,” Greg replied.  
 
    “That shall forever remain our little secret,” LaMontagne answered. The three of them clinked glasses and laughed. It felt good to forget the fear that had been driving them, and just enjoy their successes tonight.  
 
    As his country’s Permanent Representative to Project Vesta, Reverend LaMontagne was given the honor of officially introducing the first Vesta colonists.  
 
    The colonists would soon be on their way, and it would be impossible to undo the fact that their numbers included a much higher percentage of the Alumita members than one might statistically expect. It was surprising nobody had noticed, or at least not mentioned, that detail.  
 
    Not that LaMontagne anticipated much difficulty in getting the team to overlook the anomaly. Certainly, everyone on the list was qualified, and their loyalty to such a strong supporter of the Project as Alum Himself could only be to the colony’s benefit.  
 
    “You two make quite the handsome couple,” LaMontagne continued. “Will you be among the first to bless our new colony with children?” 
 
    Kathy grimaced. This had been a sore spot between the couple for some years. Greg had pushed to start a family shortly after they got married. I’m sorry, but I can’t bring myself to bring a child into a world with such a short expiry date—she’d argued. It was the only thing they’d ever seriously argued about.  
 
    “Hey, we don’t even know if our application to join Vesta will be accepted,” Greg said and winked.  
 
    Kathy regarded her husband suspiciously. “Of course, we’ll be accepted.” 
 
    Greg laughed. “You never know.” 
 
    LaMontagne joked, “If Vesta won’t have you, then we’ll simply have to build another colony that will.” 
 
    Kathy changed the subject. “You’re looking quite dashing this evening, Reverend.”  
 
    “Oh, my dear. No flirting. At my age, that might do more harm than good,” he joked. It was a rare occasion when the Reverend attempted such an endearing jest. Everyone seemed to be in a good mood tonight.  
 
    One of the organizers came by to let them know they had thirty minutes before they were expected on stage. 
 
    “I have a surprise for you,” Greg said out of the blue.  
 
    “A surprise?” Kathy and the Reverend asked in chorus.  
 
    “Yeah, I was going to show you later, but I can’t wait. Let’s go in here.” He led them to one of the empty side rooms and locked the doors behind them.  
 
    “Why so mysterious?” Kathy asked.  
 
    It’s not like him to be this way—she thought with a guilty twinge. But I guess we all have our secrets. She pushed aside thoughts of DAR’s true intellect.  
 
    “Hard as it may be to believe, I’ve had some spare time over the past decade,” he said. “In that time, I’ve made a discovery or two of my own.” 
 
    “You’ve found a way to stop the Eater!” the Reverend tried. 
 
    “Sadly, no. I’ll keep trying, though.” 
 
    “Don’t keep us guessing! What is it?” Kathy asked.  
 
    Greg reached into his inside jacket pocket and pulled out a tablet. “Lady and gentleman, I present the RAF shifter.”  
 
    Kathy and the Reverend exchanged confused glances. RAF stood for Reality Assertion Field, but what on Earth was an RAF shifter? “Okay, I give. What is it?” 
 
    “The world’s smallest RAF device.” Greg held the tablet in his best imitation of a game show prize presenter. “It’s small because it has only one function: to move things.” 
 
    LaMontagne couldn’t help his curiosity. “Does it generate some kind of tractor field?” 
 
    “No, not that kind of moving. It…shifts them, is how I like to think of it.” 
 
    Kathy frowned. “Shifts how? Ooh, do you mean like a warp drive?” She was only half joking. She tolerated Greg’s love of science fiction stories, but wondered how a real scientist could let his imagination run wild that way. 
 
    “Not exactly. You know about the quantum EM and Higgs fields, right?” 
 
    “Child’s play, my dear. Move along. We only have twenty minutes.” 
 
    “This device disconnects matter from those quantum fields for a short period of time. During that time, an object is no longer of this universe and is not constrained by its laws of motion.” 
 
    Kathy tried to think through the implications. “Wouldn’t you just disappear? You might reappear somewhere, but likely not where you started. Nor where you intended.” 
 
    “Exactly!” said a proud Greg. “Unless, that is, you could find some kind of anchor. Now, for your bonus question. What effect seems to instantaneously exchange information between particles, no matter where those particles are located in the universe?” 
 
    “Well, quantum entanglement, for one. Einstein’s old ‘spooky action at a distance.’ Everyone knows that. Interesting effect but not really useful for anything.” 
 
    “Oh, sure,” laughed Greg, “everyone knows that. Okay, so we really haven’t found a way to use quantum entanglement for anything important…until now.” 
 
    “What are you talking about?” Kathy was getting impatient. Greg’s mystifying disclosure was going nowhere, and it was taking a long time to get there. 
 
    “If I may,” interrupted the Reverend. “Are you suggesting you can disconnect an object from the natural laws that limit its rate of motion?”  
 
    Greg nodded excitedly.  
 
    “And you can use entangled particles to help that object find its way back to some specific place in the universe?”  
 
    “Yes!” Greg’s eyes sparkled. He held up the tablet. “And this device is all it takes!”  
 
    He fiddled with some buttons on the screen, and disappeared.  
 
    “Hello,” he called from the other end of the long conference room.  
 
    Kathy was astonished, which was a considerable feat in itself. She’d seen a lot of “miracles” since working with Darian. The problems they solved every day on Project Vesta were astonishing. But she hadn’t imagined Greg’s surprise discovery.   
 
    In no more than a blink, Greg reappeared beside them.  
 
    Questions rolled through her mind. Some were obvious in retrospect. She and Greg had been spending a lot of time in their own separate worlds. She was on the road most days, and he was tied to the labs. Clearly, he’d made this discovery while she was away and had tested it on his own.  
 
    The thought of it irked her. He was flashing in and out of existence without her, without telling her. She held off giving him a piece of her mind, and considered the timing of the disclosure. He’d saved the big reveal for today so it must be relevant to Vesta. 
 
    “Greg, what’s the range of this thing?” 
 
    “Bingo,” he exclaimed, “The sixty-four million dollar question! The answer is…infinity. We can go anywhere, instantly. Well, anywhere with the right entangled pair of particles.” He smiled broadly in maddening glee. 
 
    The Reverend sat down. He rested his chin on his hand and thought furiously. How can the Church get control of this technology? How can we use it to our advantage? It’s far too valuable to be left in the hands of the Project management or national governments.  
 
    The obvious solution would be to just take it…but how? I’ll have to get Trillian on that project right away. I hope Greg keeps electronic or physical notes outside his own brain. I’m not sure even a genius of Trillian’s level could hack his dendy lattice. 
 
    Aloud LaMontagne said, “Greg, this is wonderful news. It means the transportation bottleneck to Vesta has been removed.” 
 
    “What do you mean?” cried Kathy. “This opens up the stars! If we can travel anywhere, we can explore the entire galaxy.” 
 
    “Not that I didn’t already think of that,” replied Greg. “But there are two problems. First, we don’t have enough time to find and terraform a suitable planet orbiting another star, so we’re stuck with what we have for now.  
 
    “Second, in order to navigate a return to this universe, you need an entangled pair of particles. Over a range of a few hundred meters, it’s easy to find paired virtual electrons from a static charge. But over interstellar distances? Unfortunately, not that easy. We’re limited to the speed of light in a fairly conventional way until we can ship some entangled particles to a new star.” 
 
    Kathy looked crestfallen.  
 
    “Hey! There’s still a lot of good news in this,” Greg said. “We can move people off Earth a lot faster than before. We’ll be able to save as many people as Vesta can hold. Maybe thirty or forty million instead of the ten million we’d planned.” 
 
    “Still, we’re limited to what Vesta can hold,” Kathy replied. 
 
    “Perhaps I have something that could help with that,” said LaMontagne. “I’ve also been busy in the experimentation department.” 
 
    “When did you develop an interest in science?” Greg asked. 
 
    “I am offended, young man,” the Reverend responded, feigning hurt. “I’ll have you know the dendy lattice has opened my mind to a whole universe of possibilities. In the final analysis, even God saw fit to back up his decrees with threats of punishment. Taking a chapter from the Good Book, so to speak, I’ve been working on a new weapon.” 
 
    “Of course,” Greg said. He meant it ironically. Both he and Kathy knew that LaMontagne’s interests ran more to the applications of power and persuasion than to the strictly theological. It was not enough to merely speak of the promised Kingdom of God, one should do everything in one’s powers to hasten the arrival of that Kingdom on Earth.  
 
    LaMontagne took Greg’s utterance at face value. “In light of what you’ve shown us, I think this particular weapon might prove useful beyond its original intent. Let me demonstrate.”  
 
    He sent a request to share an inSense video with their lattices.  
 
    They accepted. Fifteen years of working together had convinced them the Reverend had no designs on their brainpower other than to put them to work on the Project. Anyway, their security was up to fending off any unwanted attempts to hijack their conceptas.  
 
    The video opened on a desert scene. The ground was covered in rock, brush, and dry grasses. “This is the Chisos Basin of Big Bend National Park in Texas,” LaMontagne said. The video panned the area revealing low, rocky mountains, buttes, and mesas. It stopped on a clear crystalline rod mounted on a tripod, its barrel pointed at the side of a nearby mesa.  
 
    “I’ve embedded a cylindrical RAF generator in this device,” LaMontagne continued. “It produces a rather enormous amount of energy when activated. Keep an eye on that mesa, about a kilometer away.  
 
    An intense, pulsating, conical violet beam leaped from the end of the device. By the time it struck the rocky side of the mesa, it was ten meters across. The part of the slope it struck was instantly vaporized, sending gushes of incandescent steam outward and upward. As it pushed through the rocks, the beam self-adjusted so that the vaporized area didn’t grow much wider. In less than a minute, it drilled through the mesa, leaving a ten-meter tunnel.  
 
    “As you can surmise, this new weapon I’ve been working on could be used as a tool to accelerate the process of building colony tunnels in other asteroids. We could expand our efforts and save many millions more.”  
 
    Greg silently fumed. Yes, the utility of this new “tool” as he’d called it was undeniable. But it was still primarily a weapon being sold as a tool. 
 
    I’m not happy to see RAF technology being used to develop weapons but, realistically, what else could I expect? I value the Reverend’s support of Project Vesta. Can I trust his motives?  
 
    Kathy broke the silence. “So does this mean we can immediately expand Project Vesta to include Ceres and Pallas? They’d be the next two most obvious target colonies.”  
 
    Neither man responded, and she interpreted their hesitation as uncertainty about her proposal. “Oh, come on! This means we can save almost a hundred million people. Not to mention tens of millions more minds that we can instantiate inside Cybrids. It’s perfect!” 
 
    “In theory, I would agree,” Greg offered reluctantly.  
 
    “Fantastic!” Kathy clasped her hands together and spun around, ecstatic. 
 
    Greg quickly added, “But let’s not publicly announce any of these new developments until we’ve discussed them with the PM. People can have a hard time adjusting to new technologies, especially when they’re as radical as these. I mean this is big, maybe even bigger than limitless energy or Cybrids.”  
 
    Kathy and the Reverend agreed. Private discussions before public disclosure.  
 
    Regardless, she was elated. She wasn’t going to let her joy be diminished by Greg’s caution.  
 
    More colony space and better transportation! 
 
    Today was a good day. 
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    “Heavenly Yeshua, bless this Church and these, your people, for thine is the Kingdom, the Power, and the Glory. Amen.” 
 
    John Trillian smiled discreetly as he muttered his own, “Amen” from backstage. His laptop was open on the small table in front of him. Today was a big day at Yeshua’s True Guard Church of the Prophet Alum in Austin.  
 
    “Be seated, my friends.” Reverend Alan LaMontagne stood at center stage, looking over his adoring flock. Thousands settled into their cushioned chairs in the nave, mezzanine, and balconies.  
 
    Television cameras representing various networks relayed his image around the world: aged, wise, and serene but still showing a glint of fire and brimstone in the eyes.  
 
    A team of assistants stood attentively in the wings, and a two-hundred member choir, resplendent in their rich purple and gold robes, formed a regal backdrop behind him. 
 
    The Reverend walked around to the side of his podium, leaving a steadying hand on its solid oak edge, and nodded to the recently elected President Heath situated prominently in his private box seat.  
 
    “My friends,” he began. His amplified voice filled the spacious structure and reverberated to the farthest reaches of the globe. “I have some great news for you today.”  
 
    He paused for dramatic effect and savored the sight of his beloved congregation—his greatest achievement—and the magnificent building they occupied.  
 
    Unlike many Pentecostal churches that eschewed science and technology, Yeshua’s True Guard Church had taken a strong pro-technology stance over the past eighteen years. The Glory Hall of the Diamond Cathedral reflected that stance. It inspired glowing admiration—if not outright worship—on its own account.  
 
    Modeled loosely on the spectacular old Crystal Cathedral of California, it was an engineering masterpiece three times larger than its predecessor. Its outer walls were made of insanely expensive diamond-coated borosilicate glass, chosen for its striking beauty and significantly greater strength over the “ordinary” glass of the older building. The walls required only the thinnest of metal support struts, more for convenience than structural strength.  
 
    The Diamond Cathedral glittered where its predecessor had merely gleamed, and shone where the other had only sparkled.  
 
    A weighty forty-meter cross and Savior rising up from the back of the stage bestowed gravity and solemnity to proceedings. The artist had placed a subtly stern expression on the face of the Savior, which was echoed by the spearmen protecting the base of the cross from curious tourists.  
 
    The spearmen were the most literal representation of Yeshua’s True Guard. The spears were adorned with their Savior’s flag, the Christian cross centered atop a brilliant sun with a pair of swords overlaid along the diagonal. The same flag was proudly displayed around the Hall, adding to the military feel.  
 
    When questioned about the militaristic touches in the cathedral, the Reverend once proudly explained that it was intentional: it was a tribute to the embattled founding of the Church and of the country. He openly rejected the whole “lion lying with the lamb” stance held by other churches, calling it, “dangerously irresponsible, blind pacifism.” 
 
    Sensing the optimum level of eager anticipation had been achieved in his congregation, LaMontagne resumed.  
 
    “I am an old man in a young Church,” he confided and held up his free hand to quell the anticipated protests from his choir, assistants, and followers.  
 
    “You are too kind. We all know the work of the Church outlives any one of us.” He was speaking not only to the people in the Cathedral but to the millions more who were watching via television, internet, and inSense presence, around the world.  
 
    “Over the past few years, I’ve employed my heart and mind, my full capabilities and resources, in a search to secure a worthy successor, a strong and inspired leader to guide this congregation.  
 
    “Well, ladies and gentlemen, I am pleased to announce that I’ve finally found the One who will lead us into a New Age, an Age of Godly righteousness throughout this solar system!”  
 
    Applause and a fresh chorus of Amens erupted from listeners around the world. He allowed them a moment to settle themselves.  
 
    “A few years ago, I was approached by a young man who sought to learn more about our movement. He had not been a member of any of the established churches of the day. Indeed, he spoke out about the vile corruption that plagued many of them.  
 
    “Yes, just as our Lord Yeshua condemned the evil money changers on the steps of the Temple, this young man spoke against the Godlessness that infiltrated the so-called holy houses in this country and beyond. 
 
    “We talked at great length on that first day we met, and we’ve continued those conversations during the months and years that followed.  
 
    “This young man made no claims of special dispensation to me, yet his divinely inspired wisdom and piety could not be denied.  
 
    “He saw the evil permeating our societies and our churches, and he felt the need to act against it. We all know of his pronouncements and his prophecies. We watched, astounded, when our Lord acted through him to save the wonderful city of Vancouver, Pacifica, from nuclear destruction at the hands of the greediest and most powerful individuals in the world.”   
 
    His listeners at once gleaned the identity of the young man whom the Reverend was about to introduce. An excited buzz rippled through the air.  
 
    The Reverend smiled. He could almost read their minds: Could it be true? Alum, the man being called by many to lead the entire world, has favored our Church and is coming to lead us? 
 
    “Yes indeed, I have offered my place as Head of this Church to the young man known as Alum. And….” The congregation erupted into applause and waves of Hallelujah. 
 
    LaMontagne hushed those nearest, and waited patiently for the applause to die down.  
 
    “And, I am absolutely delighted to report, he has accepted. Ladies and gentlemen, children, I present to you your next spiritual leader, Alum!”   
 
    Unable to contain themselves any longer, the congregation jumped to their feet, pounding their hands together, whistling, and cheering, while the shy young man walked across the stage to where LaMontagne stood waiting to greet him.  
 
    The choir broke into a joyful hymn while the two men hugged in a comfortable and familiar way, like father and son.  
 
    LaMontagne moved to one side and lifted his arms to encourage the flock to continue their cheering. Needing little encouragement, they redoubled their efforts until the diamond-encrusted windows shook with the sound.  
 
    LaMontagne looked offstage and caught John Trillian’s waiting eye. He gave a purposeful nod, and Trillian pushed a button on his laptop to activate what was surely the hacker’s crowning achievement.  
 
    Anyone in the Cathedral, anyone who watched the broadcast later, on whichever medium they used, would be affected by the virus he released with that simple motion.  
 
    As the code worked its way into his congregation’s belief systems, the Reverend recalled the day the man had burst into his home office, full of excitement.  
 
    * * * 
 
    “Reverend, I’ve brought you a gift,” Trillian announced as he threw open the heavy office door without knocking.  
 
    Across the room, the Reverend looked up from his work. From a matching desk along the adjacent wall, Alum—the Reverend’s child protégé now a young man—swiveled his chair around and also opened his eyes. The two regarded Trillian expectantly.  
 
    Trillian stopped, captivated by the young man’s eyes. As well as he’d come to know Alum over the past sixteen years, the boy’s piercing green eyes still mesmerized him. They seemed to contain a greater depth of knowledge and experience, lived and studied, than a person of that age had any right to possess.  
 
    For someone so young and presumably innocent, his eyes were impossibly ancient. At times, they were tinged with a smoldering rage that bordered on murderous intent. At other times, they were filled with a profoundly peaceful confidence and love. Trillian could never get used to them.  
 
    “John?” The Reverend nudged him back to the present. “Your gift?” 
 
    “Yes, sir. I think you’ll like what I’ve developed. I’ve been thinking about how the Cybrids working on the colonies could be a problem for us. We have no way of making sure they’ll be loyal to the Church once the colony’s complete.” 
 
    “And to Alum,” LaMontagne prodded. 
 
    “Yes, of course. And to Alum, as well.” Trillian was painfully aware of the older man’s devotion to his adopted son.  
 
    The hacker was more in awe of Alum’s talents than almost anyone. He’d trained the teenaged Alum in the art and science of information systems.  
 
    He knew how quick and clever the boy was and had sensed how deep his penetrating intelligence might someday grow. Now that Alum’s lattice enhancements were nearly fully mature, the extent of his capabilities seemed practically boundless.  
 
    Trillian understood and appreciated all of this on an intellectual level but, sometimes, it still hurt. 
 
    He wondered again if LaMontagne had intentionally restricted his lattice development. Why would he do that? Why shouldn’t I be allowed to develop my capabilities, unhindered, as Alum? If it weren’t for these limitations, maybe I’d be the one in line to succeed the Reverend in leading the Church.  
 
    Unless…maybe the imperfection was in him, not in the lattice. Perhaps he wasn’t worthy. Maybe he still had much to prove to the Reverend and to Yeshua. 
 
    The Reverend cleared his throat and Trillian returned to his reason for barging in. “To reduce our risk, I’ve developed a way to assure Cybrid loyalty. I obtained their base O/S code from one of our contacts at the factory in Shanghai. It’s quite brilliant, as one would expect from Dr. Liang.” 
 
    “Yes, yes,” prompted an impatient LaMontagne.  
 
    It occurred to Trillian that Alum never expressed irritation like that. He left that to his adopted father. 
 
    “Okay, almost any code is susceptible to some sort of intrusion. The Cybrid operating system is based on models of human cognition. Dr. Liang calls it the concepta, a complex network of perceptions and labels assembled into an associative framework. It blurs the line between knowledge and belief.” 
 
    The Reverend leaned forward with interest. “Go on.” 
 
    “It’s difficult, but not impossible, to engineer a virus program to alter the part of the concepta that affects the persona, that’s the Cybrid’s set of personal preferences and tendencies that simulate what is human.  
 
    “A virus like that could alter the belief system of the Cybrid including, for example, where it considers its loyalties to lie. I have developed just such a virus.” 
 
    The Reverend walked over to Trillian and grasped his shoulders. He looked directly into the hacker’s eyes. “John, you continue to amaze me. This is a wonderful gift. Thank you.”  
 
    Trillian beamed.  
 
    “Why stop there?” asked the voice from the side of the room. Both men turned toward Alum.  
 
    Trillian struggled to suppress his annoyance. “What do you mean?”  
 
    “People have concepta and persona spaces as much as Cybrids. Everyone has a lattice implant these days, for entertainment purposes if nothing else.” 
 
    “Are you suggesting that we alter the belief system of real people?” Trillian was surprised at the personal affront he felt. The idea should have occurred to him. Distasteful as it may have been, it was an obvious extension. 
 
    “Why not?” Alum challenged. 
 
    LaMontagne turned and rubbed his chin thoughtfully as he swiveled in his chair. “Can it be done, John?” 
 
    Trillian considered the differences between a Cybrid’s silicene-based system, and a human’s biological system when overlaid by a lattice.  
 
    “Theoretically, yes,” he concluded. “At the hardware level, it would work best if we could coax a lattice extension into the pleasure centers of the brain.”  
 
    He quietly set a program running in the background of his lattice that would protect his own belief system, thinking—I’m already loyal enough to the Church and the Reverend, and I will be as loyal to Alum as required. I do not want or need that loyalty to be forcefully imposed. 
 
    LaMontagne pondered. Even though his own brain housed sophisticated dendy lattice technology, he didn’t know as much about it as he would’ve liked. A simple O/S tweak should accomplish the kind of extension Trillian needed. He sent a section of code to Trillian.  
 
    “If we make these minor changes to the basic lattice code, I think it will achieve what Alum suggests. Go ahead and incorporate this code with yours.  
 
    “We shouldn’t need to do more than adjust our audience’s loyalty factor a little. We’ll launch it when we broadcast Alum’s succession to the leadership. Everyone will be watching either live or streamed. What better time to add a little value to the presentation?” 
 
    * * * 
 
    Backstage, Trillian pressed a button unleashing the virus into the broadcast, and then sat back to enjoy the rest of the show.   
 
    Reverend LaMontagne released Alum from his affectionate embrace and walked him to his new home at the podium.  
 
    The elder leader of what was now Alum’s Church, both in fact as well as name, took a seat in the simple chair waiting for him a couple meters behind and off to Alum’s right. The Reverend was in the wings, but clearly visible to the congregation so they could witness his love and support for his spiritual son. 
 
    “Thank you, Reverend LaMontagne, for the trust you have placed in me today. And thank you, everyone, for your kind and loving acceptance. I call upon the guidance of our Lord Yeshua to help me lead this Church through the troubled times ahead. I pledge to work diligently and faithfully for you, toward the greater glory of God and of His Son, Yeshua. 
 
    “For we do have troubled times ahead, friends. Our sinful world is heading rapidly toward its Final Days. God Almighty, with Yeshua on His right, wielding the sword of justice and vengeance, is about to descend from Heaven and put this planet out of its misery. The sea of sinful unbelievers and heathens who rejected God’s pleas to join Him in Heaven will soon be brought to an end.” 
 
    The crowd joyfully yelled, “Hallelujah” and “Praise be Yeshua.” Normally, Reverend LaMontagne avoided End of Days sermons except for the most special occasions. The changing of the guard certainly qualified as a most special occasion, and the flock in the Glory Hall was eager to celebrate.  
 
    “I do not mean this in any figurative sense,” Alum continued. “No. I’m talking about the literal End of Earth. The clock has been set, the date and time selected. The cause of the Earth’s demise has been put in motion and it is growing in power daily.”  
 
    The crowd hushed as the weight of his words sunk in. This was not the End of Times/Glory Days sermon they were accustomed to hearing. This seemed more serious, and more troubling, than usual.  
 
    “Only a small portion of the sinful people of Earth will be spared the destruction our Lord will bring upon the globe. Only you, the true followers of Yeshua’s message of hope for humanity, will survive. For a refuge has been prepared for those of True Faith. Your salvation is at hand. 
 
    “I therefore call upon you to prepare yourselves. If you are a sinner, come to us on your knees and beg forgiveness of your Lord. Join us and salvation can be yours. For God has appointed me the Sword of Yeshua to bring His justice to the people.  
 
    “If you are already a member of this Church, listen carefully. Sometime in the next few months, we will reveal the time and place to assemble to receive God’s final Grace. At the appointed time, God will sweep up the Faithful and wash away the sinners.  
 
    “Turn your hearts and minds toward our Lord. Pray for forgiveness. Pray that He accept you into His loving arms.” 
 
    Alum stepped back from the podium and the shocked crowd erupted into applause and joyful weeping. The long-foretold and anxiously awaited Day was finally, finally, at hand. The world would see the error of its ways, and the Faithful would be saved. Their love of Alum and freshly sworn devotion to him was only exceeded by their love of God and His son, Yeshua.  
 
    Trillian raised his hand and faked a cough so he could hide his grin. It was gratifying to see the sheep accept the destruction of everything they knew. The virus was working perfectly. 
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    Reverend Alan LaMontagne, former Spiritual Leader of Yeshua’s True Guard Church of the Prophet Alum, was dying.  
 
    He lay in his private hospital bed, breathing oxygen-enriched air through a tube. An intravenous drip fed hydrating saline water, glucose, and antibiotics into his veins. Daily sponge baths and a catheter permitted him the luxury of never having to leave his bed. Just as well; he no longer had the strength for the fifteen-step walk to the bathroom. 
 
    In his eighty-eighth year of life, LaMontagne’s heart was finally giving out. This came as no big surprise to him or anyone else. Surrounded by the people who were most like him in the entire world, he couldn’t help envy their youth and vigor.  
 
    John Trillian was the oldest of his guests; then came Greg and Kathy, and finally the young man whom he’d named Alum, his blossoming protégé.  
 
    The irony of being among the five smartest people in the world and not being able to pee on his own made LaMontagne chuckle. The laugh turned into a weak cough. He took a slow, measured breath to calm the spasms in his chest. Can’t even muster enough energy for a good hack—he thought.  
 
    He’d called them all here to say goodbye and to have them participate in one final experiment.  
 
    He’d confessed how he’d been sharing his thoughts and beliefs with Alum since the young man’s early childhood. Not shared in conventional ways through hours of conversation, but by direct lattice-to-lattice communication. If any pair of individuals could be said to be “of one mind,” it was LaMontagne and Alum.  
 
    Now in the Reverend’s final hours, the two hoped to use that link to prove the human spirit lives on after the death of its earthly prison. Whatever LaMontagne was about to experience as he died, Alum would share.  
 
    LaMontagne had chosen Alum in the hopes of someday, somehow, “immortalizing” himself. All these many years later, he now understood that they shared only thoughts; their souls were separate. When he died, his soul would not magically cross over into Alum’s body. That would be too reminiscent of Satan’s possession of bodies and blasphemous to Yeshua.  
 
    Nonetheless, the Reverend hoped Alum might catch a glimpse of Heaven as his adopted father’s soul entered to meet his Lord and Maker.  
 
    Greg and Kathy dismissed the Reverend’s ideas as spiritual mumbo-jumbo. Darian Leigh’s arguments over twenty years ago still held sway with them.  
 
    There was no room for a “soul particle” in the new Modified Standard Theory of particle physics. There was nothing that could comprise a soul and still interact with the real universe. Even the metaphysical supra-natural theory that arose from the Reality Assertion Field had not convinced them that the Word, as the Reverend called it, was real. 
 
    LaMontagne tried all sorts of arguments to change their minds. He even attempted clever analogies using their own RAF research terminology to reach them. “Think of God’s Word—His thoughts, will and intent—as a specific RAF. In the RAFs you’ve experimented with, the configuration of the field affects reality by selecting or favoring particular virtual particle interactions. Through His divine RAF, God creates or engineers a desired outcome, a whole new universe with specific rules. So now, you tell me, why couldn’t God just be He Who Had the First RAF?” 
 
    “Well, for starters, how could God exist before the universe of real matter?” Kathy countered. 
 
    “Because God is not of the physical,” the Reverend stated with complete confidence. 
 
    “Anything that doesn’t interact with our universe is outside it and ‘not of the physical.’ Are you saying God is from a different universe?” 
 
    “Perhaps. Why not?” LaMontagne said. 
 
    “That just pushes back the argument,” Kathy replied. “Did a different ‘God’ in a different universe make the universe that contains our God? That leads to another infinite regression that still doesn’t imply there’s a God outside all possible universes.” 
 
    “But God is eternal. He has no need to belong to any one universe.” 
 
    “How could an intelligent, willful entity arise in a universe where literally nothing exists? I just don’t get it.” 
 
    “I thought the RAF proves how something can arise from nothing,” quipped the Reverend. 
 
    “Sure,” Kathy conceded. “Simple particles can arise and evolve over long periods of…let’s call it time, even though we know that’s not precisely correct. Our models show no requirement for intelligence or intention to impose natural laws on those particles. They arise by evolution.” 
 
    They’d argued with the Reverend dozens of times, neither side ever able to fully convince the other. In the end Greg and Kathy, being good scientists, had to admit to skeptical agnosticism. As unlikely as it seemed, there was a minuscule chance some intelligence with RAF generating ability might have preceded the existence of the present universe. Maybe of all possible universes.  
 
    But when it came to the human soul, Greg and Kathy wouldn’t give an inch.  
 
    “We know we can make intelligent, fully self-conscious robots. The space around Vesta, Ceres, and Pallas is proof of that. Many of us regularly talk with our Cybrid twins and, believe me, they pass the Turing Test quite nicely. I bet if you spoke to my DAR, you’d think it were me. Why do you think we need a soul when we understand the basis of intelligence and consciousness so well?” Kathy challenged. 
 
    “How do we know they are conscious? Clearly, they are self-aware, as they are capable of fitting concepts of themselves into the conceptual framework of their environment. But is that the same as consciousness?” the Reverend countered.  
 
    Kathy shrugged in frustration. “If you proceed down that path, you get to Solipsism: I can only know I exist because I experience my thoughts and no one else’s. I don’t know if you are conscious or even if you exist because I can’t experience your thoughts. However, Alum can feel your thoughts. He knows you exist as much as he’s aware of his own existence.” She raised one eyebrow. “Unless, you don’t think he exists as anything other than a duplicate you?” 
 
    She had come uncomfortably close with that question, and LaMontagne had rushed to assure her that his adopted son and heir was an independent person.  
 
    That one discussion, months ago, had planted the seed for today’s experiment. If Alum could actually follow LaMontagne’s death and share his glimpse of Heaven as his soul entered, perhaps the doubters would come to know what the Reverend already knew to be true. 
 
    His doctors agreed he was unlikely to make it through the night. He could feel his heart struggling for each beat. Soon. Soon.  
 
    The small group of witnesses was quiet company, at least outwardly. Communications among them had been non-verbal for quite some time now. Lattice conversations were faster and less subject to misunderstanding.  
 
    At first, the nurses had been spooked at the sight of the four of them sitting in concentrated silence, only occasionally raising a finger or gesticulating to emphasize some unheard point.  
 
    The last time a nurse had been by was to try to get LaMontagne to eat something. Despite not having any appetite for days, he did his best to choke down some of the tasteless food. After one or two tentative bites from each of the food groups the nurse retreated, leaving him in peace.  
 
    It was dark outside, and LaMontagne closed his eyes. Alum took his hand so he wouldn’t fall sleep. They’d discussed this. The Reverend preferred to be as awake and alert as possible when his final moment came. He wanted to die fully conscious, so he could better attend to his protégé’s sharing of the experience. 
 
    I know I’ve said this before—Alum sent to the only father he’d ever known—but I just want to repeat how privileged I feel that you chose me to share the most important part of your life with. 
 
    You were the perfect son—LaMontagne replied, by which he meant, always obedient and a sponge for information. I was never sure how much independence to allow you. I’m glad I chose to let you grow up as a unique person in the end.  
 
    It must have been hard, to deny your own perfect immortality and grant me the freedom to become my own self—Alum acknowledged. 
 
    As one gets older one realizes God did not mean for us to live forever, except in the presence of His grace. 
 
    A dark thought registered across Alum’s face. Or in the presence of the Adversary—he added. 
 
    LaMontagne scowled. The Fires of Eternal Damnation are not for the likes of us. Our good deeds in the Lord’s name assure us a place by His side. 
 
    Alum smiled slyly and waited for the Reverend to realize he was being kidded. Yes, Father. I know. Our destiny is to save humanity in Yeshua’s name, that they may receive His infinite love. He spoke in all sincerity. 
 
    And fear His infinite power—the Reverend added for good measure. 
 
    Yes, how can humanity be guided only with the carrot and not the stick as well? 
 
    The Reverend smiled. He had chosen well and taught even better. Alum was wise in the ways of leadership and would make a good steward of the people, bringing them to their salvation in service to the Lord.  
 
    The visitors watched him exhale a long and even sigh of contentment. The sounds of rattling trolleys and medical staff being paged drifted in from the hallway.  
 
    Alum stood. Trillian, Kathy, and Greg followed suit, the three of them peering intently for a sign from the younger man. LaMontagne’s chest had not risen since the sigh.  
 
    Is the moment here? Should I call a nurse or doctor? Remembering the Reverend’s wishes, Alum instead reached out more deeply with his lattice. He remembered what it was like to be deeply connected to the Reverend’s every perception, thought, and memory.  
 
    The three visitors waited, alert to his every gesture, as he made a deeper connection to his father’s mind, brain and, he hoped, soul.  
 
    After a few minutes, Alum reached over and closed his adopted father’s eyelids. He looked away and found the others searching his face expectantly.  
 
    Did you see your father entering Heaven? Did you feel his soul depart? He didn’t need the lattice to read the questions in their eyes.  
 
    In many ways, their eyes matched those of Alum’s congregation as they pleaded for good news from their Lord and Savior. Everyone wanted to know the truth. No, they wanted to know The Ultimate Truth.  
 
    Alum considered his father’s peaceful face. The man looked more comfortable in death than he’d ever looked in life. He felt love for this man who’d given him a life he’d never have known without him.  
 
    He also hated him deeply and passionately. The Reverend had been raping his mind since before he could talk, imposing his fanatical ideals and dreams on Alum’s infant brain.  
 
    Alum let the three sets of eyes bore into the back of his head and wait for their answer a little longer. He wondered how long they’d wait before asking. 
 
    After a while, he shook his head and said, “No. Nothing at all.” 
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    For Jeff Junior, the End began when Alum received a phone call from the scientists in Vancouver.  
 
    They’d been chatting in the study when the telephone rang. Alum picked up and, without so much as a greeting, listened in silence to the excited voices at the other end of the call.  
 
    “I see. Thank you. I’ll be there soon,” was all he said, and he hung up. With no further explanation, he asked Junior to scramble the security and flight teams, and prepare the private plane for immediate departure to Vancouver.  
 
    Only once they were settled in the comfort and privacy of the executive cabin did Alum confide in Junior, revealing all he knew about the Eater. “All” turned out to be frightfully little.  
 
    Once he got over the shock, Jeff Jr. felt privileged to be included. Only a small number of individuals worldwide knew that the planet-ending threat Alum referenced in his sermons was a real and impending physical danger, not some vague biblical prophecy.  
 
    On arriving at SFU, they met Greg and Kathy at the east entrance of the Academic Quadrangle. Neither Alum nor Jeff Junior had visited the award-winning campus, and the scientists paused in the shade of the structure so they could all appreciate, if only for a moment, the peacefulness of the reflecting pool, grass, and trees in the central green space. It was a perfect June day. 
 
    After some light chitchat about their trip, the two scientists ushered the visitors along the sheltered perimeter to one of the many stairwells incorporated in the columns that supported the top three stories of the complex.  
 
    Inside, they wound their way down through a confusing maze of multi-level corridors leading to the subterranean levels and an instrumentation area cryptically labeled, “RAF Characterization Laboratory.” 
 
    One entire wall of the lab consisted of a section of the enormous spherical vacuum chamber.  
 
    It looks more like a machine room than a lab, at least according to any sci-fi movie I’ve ever seen—Junior thought. He was not impressed.  
 
    Besides one segment of the gigantic storage tank, the room contained an old disassembled laser setup and a desk with a laptop.  
 
    Where are all the instruments?—he wondered. 
 
    “….we’ve been thinking about this all wrong,” Dr. Mahajani had been saying.  
 
    Greg—Junior reminded himself. The pair were awfully informal for two lead scientists. Too familiar. Unprofessional. Junior didn’t like it.  
 
    “Have you figured out how to collapse the Eater?” asked Alum. 
 
    “Not exactly,” replied Dr. Liang. Kathy—Junior remembered. 
 
    Greg explained. “As you know, the Eater takes everything that it comes into contact with into its own sphere and laws of nature.”  
 
    Junior wasn’t sure he’d understood correctly. How can there be more than one set of “laws of nature?” Isn’t that why they were called “laws” in the first place? But he knew better than to interrupt.  
 
    Alum, Greg, and Kathy chatted away, completely unperturbed by all the cryptic concepts being thrown around. Struggling to keep up, Junior likened the chamber—really a reinforced LPG storage tank—and its alternative laws to some kind of fantasy video game.   
 
    “Unfortunately, we still have no idea why the Eater persists as its own universe. We don’t know what’s driving it, or how to turn it off,” Greg admitted. “So rather than trying to undo it, which so far has been a frustrating waste of time, we thought, why don’t we just move it?” 
 
    “Move it?” Alum asked. 
 
    Kathy jumped in. “Yes. Containing the Eater inside this huge vacuum chamber for two decades has only slowed down its growth. But once the Eater reaches the walls of its enclosure, which could be anytime in the next few years, Earth will be done in horrifically short order.”  
 
    Junior was shocked by how cavalierly she spoke about the end of the world until he realized she’d been living with this reality for almost twenty years. He’d only learned of it on the plane ride to Vancouver. 
 
    “Why not make a bigger vacuum chamber and buy some more time?” Alum asked. 
 
    “This was the biggest we could build, given the engineering challenges, at the time. With thick enough walls, it might be possible to double or triple the size,” answered Kathy. “But it wouldn’t be easy, and it would only give us another decade or two before it breached the new chamber.” 
 
    “And in the extra decade or two, couldn’t we save many millions more?” 
 
    “Theoretically, yes. But the chamber might not be structurally stable and could fail suddenly, even catastrophically. And it would be an enormous engineering challenge to remove the top of Burnaby Mountain in order to construct a huge new chamber around this one. Remember, we would have to keep it intact and in place while building the new enclosure.” 
 
    “That does sound problematic.” 
 
    “Nothing like that has ever been done before. Regular blasting of the bedrock of the mountain would stress the existing chamber, and introducing even the tiniest crack in the existing chamber could bring immediate disaster.” 
 
    “I see. Implosion.” The Church Leader nodded thoughtfully. “What if we were to use the blasting ray we use in asteroid construction?” 
 
    Kathy ran some quick models. “That would help, but it would still be a challenge. If either of the chambers fail in the middle of construction, the current one or the new one, we’d have no more than a few days to live, at best.” 
 
    “Okay, so only as a last resort, then.” 
 
    Kathy nodded. “Yes. But thinking about how to increase the size of the vacuum chamber gave us an idea. The biggest vacuum we know is in outer space. It would be the safest place to store something like the Eater. What if we could move it out there? How much time would that buy us?” 
 
    Unable to contain himself, Greg jumped in. “The answer is a lot, depending on where we put it.” 
 
    Alum’s expression was so guarded even Junior couldn’t tell what he was thinking. “Providing you could move it, where would you suggest?” 
 
    “I’d prefer to send it off into interstellar space, but Kathy feels that would be criminally irresponsible.” 
 
    Kathy interjected, “You can’t just have an all-consuming microverse floating around. What if it bumped into someone else’s home planet? Or another star? Or a black hole?”  
 
    “That would be someone else’s problem,” Greg answered. He held up his hand to quell Kathy’s protest. “I realize that wouldn’t exactly be neighborly, so we settled on a slow solar orbit, out between Neptune and Pluto. It’s pretty much a pure vacuum out there, and should work for a few million years. Our descendants can worry about what to do next.” 
 
    Alum stroked his chin while considering the idea. “I presume this discussion isn’t purely hypothetical. Can you actually move it?”   
 
    “Once we had the initial idea, it wasn’t hard to go from there,” answered Kathy. “We understand enough about its composition to generate the equivalent of a magnetic field to exert a pulling force on it. You know, like a tractor beam. All we’d need to do is equip a number of rockets with properly-tuned tractor beams and guide the Eater out to the edge of the solar system.”  
 
    “There are a few challenges,” added Greg. “The best way would be to build the tractor beams right into the isolation tank and move the whole thing. That’d keep the Eater contained the whole time. It doesn’t have much mass in this universe, but the vacuum chamber is heavy. Moving it would have to be done quickly but carefully, in order to minimize the chance of rupture in the atmosphere.” 
 
    “I see,” said Alum. He was lost in deep thought, his expression somewhere between neutral and frowning—a reverse Mona Lisa. A smile emerged.  
 
    “This is wonderful news. Really. You are both to be congratulated. You’ll be celebrated as heroes for your work today. You may have saved the Earth and all of humanity. Thank you both.”  
 
    He shook their hands solemnly as they grinned at each other awkwardly. 
 
    * * * 
 
    Back at the hotel suite, Alum stormed into his bedroom and slammed the door behind him.  
 
    Junior was left standing in the silence of the shared living room, uncertain what to make of his boss’ behavior.  
 
    I don’t get it. They figured out how to save the world! Why on Earth would Alum, the holy leader of tens of millions of its inhabitants, be angry?  
 
    He ordered a pot of coffee from room service and switched on the television. He could wait for answers. He was used to waiting for his enigmatic leader to bring forth enlightenment in his own good time. 
 
    Alum emerged within the hour. “I have a mission for you,” he announced, holding out a small container no bigger than an old-fashioned pillbox.  
 
    Junior’s blank stare compelled the younger man to explain.  
 
    “This is a special kind of a tracker. It contains something called ‘entangled matter.’ The counterpart is at home. It will allow me to transport things instantly from Austin to wherever that box is.” 
 
    Junior’s mind was full of questions. How was that even possible? What was this “entangled matter” and how did it work? What would his boss want to transport from Austin instantly, and where to?  He contained his curiosity.   
 
    “I want you to stick that against the side of the vacuum chamber that contains the Eater. Preferably right above the lab we visited today.” 
 
    Junior accepted the pillbox. “No problem. What will you use it for?” 
 
    Alum tried not to look irritated. “Jeff,” he used Junior’s first name, something he rarely did, “we’ve known each other a long time. Because of that, and because of the even longer relationship between our fathers, I’m going to answer your question.”  
 
    He took a deep breath. “My father and I, both received inspiration directly from the Holy Lord that this planet has become filled with wickedness. God has planned a cleansing of humanity, and it has fallen to me to select those who will carry Yeshua’s promise forward.  
 
    “I have prayed hard on this. I don’t believe preventing the destruction of this world, the origin of humanity, falls within God’s plan.  
 
    “The world has become an evil place. Therefore, this plan to save it must be grounded in evil. Clearly, it has been inspired by the Adversary, so that he can continue to sway the people from the path of Righteousness. I can’t permit that.”  
 
    Jeff Jr.’s horror and disbelief grew into a physical pain deep in his stomach. He’d always followed Alum’s direction without hesitation. The man spoke to God!  
 
    He was having a hard time, though, understanding how God could desire the destruction of the Earth, the crowning jewel of His Creation, and everyone on it except for a few million select individuals. Why would God prefer utter destruction over the practical solution the scientists had found to avoid it. That made no sense.  
 
    Junior calmed himself using the exercises his father had taught him. Focus on the Light of our Lord—he would say. Alum is the Light that prepares the Way for Yeshua to return to His people.  
 
    As difficult as it was to understand and accept, Junior decided he had to trust Alum. He relaxed his shoulders and looked the leader in the eye. “Yes, sir. Do I just set the box on the roof, right out in the open?”  
 
    Alum relaxed when he saw the tension leave Junior’s body. “Yes, don’t worry; it’ll be fine there.  
 
    “Drs. Liang and Mahajani will be working intensively in the lab over the next few days, trying to construct the means to remove God’s vengeful sword from Earth. Placing this device against the vacuum chamber will allow me to transport an explosive there, and to release that glorious weapon from its constraints at the right time. 
 
    “There’s one more thing. I know this part is going to be difficult for you to understand, but it’s not enough just to release the weapon. The scientists that created that monster, that demon-spawn of science, cannot be allowed to live.”  
 
    Alum had anticipated Junior’s shock and dismay, and jumped in before doubt could take hold. “I know, murder is wrong in the eyes of the Lord. But trust me, this is part of His plan. 
 
    Uncharacteristically, Junior interrupted. “But you seemed like old friends with them.” 
 
    “Sure,” Alum nodded. “I’ve known them practically all my life, and we’ve worked together at times. But those times have come to an end.  
 
    “God used them to bring about His final Judgement, and now Satan works to pervert that. As he always does. The only surprising thing is that they’re listening to the Evil One’s voice rather than our Lord’s. The Adversary must be permanently stopped.  
 
    “The time has come, Jeff. Our Church is ready. I’ll announce to our Lord’s faithful followers that they should gather this Sunday if they care for their salvation.”  
 
    Junior bowed his head in acceptance of Alum’s wisdom. 
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    Jeff Jr. picked his way cautiously across the roof of the SFU Science Centre. Gathering storm clouds obscured all but the faintest hint of moonlight, making it a challenge to pick his way around the snaking pipes, capped ducts, bulky air conditioning units, and sharp corners of the fume-hood vents serving the labs below.  
 
    Even in the dark, his target was easy to see. The broad dome of the vacuum tank blocked the view of the cityscape behind. Inside the structure, the Eater grew. 
 
    Junior sidled up to the side of the sphere where it met the ceiling of Greg and Kathy’s lab. He pulled the pillbox-sized device from his pocket and placed it against the chamber. It looked so small and trivial, but he knew the deadly potential it held. Entangled matter, Alum had called it. Ready to serve; just add explosives. He didn’t usually lean to the sardonic, but this wasn’t a usual errand, either.   
 
    He grimaced and retraced his steps. Tomorrow he would return to Austin with Alum, leaving the scientists to pursue their misguided effort to save this evil world.  
 
    Yeshua has commanded the Earth to die. This is the Lord’s work I’ve been asked to do—he reassured himself. He took in a deep, righteous breath and let the uncertainties flow out of him. 
 
    Junior was supremely grateful for his position with Alum; it was going to be the ticket to salvation for his family. His father, Jeff Sr., had formed a close bond with Alum over the years, and with Reverend LaMontagne before that. Junior had even been jealous of their relationships from time to time.  
 
    Now that Dad had passed on, it was good to step into his shoes and be part of something bigger than himself.   
 
    Junior may have spent fewer years in service to Alum than Jeff Sr., but the work he would do here today was sure to cement the YTG Leader’s confidence. Junior felt honored to be the right-hand man of humanity’s Savior. 
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
    29  
 
    “Today is a most special day in our history. Its importance ranks with the very Days of Creation, with the miraculous Day of Resurrection.” Alum spoke to his congregation without a microphone. He piped his words directly from his lattice into the public address system. It was just another of the minor miracles his people expected of their leader. 
 
    “Today I will reveal God’s Judgment for humanity. Today I will bring salvation to the worthy, the people of this Church.” He allowed a hush to fall over the gathering.  
 
    “We have been deceived,” he cried and the people cried with him in anguish. “For over twenty years, we have been deceived. 
 
    “Nearly twenty-two years ago, in the city of Vancouver, in the country of Pacifica, an abomination was born. It arose from the hubris of man through the evils of science.  
 
    “Satan spoke into the ears of the wicked and tricked them into creating the means for the destruction of our Lord’s beautiful Earth, as is the way of the Adversary.  
 
    “They even gave the abomination a name. They called it the Eater.” 
 
    Wails of despair rose from the people in the halls of Yeshua’s True Guard Churches around the world as they received Alum’s message.  
 
    “God looked down upon us and saw that it was time to bring His people home, to draw those of true Faith to His bosom and cast the rest into eternal flame. My father, the Founder of this blessed congregation, the Reverend Alan LaMontagne, pleaded with our Lord for more time.” 
 
    Shouts of “Hallelujah” and “Lord, have mercy” rise from around the audience.  
 
    “And lo, our Lord granted more time. Through His Divine Intervention, the scientists who created this evil thing were inspired to corral it. They placed the Eater in an isolation chamber that it might be separated from the world it wanted to devour. But they recognized its inevitable nature.” 
 
    The congregation gasped collectively. A few carefully-planted young ladies swooned upon a signal from the Congregation Director. A few even fainted honestly, whether in response to the terrible words or in hysterical emulation of the others.  
 
    “God granted humanity a deadline: twenty-two years and some days from its creation, the Eater would escape its prison and consume the planet.  
 
    “Our Lord and Savior directed the Reverend LaMontagne to meet with the leaders of the world and tell them of a plan to save the Faithful. That plan is Project Vesta and, through it, the Lord has prepared a place for us among the stars, a refuge where humanity may continue to spread His Word.” 
 
    “My friends, evil has grown rapidly in this world, and God can no longer stand by and watch His Creation be corrupted. Our Day of Judgment is no longer at hand. Today, Judgment is upon us. Today, the Eater is unshackled!” 
 
    He held up his hands in triumph and sent a signal that triggered a one-minute countdown on a packet of C4 explosive on the grounds of his mansion.  
 
    The bomb and a small container holding one-half of an entangled particle pair rested on a piece of plywood atop an RAF shift generator. Ten seconds after the signal was sent, the generator activated. It pinpointed the entangled matter’s mate sitting in a pillbox-sized device on a rooftop thousands of miles away, and completed the shift.  
 
    The bomb disappeared from Alum’s back yard and instantly reappeared above Greg and Kathy’s lab.  
 
    “Today, millions of you, tens of millions of you, the Faithful have gathered at this time of Yeshua’s calling. You have gathered inside our Churches around the world and lined up in the streets to hear this message. Please, bow your heads with me now in humility and gratitude for our Blessed Savior. For today, you are the Chosen People and God has brought His miracle of salvation to you.” 
 
    A chorus of Amens resounded, and Alum raised his hands in supplication and bowed his head. He uttered a quick prayer, eager to get on with the day. “Amen.” 
 
    “Dearly beloved, our path has been set. Today we embark on a journey to Sanctuary. We leave this wretched Earth that God and His Son have seen fit to curse with vengeful destruction.  
 
    “Together, we travel to Vesta, to Pallas, and to Ceres, to the sanctuaries that God has prepared for us, where we will be safe from Satan’s evil machinations.” 
 
    Alum turned to address the few hundred he had chosen to be the first of the Faithful to shift to the asteroids.  
 
    “I have invited some of you to join me on stage today, to lead the way for the rest of the Chosen. I thank you for your courage and your faith.”  
 
    He noticed a small child weeping near the edge of the group. “No, do not cry, my sweet child,” he said, “rejoice! For Yeshua has selected you. He so loves your faith in Him, your enduring love for Him, that He will save you from His father’s wrath. Be joyful!” 
 
    The crowd wailed in joy, grief, and disbelief. A few rushed for the exits. They were allowed to leave. God and the Eater will take care of those without Faith—Alum thought, and he smiled.  
 
    Those who’d been outside pressed forward into the Diamond Cathedral and into the smaller branch Churches in other locations. The majority of those who attended today had heeded his announcement and were prepared to leave their homes. They didn’t know where they’d be going, only that God had called them to a safe haven. Alum assured them that they needed to bring little, their needs would be taken care of where they were going, praise God.  
 
    “Now is the time of miracles,” Alum shouted over the din from the congregation. “Let us praise the Lord God and His Only Son, Yeshua. Let us give glory to the Almighty for His Grace.” The crowds settled down and bowed their heads to receive Alum’s blessing as they had so many times before.  
 
    “Dear God. Grant Your people salvation from Your terrible judgment on this day, for they are True Guardians of Your Word and of the Faith. Let Your sword pass them by. Take them from this world to the refuge You have provided. Grant that they may someday spread from there and take Your message of peace and love throughout this galaxy and even to others, if that is Your Will. We praise You and Your Son, Yeshua, our Savior. Amen.” 
 
    The congregation echoed “Amen.”  
 
    When those who had joined Alum on the stage raised their heads, they were no longer on Earth. In place of the Diamond Cathedral, their eyes opened to the wonders of the tube colonies in the faraway asteroid belt. 
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    Greg hummed a triumphant tune. Today, he and Kathy were going to save the world. Well, not literally today. It would take a bit longer to put their plan into effect, but the work they were doing would set them on the road to salvation.  
 
    Not only that, but their strategy would launch a Golden Age fueled by expansion into space, and facilitate great leaps in science and technology, all made possible by the enhanced-IQ lattices.   
 
    The President of the university and Prime Minister Hudson were equally relieved and excited about the plans to move the Eater away from Earth. PM Hudson immediately commandeered six small rockets for the purpose.  
 
    Kathy and Greg outfitted the inside of the isolation tank with RAF generators they’d designed to hold the Eater. A little more fine tuning to balance the power across the grapplers, and we’ll be ready to connect the rockets!  
 
    The roof and walls all around the vacuum chamber would be removed in just a few days. They needed to construct launching pads and connect the rockets to the enormous tank. Then they’d add control circuitry to manage the ascent of the clumsy arrangement. Kathy figured they could be ready to send the Eater into space as early as next month. 
 
    Greg was happier and more excited than he’d felt in a long time. Life was good and they had hope for the future. Everything is going to be okay, for humanity and for us. We haven’t had much hope for such a long time—he realized.  
 
    It was Sunday, and the two of them had been working quietly side-by-side all morning. There were so many things he looked forward to sharing with Kathy again, like the tranquility of weekends on campus. 
 
    He was already dreaming about the long vacation they’d take once this problem was behind them. He wanted to travel, to see the world and the asteroid colonies they’d helped bring into existence. Maybe they could even stay out there for a while. That would be fun. When they settled down, maybe they could finally start a family. He was almost giddy. 
 
    True, only about ten million colonists had been delivered to Vesta, and barely half that number had arrived on Ceres and Pallas combined. But all of the new technologies and habitats had been meeting or exceeding everyone’s expectations, and now that they’d set up the additional Shifting Stations, they could ramp up the remaining colonization process.  
 
    That alone was cause for celebration, but his real source of excitement was the surprise anniversary gift he was bursting to share with his wife next week. In anticipation of a few months of travel, he was going to tell her the truth about the “shifting” technology.  
 
    Several years ago, when he’d first told Kathy and Reverend LaMontagne about his discovery, he didn’t really lie about it. He just didn’t tell them everything he knew. He couldn’t. Not right away, not until he tested out the rest of his theory. 
 
    He didn’t lie when he said using entangled particles to navigate space made shifting safer and easier. It did. He’d even told them entangled virtual particles were everywhere, and that they made it possible to shift short distances.   
 
    What he’d neglected to say was that he’d grown an RAF generator inside his own skull some years earlier. And that he no longer needed an external RAF shifter to jump around. And that he’d been practicing shifting longer and longer distances by hopping between different entangled virtual pairs.  
 
    Kathy would’ve freaked if he’d told her that last bit.  
 
    She wouldn’t have been wrong. What he was doing was dangerous. He risked becoming completely disconnected from the universe, drifting in non-space until he died. It remained a very real possibility. 
 
    His shifting method, without a specifically-manufactured entangled navigation guide, was still too imprecise for his comfort. He bounced around in a crazy random walk outside of space and time every time he shifted.  
 
    But it worked. He eventually got where he wanted to go, and it was getting easier with practice. Actually, it got easier when he extended his lattice into his gut. Intestinal neurons were the second most numerous in the body and he had no problem seconding them for navigation calculations. 
 
    Before long, he was traveling all over the world on his little jaunts. Next stop, the moon—he’d joked to himself, and then a sobering thought crept into his mind—why not?  
 
    He put on the environmental suit he used for the vacuum chamber. Then, jumping between naturally-occurring, exotic, entangled virtual particles, he’d made his way to the moon, and then on to Mars. 
 
    Even with practice, he couldn’t manage a smooth shift—more like a drunk walking over an ice-covered rock field—he chuckled. But he got where he intended.  
 
    The number of entangled exotic virtual particles—particles with no analogs in the real universe—was practically limitless. If he could write out the formulas describing their properties, he could find them. Their existence, such as it was, was implicit in the math, but neither Kathy nor the Reverend gave any hint they had similar ideas. Greg kept that as his own little secret.  
 
    By noon, he and Kathy had mapped out a scheme to balance the force exerted by the RAF grapplers. He stood up and stretched. “Lunch time?” 
 
    “That would be great,” replied Kathy. 
 
    “Okay. I just have to pop to the washroom first. I’ll be right back.” In the hallway, he paused at the big observation window and looked back into the lab.  
 
    Kathy caught him peering in. Feigning exasperation, she lifted her brows as if to ask, “What’s up?”  
 
    Greg grinned and shook his head. He blew her a kiss. She laughed, and followed his retreat down the hall a moment before getting back to work.  
 
    The lab exploded. Or rather, imploded. The ceiling collapsed. The tempered glass observation window shattered.  
 
    Greg ducked at the sudden blast and covered his face with his arms against flying debris. What the hell? An explosion?  
 
    Chunks of concrete were falling. Structural metal, pipes, and wires were severed and flapping. Only then did he hear the roar of the wind. 
 
    So much dust. Can’t catch my breath. Choking.  
 
    “Kathy? Kathy? Where are you?” he screamed into the howling wind.  
 
    What happened? I can’t see for all the crap in the air.  
 
    “Kathy!” he yelled again. My ears. Ringing so loud. A bomb? No, impossible. A lightning strike? No, something bigger. Kathy? Can’t think. So dizzy. Why won’t this ringing stop? The wind. It’s sucking everything into the tank.  
 
    The noise was deafening. Amidst the raining debris, dust and darkness, an alarm blared.  
 
    “Oh, no, no, no!” The Eater! The isolation chamber must have imploded. “Kathy? Kathy!” he choked. Too much dust. That ringing! It’s not just inside my head. An alarm. It must be an alarm. Wait. Not just an alarm. THE alarm!   
 
    “Kathy!” he bellowed into the sucking rush of air. He tried to reach her using his lattice communications, but the local routers had been destroyed and his transmission was too weak to penetrate the thick dust. Or maybe it was the effect the exposed Eater had on the local radio transmissions. 
 
    “The vacuum chamber’s been breached!” He could barely hear his own voice. “Kathy!” he screamed into the chaos that was pulling anything not fastened down toward the gaping maw of the Eater’s isolation enclosure. He could see the gray sphere just inside its walls, now, growing steadily as it sucked in air and debris. 
 
    “Kathy! Kathy! Where are you?”   
 
    He peeked over the lab wall that used to support a window into the corridor. In the midst of what felt like a tornado, he frantically searched the lab.  
 
    Remnants of the roof and loose papers flew past. A work table slid toward the Eater, behind a flow of wheeled chairs, broken glass, lab paraphernalia, and bits of construction material. As each item touched the implacable gray sphere, it was smoothly and instantly absorbed. With every molecule, the Eater grew a little bigger. It was already pushing toward the boundaries of the catastrophically breached cell. 
 
    Kathy! Her unconscious body was caught on the ragged edge of the imploded vacuum chamber. Her broken limbs flailed, driven by the gale force wind that was drawing everything into the Eater.   
 
    He couldn’t get any closer but maybe he could shift in, grab her, and shift out. Too dangerous. Couldn’t get in and out fast enough, before the wind sucked us both into the Eater. Besides, he’d never tried shifting anything other than himself and whatever he was wearing. 
 
    Need another way. Greg slid along the wall to the lab door. If he could just bridge the gap across the break in the isolation tank, he could reach her.  
 
    There was a stepladder behind the door. It was long enough; it would work but the Eater was millimeters from the inner wall of the tank now. He didn’t have much time. He heard something rip out of the ceiling behind him. He ducked as dozens of acoustic ceiling tiles flew past him and into the Eater.  
 
    That was all it took. The gray sphere grew enough to contact its prison walls. They were gone in a second. There was nothing between Kathy and the Eater. Greg watched helplessly as the wind sucked her into the growing microverse. She disappeared without a sound. 
 
    As if it had been a dream, the wind slowed. Is it over?—Greg wondered. He stood in the doorway, bracing himself against the sucking wind.  
 
    The lab was empty. The isolation chamber was no more. The wind had died when the Eater broke outside its confines. Now it was absorbing matter evenly on all sides, rather than having to suck everything in through the tear in its container. But Kathy was already gone. 
 
    She’s gone. Kathy’s gone. The shock of it was too much to bear. His knees went weak and he collapsed against the wall, numb.  
 
    Kathy’s dead, and the Eater is loose. It’s loose. 
 
    The ominous gray sphere was growing more quickly now, fed by the walls of the building it contacted, by the mountain beneath the building, by the air that flowed against it, and even by the light of the afternoon sun. Earth is dead. Dead planet walking! He chuckled at his dark wit. Then he snorted. It threatened to turn into a laugh, into tears, into outright hysteria. 
 
    What do I do now? Kathy’s gone. The Eater’s out. The world is doomed. He stared at the gray globe expanding implacably toward him.  
 
    I’m seconds from oblivion, myself—he observed calmly, in shock and too spent for fear. It was all falling away from him. No Kathy, no lab, no hope of saving the Earth. What was the point in struggling? 
 
    A memory floated into his consciousness, and pushed through his despair.  
 
    “I always hate when they do that,” he remembered Kathy saying. 
 
    “When they do what?” he’d asked. They’d been watching an old action movie. 
 
    “When you’re in the middle of an intense action scene and the hero loses his wife or girlfriend, and he just stops whatever he’s doing and takes a little timeout to grieve. Right there, in the middle of the battle or disaster or whatever it is. I mean, come on! And all the bullets just go around him as he kneels there, crying. In real life, threats don’t end just because you lose someone. You have to haul butt!” 
 
    “That’s not very romantic,” he’d replied. 
 
    She’d swiveled on the sofa and looked him in the eye. “If we’re ever in a dangerous situation and I get hurt or killed, don’t be stupid,” she’d said. “Take care of business first. You can grieve or save me, or whatever, after. You got that?” 
 
    “Now, you’re telling me when I can grieve and not?” he’d laughed. “I’m not sure I have much control over that.” 
 
    “Just promise me,” she’d said and her eyes bore into him until he gave in. 
 
    “Okay, okay. I promise!” he’d said. 
 
    His mind went to the people on the asteroids. The Vesta Project had delivered only a fraction of the population they’d hoped to save. The colonies were barely ready to support even those few million. Ill-prepared and unsupported, what were their odds of survival? Is this the end of humanity? Are we done?  
 
    He’d never felt so lost and alone in his life. 
 
    The dull gray sphere was within a foot of the wall. Its calm surface showed no other activity besides the relentless expansion. It was the most menacing thing that had ever existed, and Greg hated it. He would have pounded the damn thing to a pulp with his bare hands, but there was nothing to strike against and if he touched it, he’d just lose his hands.  
 
    His shoulders slumped. Kathy was gone. Completely gone. He hadn’t believed in the human soul for a long time. Darian had been too damn convincing. What if Darian had it all wrong? Maybe I will see her again.  
 
    He wanted to believe. If he could just believe, he’d throw himself into the Eater right now, knowing that he could join her. But he knew, deep down, he couldn’t.  
 
    It’s a nice fairytale, but death is the end. There is nothing left of the person I loved. No body, no mind, no spirit. No Kathy.  
 
    There was no point in his dying today. The remains of humanity, the colonists on the asteroid and whoever could be saved of Earth’s best and brightest were still alive. To leave them to their own devices —the millions of people that still had a chance on Vesta—that would be the height of selfishness. If Kathy were out there somewhere, in body or soul, she’d never forgive him for that.  
 
    Greg stood up and glared defiantly at the Eater, now less than a hand span away from his face. He’d do whatever was needed to save as many as he could. He would honor Kathy’s memory.  
 
    He shifted away; there was work to be done. He would grieve later. 
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    Greg knew the list by heart; he’d helped write it.  
 
    He jumped to the nearest Shifting Station, not far from Blaine, Washington. There were world leaders and VIPs to rescue! Humanity would stand a better chance of survival in the asteroid belt if it kept its organizational heart.  
 
    He checked emergency escape routes. Air travel should still be possible for a few days. The Shifting Stations can take it from there.  
 
    He cursed himself for ever agreeing to maintain the fiction that colonists were still being transported to the colonies by rocket. The Reverend had been adamant about it and the G26 agreed.   
 
    If it hadn’t been for them, he could have put a shifter in every capital city in the world. But he’d been voted down and it didn’t seem worth pushing any further. Not back then.  
 
    The world’s leaders had insisted that instantaneous transportation all over Earth—not to mention throughout the solar system—would be too disruptive to global economies. Shipping and transportation industries needed protection. Greg and Kathy disagreed; their economic models predicted disruption would be limited and short-lived. The industries would adapt.  
 
    Guess who won that argument.  
 
    Greg materialized inside the Shifting Station. He wasn’t surprised to find it empty; the next movement of colonists wasn’t scheduled until later that evening. His footsteps were the only sound as he walked to the Control Room to check on the readiness of the RAF shifter.  
 
    “Hey, Jules!” he called out to the on-duty technician. He’d come to respect the man. He was methodical, unambitious, and most importantly, he knew how to keep the biggest secret on the planet. Jules had seen people disappear in front of him and known they would reappear far away. He knew the reasons for all the subterfuge.  
 
    Jules kept quiet about his work, about the Eater, and about the need to keep quiet. Even if his secrecy had been bought with a promise to save him and his family, he kept the secret. Perhaps the threat to rescind his reservation should he ever leak anything had something to do with it. 
 
    Even now, seven years after the first colonists had been shifted to Vesta, those selected gathered at what they presumed were rocket launching stations. After their briefing session, the colonists were marshaled into a large hall. They clustered nervously near the middle and Jules or the other shifting technician would push a button in the control room. 
 
    The button activated a link between a pair of entangled particles, one under the hall, and the other a few hundred million kilometers away inside one of the three asteroid colonies.  
 
    The specialized RAF generator below the hall spun a field around the room’s occupants and disconnected them from the matter and energy fields of the real universe. Then it shifted them to where the other member of the entangled pair had been situated and re-connected them to their proper universe far, far away from where they started. The relocation took no measurable time.  
 
    For every two hundred colonists shifted off Earth, a rocket laden with supplies and additional Cybrids blasted off to scattered stations throughout the asteroid belt.  
 
    The people of Earth believed the rocket ships were crammed end-to-end with colonists, frozen embryos, and seeds. Of course, that would have been impossible; putting that many people in one of the rockets would have killed them all on launch.  
 
    The Shifting fields were precious. They could only be generated in limited sizes, and the project had a lot of people to move out to the colonies in a very limited amount of time. The project heads agreed, fields would be used exclusively for people.  
 
    The rockets mostly carried Cybrids. Without the need to supply oxygen and other human necessities such as food and space in which move about, the ships could be stripped down and packed much more efficiently.  
 
    The world remained largely ignorant of the enormous numbers of autonomous robots working on their behalf in outer space.  
 
    After a dozen years, the colonies were nearly independent of Earth. They’d been producing their own food and most of their manufactured goods for years.  
 
    People on Earth took for granted the unbelievable diversity of products—chemicals, components, machines, electronics, and the expertise to put it all together—necessary to keep an advanced society running. But the colonies didn’t. They understood firsthand how hard it was to become fully self-reliant.  
 
    In addition to new Cybrids, most of the rockets these days carried specialty items: works of art, scientific instruments, advanced machines, frozen embryos, and thousands upon thousands of treasured personas encapsulated in freshly-minted, bodiless, Cybrid brains.  
 
    “Hey, Jules!” Greg called again.  
 
    Jules didn’t answer. Maybe he’s out for coffee.  
 
    Greg peeked into the control room. He stopped just inside, eyes drawn to the body on the floor.  
 
    Jules wasn’t going to answer, not ever. He’d been shot once, expertly and efficiently, from behind. Greg checked for a pulse. The body was still warm but there was no heartbeat. The ugly wound made it pretty obvious he’d died instantly.  
 
    Who would do such a thing? A professional hit? Why?  
 
    Security around the launching and Shifting Stations was thorough, and had multiple levels of redundancies built in, just to be sure. Only a handful of people even knew what happened inside the Shifting Stations or how it all worked. This had to be the work of an insider or else a very sophisticated effort from outside. 
 
    Aside from pushing the all-important button, a Shifting Station technician’s primary responsibility was to keep the delicate equipment well maintained. Mostly, that entailed regular cleaning and keeping the superconducting material bathed in liquid nitrogen. If the technician failed to do this, the particles might lose their coherence, become un-entangled. Then there’d be a delay of days while more entangled pairs were generated, separated, and transported. 
 
    The button activated a superconductor, a short bar of yttrium barium copper oxide sitting in a bubbling pool of liquid nitrogen. The superconductor contained an intricate array of nano-electronic components: a circulating loop to store entangled electrons; a single-electron transistor to pull them out one at a time, and a detector to collapse the spin state of its half of the entangled particle pair.  
 
    When a single, spin-entangled electron was “read,” it caused the quantum state of its partner to be immediately determined. The entangled pair rang like a bell across the solar system. The shifting RAF generator followed the resonance from one particle to the other delivering more colonists to the asteroids.     
 
    The superconductor! Greg opened the access panel on the podium beneath the button. He removed the insulated lid. Normally, the grayish slug would be sitting in its bubbling pool of liquid nitrogen. The chamber was empty.  
 
    Huh? It took a second to process what he was seeing. Someone had removed liquid nitrogen and the superconductor with it. Not Jules. He was beyond reproach. Perhaps he’d been forced or tricked into it. Either way, he’d paid with his life.  
 
    Without that superconductor—and the single-electron, nano-scale transistor meticulously crafted in its interior—the RAF Shifter wouldn’t be able to send people to the asteroid colonies. It would take days to replace, and he didn’t have days.  
 
    The world leaders and VIPs would have to rely on the rockets, rockets that hadn’t been outfitted and tested for transporting humans in years. It was doubtful those decrepit units could even maintain a breathable atmosphere anymore. Sending anyone out in them would be irresponsible, it could be a death sentence for all aboard. Then again, anyone left behind on Earth was guaranteed a death sentence. 
 
    He had his own internal RAF generator, the one he’d grown in his head but that wasn’t going to be of any help to others. The big RAFs at the Shifting Stations were huge, specialized devices. His was intended for personal use only. It might have enough processing power to shift one other person—maybe—but no more.  
 
    There were five other Shifting Stations around the planet, six in total, one on each inhabited continent. They could gather the VIPs at any functional station, if anyone let them. Yeah, not likely. They’d have their own lines to contend with; why would they accommodate the VIPs from this one? Still, it was worth a try.  
 
    Oh, god. What if this wasn’t the only Shifting Station put out of commission?  
 
    Greg jumped to each of the other stations in turn. The same scene greeted him at each one. Someone had put them all out of action over a short period of time.  
 
    Why? What could anyone gain by doing this?  
 
    Conspiracy theories ripped through his mind. Could someone have found out about the specialized-RAF shifting technology? Even so, could they have duplicated it? There weren’t many people with enough knowledge to independently construct such a device.  
 
    Alum’s name stood out on that very short list, but that couldn’t be right. It didn’t make sense. Only a few days ago, Alum had congratulated them on finding a solution to the problem of the Eater, one that worked for everyone. He’d seemed pleased. He wouldn’t do something like this, would he? 
 
    Was releasing the Eater part of a plan, a sick conspiracy, or just some horrible mistake or coincidence? What’s the point?   
 
    He chided himself for entertaining such ridiculous, paranoid thoughts. To think that someone might have set out to prevent transporting people to Vesta!  
 
    And no one in their right mind—with full knowledge of the consequences—would release the Eater from its cage. Intentionally destroying the planet was pointless. Earth didn’t have much more than a year left anyway, though not many knew that. And everyone who did know was already on the VIP list, including Alum.  
 
    Who on Earth would benefit by shortening Earth’s life by a year? No one. 
 
    The two events had to be unrelated. The Eater containment grew weak and imploded. A horrible accident, nothing more, and purely coincidental that it happened today.  
 
    And how could he have suspected Alum of wrongdoing? He and his Church had been committed to saving people, as many as possible. They’d invested all their time and resources to that end. They wouldn’t benefit by letting the Eater loose prematurely. Still, there was something secretive, possibly dangerous, about the heir to Reverend LaMontagne that Greg couldn’t dismiss. Staging a coup wasn’t beyond him. Greg was sure of it.  
 
    Gritting his teeth, he shifted to the Diamond Cathedral, the principal place of worship for the YTG Church.  
 
    He half-expected to find the building empty. Morning service should have concluded hours ago. Instead, the place was full of people. Many looked lost; their sobbing and wailing was audible over the chaotic conversations.  
 
    Ushers were roughly escorting a good number of individuals out of the building, while hundreds more streamed in. Greg’s lattice identified most of those with displaced looks being shunted out the door. They were Vesta colonists.  
 
    People gathered on the main stage. Greg counted 250, ranging in age from young children to seniors. Alum blessed them, and they disappeared.  
 
    A second later, a roughly equal number of miserable Vesta colonists appeared in the same spot.  
 
    My instincts were right. Alum and the YTG Church has stolen the shifting technology. But this is crazy. He’s already on the VIP list, along with hundreds of others he recommended. Why would he do that?  
 
    Angry men with semi-automatic assault rifles pushed the confused colonists toward the broad stairs on either side of the stage. Greg couldn’t believe what he was seeing.  
 
    A coup? That’s crazy. They wouldn’t have a chance. 
 
    Eight years of Reverend LaMontagne’s resistance to making the miracle of instantaneous transportation widely available suddenly made sense. Greg was stunned by the scope of LaMontagne’s planning.  
 
    Had his intention, all along, been to replace the carefully selected colonists with Church members?  
 
    Greg sat down heavily in the nearest seat. He reviewed the evidence in his lattice, looking for anything that would argue against such a diabolical betrayal of humanity.  
 
    “I know it’s hard to leave, Brother, but this is for the best.” 
 
    Greg looked up at the friendly voice.  
 
    The speaker took one look at the dirty, bloody face and desolate eyes peering back and changed his consoling advance. He gave a whistle for help and was joined by one of his gun-wielding fellows.  
 
    Greg was seething inside but stuck between fight and flight. A righteous anger he’d never known coursed through him.  
 
    Alum and the YTG Church had betrayed two decades of planning, two years of selecting the best of the best, to give a drastically reduced group of humanity its best chance of survival. They were replacing prominent scientists, engineers, artists, humanitarians, economists, and leaders with individuals whose only admission requirement was blind Faith, membership in the Church, and unquestioning loyalty to Alum.  
 
    As the armed man approached, Greg felt his fists flex. The desire to pummel someone, anyone, associated with this outrage was powerful. 
 
    The man stopped in front of him, gun in a neutral position but at the ready. The man gave Greg an appraising glance and his brow furrowed. He shifted the gun to a slightly more ready posture. 
 
    “What’s up, Tyrone,” the guard asked the other man. 
 
    “I think someone here got away from the returnees. I don’t think this guy’s one of ours.” 
 
    “Have you asked him for his card yet?” 
 
    “I was waiting for some backup.”   
 
    Tyrone turned to Greg. “Could I see your Church membership card, please, sir?” 
 
    Greg stared blankly at the two men. “I’m not a member.” 
 
    The rifle rose and pointed at Greg’s torso. “In that case, I’ll have to ask you to leave the premises, sir.”  
 
    Greg eyed the barrel. He could probably generate a microverse around the bullet so the gunpowder wouldn’t work, or put up a blocking field where it left the gun. Or he could turn their brains into non-functioning mush. He considered how satisfying it would feel to rid humanity of at least two bullies.  
 
    The moment passed. Greg sighed, shrugged, and nodded. No point in winning an inconsequential skirmish when the war was already lost.  
 
    He shifted out of the hall, leaving the two men gaping at an empty seat. 
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    Greg popped back into existence in the office of Prime Minister Francine Hudson.  
 
    Her hand jumped for the security button under the ledge of the elegant maple wood desk but relaxed when she recognized the disheveled scientist. 
 
    “Greg? How did you get here? What happened?”  
 
    He was bleeding lightly from a dozen scratches on his face. His clothes were filthy and torn.  
 
    “It’s all over,” he whispered.  
 
    His voice was soft, but his eyes conveyed a depth of anger and despair that troubled her. She gently took his arm and guided him to a chair.  
 
    “What’s over? Are you okay? Sit down,” the Prime Minister invited. “Do you need anything? A doctor? Some water?” 
 
    Greg looked at this hands. They were covered in blood, dust, and grease. He fought back his tears.  
 
    “There was an explosion...at the lab.” 
 
    “Oh, no! Are you okay?” 
 
    “Yes, but Kathy...Kathy’s gone.” 
 
    “What do you mean, ‘gone’?” 
 
    “We were heading out for lunch to celebrate. I had to go to the washroom first, and I stopped at the lab window to take a look because, you know, I…I still couldn’t believe it. We were going to save the Earth. Literally, save the Earth. We were so excited. 
 
    “And then it exploded. I was just standing there, looking in, and it exploded right in front of me. Or imploded. I’m not sure which. When I got back up, everything was cloudy and there was debris blowing around. I yelled, but I couldn’t see her. I couldn’t see anything.  
 
    “I tried to get in there, but the wind was too strong, and everything was flying toward the chamber. It was insane! The Eater was sucking air through the hole in the tank as fast as it could. It was like being in a tornado. All I could do was hang on for my life. Debris was flying everywhere.  
 
    “I finally spotted her. She was unconscious, pinned against what was left of the tank. Then she was gone.  
 
    “I couldn’t help her,” he sobbed. “I couldn’t help her. There was nothing I could do. She’s gone.”  
 
    PM Hudson stared at him, horrified disbelief on her face. 
 
    “What about the Eater?” 
 
    “It’s out in the open. Growing. And we can’t stop it. It absorbed those chamber walls like they were nothing. Now that it’s got air and the building around it, hell, that whole damn mountain to eat, it’ll be growing faster than ever. 
 
    “What about your tractor beams? Can’t we get them going?” the PM asked. 
 
    “They were on the inside of the isolation chamber. They’re gone now. And there’s no way to arrange an alternative with the Eater growing so fast. In a little over a week, all the air and the oceans are going to be gone. In two weeks, the planet won’t exist anymore.” 
 
    The Prime Minister ran over to the door and stuck her head outside. The office was a beehive of activity. 
 
    “Oh, Madam Prime Minister,” her secretary said, “something terrible has happened. There’s been an explosion at SFU. The Eater is loose. According to Security, Drs. Liang and Mahajani are missing. They were logged into the lab where the containment tank is—where it was—and they haven’t been found.” 
 
    “She’s dead. He’s with me,” replied the PM, calmer than she believed possible. Her secretary was stunned speechless. “Get Sturton in here,” she ordered, referring to her Minister of Internal Security. She ducked back inside. 
 
    “Greg, what can we do?” 
 
    “Nothing. It’s over. The planet is done.” 
 
    “Can we get to Vesta?” 
 
    “You can’t,” he replied. “The Shifting Stations have been deactivated. There’s nothing you can do.” 
 
    “What do you mean, deactivated?” 
 
    Her secretary tapped twice and opened the door. “Minister Sturton is here.” 
 
    “Show him in.” The Prime Minister rose to greet her colleague. “Michael. Thanks for getting here so quickly.” 
 
    “Madame Prime Minister,” he responded as he shook hands. “Francine, all hell is breaking loose out there. What happened at the university?” 
 
    She gestured for him to sit down. He noticed Greg’s shabby appearance with some surprise. “Dr. Mahajani?” 
 
    “This is all related, I’m afraid,” she replied. “There’s been an explosion at the labs and the Eater is free of its isolation chamber.” 
 
    “Oh, that’s not good,” Sturton muttered.  
 
    “Greg doesn’t think we can do anything to control it now. I’m not even sure we can get away.” 
 
    “What about our contingency plans?” asked Sturton. “We can take the chopper to the Blaine Shifting Station and be in Vesta within hours, a day at most.” 
 
    Hudson’s secretary tapped at the door and poked her head into the office.  
 
    “Madam Prime Minister, excuse me, but I think you need to see this.” In the second it took Hudson to nod, her Secretary had already crossed halfway to the credenza. She picked up television remote, and hit the power button. A screen rose from the credenza and the picture came to life. 
 
    “It’s a report from the launching pad near Blaine,” she explained, and turned up the volume. 
 
    A mob was gathering at the site, and they were blocking access from the main road.  
 
    “...reporting to you, live, from the main Project Vesta launching site near Blaine, Washington. As you can see, things are chaotic.  
 
    “If you’ve just tuned in, here’s what we know so far. At 12:20 this afternoon, there was an explosion at the Simon Fraser University Science Complex, after which a large gray dome appeared at the site of the blast. At least two people have been reported missing. It is still not apparent who or what caused the blast, or the nature of the gray object. No one has taken responsibility, and no explanation has been forthcoming from the university.  
 
    “This mysterious object appears to be absorbing everything it comes into contact with, and it’s growing. 
 
    “Today’s story is adding to the widespread panic that began earlier this afternoon with reports of millions of parishioners disappearing from Yeshua’s True Guard churches around the world. 
 
    “According to listeners, Alum, Head of Yeshua’s True Guard Church, declared in his morning sermon that Judgment Day is upon us.” 
 
    Cameras panned the scene, before zooming in on their reporter being jostled by the shouting crowd near the front gate of the rocket launch complex.  
 
    “There’s new activity at the main gate,” the reporter announced, and the cameraman panned the crowd.  
 
    A knot of people pushed past the small security contingent and terrified guards, opening the way for more to follow.  
 
    A distraught father clutching a curly-haired toddler yelled into the microphone, “The end of the world is here. I’m getting my family off the planet!” He followed the crowd as it broke through security and ran toward the rocket sitting majestically on its pad.  
 
    The guards stepped back and let them pass, eyeing the flow longingly. One young officer broke from his colleagues and joined the crowd. The older guard who’d been standing beside him straightened his posture and stood his ground. 
 
    PM Hudson was stunned. “What do they think they can accomplish? Do they believe they can pilot a rocket to Vesta? Do they think they can force the crew to take them?” 
 
    “People do stupid things when they panic,” muttered Greg. “Anyway, it doesn’t matter; the rockets were just a diversion. The Shifting Stations are what’s important, and they’re done. They’re totally useless now. I’m afraid you’re stuck here.”  
 
    “You said earlier they were deactivated. Can’t we reactivate them?” she asked. 
 
    “It’s not that easy. Somebody sabotaged every single one of them. They killed the technicians and stole the superconductors.”  
 
    “Can’t we just drop in a new one in and activate it?” 
 
    “No, its supply of entangled particles is gone with it. We’d need to generate a new supply, put half of them on a rocket, and ship them to Vesta.” He pointed to the television where the panicked crowd was circling the launch pad. “I don’t think they’re going to let us do that. There’s not enough time, anyway.”  
 
    “Okay, so what should we do then? Should we go to the bunker?” She looked at Sturton. 
 
    Greg shrugged. “That might give you an extra week before the entire planet is consumed. If it’s worth it to you to have an extra few days to spend with your family, go for it. Personally, I’d advise you to accept your fate and make your peace.” 
 
    “Accept our fate?” protested Sturton. “Just lie down and die? That’s what you recommend?” 
 
    “There really is nothing else you can do at this point,” answered Greg. He turned to the Prime Minister. “I just wanted to come by to say goodbye, and to tell you that it was an honor to work with you.” 
 
    He could see it finally sink in. PM Hudson’s shoulders fell for the briefest moment. She took a deep breath, squared her shoulders, and nodded. “Thank you. It has been a pleasure working with you, as well, Dr. Mahajani, and I’m very sorry for your loss.” She extended her hand. 
 
    Greg shook her hand, and tried to smile in a reassuring way. “This will all be over quickly enough,” he said. “Go to your bunker. That way you won’t just slowly asphyxiate. In six days, once the planet’s atmosphere is gone, throw open the doors to the vacuum. Or you can just wait there for the Eater to come.” 
 
    He placed his free hand tenderly over their clasped hands. “I’m really sorry,” he said, and then he was gone. 
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    Greg materialized in a minor corridor of Pallas Service Tunnel 5. It was empty for the moment. Correction, it was empty of people.  
 
    Half a dozen Cybrids were working on the finishing touches. Judging by the tidy rows of livestock pens and garden beds being prepared a few hundred yards away, the tunnel was designated for farming. 
 
    The scientist staggered down a narrow road between fenced-in fields. The road ran straight as far as the eye could see. Looking right and left, he could just make out the sky-colored sidewalls of the tunnel a few kilometers away in either direction.  
 
    Okay, so that puts me heading either north or south—he reasoned. Without knowing the direction of spin, he wasn’t sure which. They’d started rotating the asteroid years earlier, providing the habitats with a comfortable 0.8G of artificial gravity. It was a bit higher in the service tunnel, which was closer to the surface and experienced a greater centrifugal force.  
 
    Greg’s steps fell heavier than 0.8G could account for.  
 
    Alum stages a coup, colonists who aren’t members of the YTG Church are forcibly returned to Earth to their certain death, and the best I can do is save myself?  
 
    He left the Cybrids to their work and searched for an elevator to take him to the colony level. 
 
    “Pardon me, sir.” One of the Cybrids had noticed him. “You shouldn’t be here yet.” It registered his condition. “Are you alright? Do you need help?” 
 
    Greg attempted to brush by. “Yes, thank you. I’m fine. I just got lost, and I stumbled and fell. I’m okay, though. Could you please direct me back to the nearest elevator shaft?” 
 
    “Of course, sir,” replied the Cybrid. “You’ll want to catch up on the events on Earth, I would imagine. Things have gotten rather crazy there. Thank God, we’re safe.” 
 
    “Yeah, thank God,” Greg said with no enthusiasm. “The elevator shaft?” 
 
    “The nearest one is four-hundred, seventy-eight meters that way, on the east side,” the Cybrid answered. A metallic tentacle snaked out of its body and pointed back the way Greg had come.  
 
    He thanked the Cybrid and started walking. The elevator entrance was easy to find. It took him “up” toward the colony tube nearer the center of the asteroid.  
 
    Greg focused on the mundane details of navigating within the asteroid habitats. It took his mind off feeling lost, out of place. He’d never felt so detached and dislocated in his life.  
 
    He had no idea what he was doing or how he’d survive. He was on the official list for Vesta so he probably should’ve gone there, but Alum’s coup had changed everything. His instincts screamed, “Hide!” He would try to stay incognito for as long as possible while he figured things out.   
 
    The elevator released him into the colony tunnel. It was the first time he’d ever stood in the middle of any habitat city. The engineering was impressive. Stunning concrete-and-steel-and-glass towers stretched as far as he could see along both sides of the pristine, tree-lined streets. It was a work of art. 
 
    It’ll be easier to hide in plain sight—he thought. He picked a busy boulevard and headed for the clusters of people gathered around public viewing stations scattered down the street and in the decorative plazas. There was a quiet group huddled in front of the nearest screen, and he joined it to see what the excitement was about.  
 
    News stations were broadcasting live images of the Eater absorbing SFU’s Shrum Science Centre and starting to bite into the Academic Quadrangle. The monstrosity grew while they watched.  
 
    The colonists following the events on the video screens shared their observations in nervous sidelong whispers, as if afraid to turn away for more than an instant.    
 
    Greg’s disheveled appearance drew a few curious glances but he smiled and shrugged, and was politely ignored. He stared at the screen for a few minutes, watching the beginning of the end for civilization on Earth.  
 
    Someone chewing a sandwich walked past him; he realized he hadn’t eaten in hours. He was about to ask for directions to a food dispensary when a commotion at one end of the street caught his eye. Curious, he wandered toward the source. He was half a block away when yelling and shoving broke out. Oh, great. Now what? 
 
    A police squad in riot gear banged their batons against plexiglass shields. They were pushing people away from the broadcast screens and hustling them toward an open town square.  
 
    When did Vesta’s Security forces acquire riot gear? That was never part of the plan.  
 
    The police let some people through their cordon but not everyone. Only those few wearing a white bracelet–Greg noted. He’d seen the bracelets being handed out at the Diamond Cathedral but had no idea of their significance. Now it was obvious. Us and them. Divide and conquer—the oldest strategy in the book.  
 
    This kind of thing wasn’t supposed to happen in the colonies. They’d designed Security to maintain the peace, not disrupt it. 
 
    Another group of riot police herded people his way from a side street. He found himself caught up with the crowd. He moved toward the edge, but the riot shield of a frightened young officer pushed him firmly back into the fold. Greg struggled to stay on his feet and move with the flow.  
 
    Threatened by batons, tear gas, and guns, he and the crowd had no choice but to shuffle and bump along wherever the police herded them.  
 
    Guns? How did those get here? Project Vesta hadn’t authorized any guns. They’d specifically decided against it.  
 
    By the time his group reached the town square, it had grown to over a hundred. The police merged them with other groups that had been similarly forced in from adjacent streets.  
 
    Greg jostled his way through the crowd and over to a cluster of trees. He’d had enough; he was getting out of here until he better understood his situation. 
 
    When he thought no one was watching, he shifted from the cover of the trees to an apartment ten stories up in an adjacent tower. He peered down at the people being manhandled in the square. At some signal he couldn’t see, police all around the square took four big steps back from the crowd they’d pushed into the middle.  
 
    And with good reason. Right before his eyes, a few hundred people disappeared, and then another few hundred.  One second they were there. The next second, they were gone. Shortly after, about the same number appeared in their places. The new arrivals were all wearing white bracelets. 
 
    More replacement colonists from the YTG Church.  
 
    Many of the newcomers carried small suitcases and walked with confidence, their backs straight and their heads held high. Some looked understandably confused, but they gave an overall sense of being calm and happy. Eager. They gazed upon their new world with joyous wonder. 
 
    The police cordon dissolved, and he could just make out an announcement over a loudspeaker. 
 
    “Children of Yeshua, welcome to Pallas!”  
 
    He wasn’t surprised; it was logical the Church would have taken over all three of the asteroid colonies, not just Vesta. Alum always was thorough. 
 
    The announcer spelled out organizational details to the crowd, how they would be registered with the local authorities, and be assigned housing and new jobs. They were given an overview of the geography of the colony and introduced to their local representative.  
 
    Could Alum’s people have subverted the entire organizational structure of the Vesta Project? Infiltrated the colonist selection process to favor adherents of the True Guard Church? Planted his own police force? It was hard to imagine.  
 
    Greg clutched the windowsill to steady himself. How long had this been going on, and how could he and Kathy not have known anything about it? It must run deep. Just how far had Alum gone to achieve all this?  
 
    He thought back to the mysterious deaths of several world leaders long before the Eater escaped. Had that been Alum all along, eliminating anyone who didn’t believe as he did just to secure his own political position?  
 
    Had Alum disrupted their plan to save Earth so he could create a world—three worlds—occupied by his own followers? Surely, no one could be that evil. What kind of person would do that?  
 
    He felt sick. 
 
    Following the announcements, the crowd broke up and formed neat lines in front of some hastily erected tables bearing the first letter of their last names.  
 
    The whole situation was surreal. The scene below looked more like a cruise ship welcome party than disaster refugees fleeing to an asteroid colony in outer space.  
 
    How can you all be so calm?—he wondered. Earth and everyone you left behind is doomed, not just in some theoretical unknown future, but doomed to be obliterated from existence within a couple of weeks at most.  
 
    He couldn’t believe they knew what was really happening. Are they complicit, or just sheeple blindly doing as their Church leader tells them?   
 
    The lines advanced. When people reached the front, they presented a card to the bureaucrats behind the table. The light from the sun tube high above the plaza glinted off the embedded gold-colored chips in the cards. The clerks waved the cards over a tablet and consulted the screen. They tapped something in and printed out several sheets of paper.  
 
    Most everyone smiled cheerfully, thanked the bureaucrat, and hurried off, consulting one of the printouts, trailing family members behind them. A map to their new homes? 
 
    The notion of having to fake membership in Yeshua’s True Guard Church or any other just to be housed and fed was abhorrent to Greg. I can’t be part of this group; there has to be another way. Maybe it’s only here. Maybe Vesta or Ceres are still safe—he told himself.  
 
    A cynical voice inside replied—Get real. The Vesta Project was a single entity. Yeshua’s True Guard Church was a single entity. The destruction of Earth, replacing officially selected colonists with Alum’s own people, and sending unwanted colonists back to a doomed planet was all part of a single diabolical plan. Alum’s plan.  
 
    No, something this complex, this ruthless, would have to be intricately orchestrated and meticulously carried out. The entire Vesta Project must have been overrun; it had to have been.  
 
    If he valued his life, he’d better stay undercover and not trust anyone—anyone—until he could learn more. Accept it. For the immediate future, Pallas is your new home.  
 
    He was alone, couldn’t trust anyone here, and had nowhere to run. He felt like curling up in a fetal ball and letting the fates determine his fortune.  
 
    He wanted, so bad, to cry, to grieve for his losses. For the loss of all humanity.  
 
    No time for that. 
 
    He reached into the emotional centers of his brain with the deepest, most remote section of his dendy lattice and turned off his humanity. A cleansing wave of rationality washed over him, freeing his thoughts from his sorrow. He allowed reason and a primal need to survive to rise to the surface.  
 
    He was facing a problem. The problem had a solution. He would mourn the loss of Earth later, once he’d taken care of his basic needs. He had no anger, no need for revenge, no hatred of what had happened to his planet. There was only the problem, and the solution.  
 
    Greg went into the washroom and cleaned himself up as best he could. When he looked presentable, he shifted back to the cluster of small trees in the square below.  
 
    The crowd had mostly dispersed into the city, looking for their assigned quarters. The plaza was relatively clear. Greg fell into the rear of the nearest line, behind a man in his late sixties. Using his broadband lattice, he scanned the man’s identity card.  
 
    The card was surprisingly sophisticated. In addition to name and address, it carried detailed financial and medical histories, and a complete résumé. Still, it shouldn’t be too hard to replicate, not for him.  
 
    He needed one of those cards. He’d have to steal one from someone. Carefully. If I get caught, who knows what they’ll do—he warned himself 
 
    Then again, if I do pull this off, what’ll happen to the guy in front of me? Maybe nothing—what are they going to do to a senior who loses his card? He can just verify his identity, and the authorities will get him a replacement card. Right? 
 
    Or they could banish the guy to Earth right there and be done with him.  
 
    In the absence of an empathetic emotional connection to the human being standing in front of him, it didn’t take Greg long to calculate the odds and decide what to do.  
 
    If he’d had more practice casting shift fields, he could’ve transferred the card from the old man’s pocket into his own. Better not risk it. I’ll just have to procure it the old fashioned way. 
 
    Greg pretended to stumble and bump into the man.  
 
    “Hey! Watch it,” the man protested.  
 
    Greg apologized, “I’m sorry; I’m such a klutz. Are you alright? Oh, man, it figures! I’m in the wrong line. Are you sure you’re okay?” 
 
    The older man waved him away, and stepped ahead to close up the gap that had since formed in front of him.  
 
    Greg picked a line across the square, one hidden from view by the cluster of trees, and headed for it.  
 
    It hadn’t been hard to pilfer the card out of the man’s back pocket and slide it into his own. As he walked, he constructed a new identity and history for himself. The card’s security was resistant to forging and tampering, but fell quickly to his enhanced lattice. He imprinted his information into the card’s memory. 
 
    Greg drew up to a desk just as it served its last client and presented his card to the clerk.  
 
    “Name?” asked the bureaucrat.  
 
    Greg glanced at the sheet indicating assistance for immigrants with ‘L-M’ surnames. Perfect. 
 
    He would pay homage to his intellectual mentor, Darian Leigh, the man who’d given him the gift of the lattice and the Reality Assertion Field. It would have to be discreet, though. The name “Darian Leigh” was still too famous—rather, infamous—to be used.  
 
    “Legsu,” he said. “My name is Darak Legsu.” 
 
    The clerk looked up and made eye contact. “That’s an unusual name.” 
 
    “It’s Romanian,” Greg lied.  
 
    “Romanian?” The man turned that over in his mind and placed the card in the reader.  
 
    Greg/Darak nodded. “Yes, sir.” 
 
    “Information Systems Engineer, I see. You have an impressive resume. Lots of good experience: entertainment, business, security, process control, management. I’m sure we’ll be able to find something for you. Someone has to keep an eye on all those robots.”  
 
    The bureaucrat almost spat the last word. He entered some keystrokes and printed out several sheets of paper. 
 
    Handing them to Greg, he pointed back to the apartment tower across the square. “We can give you a nice place right nearby. I hope you appreciate it; not many are so privileged. Your skills are listed as High Demand in the system; that’s why you’re getting such a good assignment. In the next few days, someone will contact you about your new job.” 
 
    Greg accepted the papers and examined the map as he’d seen others do. “Okay, thank you very much.” 
 
    “Don’t thank me,” the other replied. “All blessings come from the Lord, His Son Yeshua, and His prophet Alum. I’m simply a conduit.” 
 
    “True,” replied Greg. “I guess I just got caught up in the day.” 
 
    “It has been quite a day, I’ll give you that,” acknowledged the bureaucrat. “But it’s the glorious day we’ve all been preparing for. Praise the Lord.” 
 
    Greg recognized the opening phrase of the standard True Guard salutation and responded with the appropriate countersign, “And Praise His only Son, Yeshua.”  
 
    He bowed ever so slightly and turned away, clutching his new life to his chest. 
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
    34  
 
    Earth was filled with panic. 
 
    The Eater sucked in the air and clouds over Vancouver, generating winds gusting to hundreds of kilometers per hour. The gray sphere was the center of the deepest low-pressure zone Earth had ever seen.  
 
    It whittled away at Burnaby Mountain until the rocky prominence was level with the Lower Mainland. The sphere touched the surface of the Burrard Inlet. As it inhaled the water, new currents ravaged the Inlet.  
 
    At first, politicians pretended the situation, although dire, was manageable, and worked hard to maintain the lie. 
 
    The news industry worked just as hard to find the most sensational aspects of the situation, gorging on the unfolding crisis and panic.  Ratings soared as local networks chronicled—and capitalized on—the riveting story,  reporting every centimeter of girth the Eater accumulated and fanning the flames of hysteria.  
 
    They broadcasted live from downtown Vancouver, incrementally tracking the rapidly disappearing top of Burnaby Mountain. They trained cameras on the water rushing into the inlet under Lions Gate Bridge. They visited the endless lines of traffic struggling to escape across the few bridges connecting the Vancouver peninsula to the rest of the mainland.  
 
    Within days, the Eater absorbed all of Greater Vancouver along with the North Shore mountains. It reached the waters of English Bay and drew in ocean pouring through the Straits at either end of Vancouver Island.  
 
    Once Vancouver was gone, the media realized the truth was even worse than they’d reported and muted their sensational tone. Politicians gave up their charade of control and voted to drop a hydrogen bomb on the Eater in a desperate attempt to upset its underlying physics.  
 
    The Eater absorbed the massive explosion and the mushroom cloud that tried to form above it, much as it had absorbed everything else. Only then did humanity accept its doom.  
 
    The populace cried out to be moved to the new asteroid colonies of Vesta, Pallas, and Ceres. The authorities responded that it was impossible. The people revolted. The transportation rockets and the infrastructures that supported them fell to desperate, rioting mobs.  
 
    The few individuals still able to think rationally knew that even if the rockets could be salvaged in time—which they couldn’t—there wouldn’t be enough room for everyone on the refuge asteroids. 
 
    In an effort to comfort and console the masses, the authorities assured them that the best and brightest representatives of humanity, carefully selected for their diversity and depth of intellect, skills, and abilities, would be safely transported to the new colonies, where they would do their best to maximize humanity’s chances of survival.  
 
    On the fifth day following the Eater’s escape from its tank, news broke about whole groups of colonists being forcibly returned from Vesta. Any vestiges of order and control were shattered.  
 
    Everyone knew it was connected to the missing Yeshua's True Guard Church members but nobody, not one person, could come up with solid proof. Not that it would have made any difference. 
 
    The Eater devoured Earth’s atmosphere and great oceans, and began in earnest on the crust. Freed from the pressure of the continent above it, magma erupted in great flows. The Eater absorbed the molten rock as readily as it had the watery oceans. 
 
    And it grew. 
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    Greg was riveted to the terrifying news broadcasts from Earth, along with everyone else in the asteroid colonies. It was addictive. 
 
    Recognizing the therapeutic value of activity as much as the urgent need to establish a sustainable new colony, the authorities assigned its citizens work to do, food to grow, classes to attend, and Cybrids to supervise.  
 
    A week passed and the transmissions from Earth ceased entirely. By then, everyone was so busy concentrating on making a new home for mankind that they hardly noticed.  
 
    Greg allowed his emotions to return, but with his humanity came grief. He let it wash over him.   
 
    He shifted to the far end of a wooded service tunnel, well away from everyone. He cried for a full day, letting his sorrow have its run. He cried for the loss of Earth and for the loss of its people. He cried for Kathy. 
 
    Then came the anger.  
 
    Alum! Maybe he didn’t physically plant the bomb and release the Eater himself. Maybe that was just a happy coincidence for him. But the coup, returning the knowledgeable specialists and diversity of individuals sent to Vesta, that was all on him.  
 
    Greg listened to Alum’s daily sermons being broadcast over public address speakers. I can understand how his people might believe they’ve been chosen by God, but I don’t believe for a second that Alum himself believes that.  
 
    The Reverend, Alum’s step-father and mentor, had sat in on the selection committee; he’d helped pick the Vesta colonists. Why would Alum undo that? Why would he replace our best candidates for survival with dull-minded sheep? 
 
    Greg understood the lure of power. Thanks to the recent turn of events, Alum’s power was approaching absolute.  
 
    The leader of the YTG church issued directives at a blazing pace during his first few days on Vesta. All undoing the way we set up the Administration.  
 
    Alum pronounced new policies and laws daily. He removed the Cybrids from any say in how the colonies were run, He decreed that, effective immediately, Cybrids were to have only very limited access to all habitat tunnels, and were to be closely supervised by a human at all times.  
 
    Why would he do that? What an idiot!—Greg silently fumed. He didn’t dare utter the thoughts to anyone but himself. He couldn’t risk drawing attention.  
 
    Drawing on his officially documented skills, the bureaucrats awarded Greg with one of the coveted Cybrid Supervisor posts.  
 
    He supposed he ought to be grateful Alum hadn’t insisted on human supervision of the Cybrids’ work out in the far reaches of space. Imagine us clumsy, delicate humans telling Cybrids what to do in vacuum! Cybrids were made for that environment; they knew their specialties better than any human could. Cybrids have already constructed eight perfectly viable colonies without any of us looking over their shoulders. I think they can manage this just fine all by themselves. Non-experts telling them what to do would be a total farce, and could only lead to trouble. There are so many more important things I could be doing.  
 
    The scientist accepted his new post and assigned tasks with equanimity, and did his best to be a good and humane Supervisor. The distractions of work brought him a sense of routine and engagement that allowed him to process his grief.  
 
    One morning, he found a space suit in a storage room off the service corridor where his team was working. Alone for the moment, he tried it on. If anyone notices, I’ll just tell them I was trying it on for fun. Who wouldn’t want to try on a space suit? 
 
    He checked the seals, activated the electronics, and checked the air tank. He made sure “his” Cybrids were fine for the next hour, and shifted to a point in high Earth orbit, where he floated undetected beside a now useless satellite. The Eater had converted much of the “normal” matter of Earth into its own nearly weightless exotic matter.  
 
    More than half of his home planet was shadowed by the gray-black body of the Eater. When did I start thinking in terms of my “home” planet versus...—he couldn’t bring himself to finish the thought.  
 
    It won’t be long now; the Eater’s expanding rapidly.  
 
    He wondered what held the gray sphere to its position on the Earth. For that matter, what holds it to Earth at all?  
 
    There had to be some connection to the basic inertial reference frame, the bent space-time of Earth. What’ll happen when that reference frame is gone? Will the Eater take over Earth’s orbit around the sun or wander off along some vector of its own? Greg calculated some potential trajectories; some of the paths would pose a threat to the new colonies. 
 
    As he watched, calculated, and contemplated, the Eater consumed the last of his planet. Greg closed his eyes against the dark sphere now orbiting where a pale blue dot had once been humanity’s home. His home.  
 
    It was time to accept his new life. He shifted back to Pallas. 
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
    Points to Ponder
Book Club & Study Questions 
 
    The Deplosion series is intended to be more than just a story. I hope it inspires thinking and exchange on a variety of philosophical, religious, scientific, and social issues. The following questions will help get you started. Additional discussion can be found on the Paul Anlee Facebook page, and my science and philosophy blog at www.paulanlee.com.  
 
      
 
    1)     Connecting the brain directly to an electronic interface might permit us to learn new skills (e.g. new language, musical instrument, math, or history). At the same time, it could risk opening our minds to someone trying to alter our beliefs. Do you think improvements in learning and communication would be worth the risk of having someone alter what you believe? How are the characters’ attempts to directly change minds different from attempts by advertisers, politicians, and media to sway your thinking? Teachers? Religious leaders? Anyone else? 
 
      
 
    2)     A number of famous people (Stephen Hawking and Elon Musk, among them) have declared that it is essential for humans to colonize space in the coming decades as a matter of species preservation. Greg and Kathy, make strong economic and demographic arguments as well. Were their arguments compelling (how so), or should we focus on saving/exploiting Earth before we move into space?  
 
      
 
    3)     As science explores the nearby stars, we are finding more and more Earth-like “exoplanets” (over 2,330 as of mid-2017) of the right size, gravity, and surface temperature to support life. Unfortunately, at least to date, we’ve yet to detect water, breathable atmosphere, or evidence of other complex life forms on any of them. Crucial parameters remain outside our survival range; temperature, oxygen levels, gravity, length of day, and length of year vary greatly from planet to planet. 
 
      
 
    Do you think it’s likely that any single “standard” life form (especially human) would be suited to colonize multiple planets? With Earth in trouble, would it be better to upload our minds into machines or to genetically adapt our species (and other life forms on which we depend) to survive on exoplanets? Would genetically altering humanity ensure survival of the species, or make us no longer human? Does it matter?  
 
      
 
    4)     Greg and Kathy worked on related research, but did not create the microverse known as the Eater; that was created by Darian and/or Larry. Should someone be held responsible for the death of Dave, the night guard in Chapter 7, or was his death just an unfortunate accident? Should Darian Leigh, if found, be charged with homicide? Were Greg and Kathy, as employees of the lab, complicit in any wrongful death or damage, even though they were not directly responsible for that specific microverse? What about University President Dr. Sakira, Department Chair Dr. Wong, or Prime Minister Hudson? What were their responsibilities to the world at the various stages of the Eater’s development?  
 
      
 
    5)     In various parts of the novel, characters use questionable means to accomplish their goals. Reverend LaMontagne murders more than once, and he blackmails President Mitchell into accepting his presence on the G26 panel. Darya uses a concepta virus to convince visitors to Alternus to attend a meeting. Alum kills trillions in defense of His Divine Plan to create Heaven. While some of their goals may be laudable, do the ends justify the means? Why or why not? 
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    Jared Strang, ex-Member of the British Parliament, ex-Minister of Foreign Affairs, current Manager of Human-Cybrid relations for the Vesta Project, was baffled. Surely, he’d misheard. His eyes shifted uncertainly between Alum and Dona Ridgeway, Alum’s Chief of Staff.  
 
    “But if we don’t allow the Cybrids to work in the populated colonies, how will we manage? The colonists aren’t exactly trained to expand the living spaces, or even to maintain them for that matter.”  
 
    Alum stroked his chin but said nothing. He raised an eyebrow toward Ridgeway, inviting her to answer on his behalf.  
 
    “We humans managed to build an entire civilization on Earth without resorting to cybernetic robots. And we did perfectly fine, don’t you think?” She smiled tightly at the civil servant and adjusted her glasses.  
 
    Strang coughed into his fist. “Well, yes, clearly,” he agreed. “But the Cybrids have the requisite skills and experience for this environment. Not to mention, all our available heavy equipment is either integral to their bodies or designed to be operated exclusively by them. Even if we had machinery built for humans, we don’t know what expertise is available among the colonists. My hunch is we’re not at risk of being overwhelmed with talent.” 
 
    Ridgeway glanced over at Alum. He nodded for her to continue.  
 
    “I assure you that our databases are quite thorough, Mr. Strang. Training classes will fill in any gaps over time.” 
 
    Strang sat forward, “You don’t understand,” he interrupted. “We don’t have time. There is no Plan B. This has to…” 
 
    Alum held up a shushing finger, silencing Strang mid-sentence. “People must have purpose in their lives. The socio-economic history of Earth demonstrates what happens when people are idle and feel useless. Political opportunism, unrest, riots, social breakdown—we will not permit Vesta to head down that path.” 
 
    Strang flopped back in his chair. “No, surely not.” He pinched the bridge of his nose and rubbed his eyes. “Is there any way we could have skilled people shadow some of the Cybrids as they go about their work? A kind of on-the-job training program, so to speak.” 
 
    Alum nodded as if considering the merits of Strang’s suggestion. “Mr. Strang, I understand you’ve never been a member of our Church, but surely you are a Christian, yes?” 
 
    Strang’s mouth worked through several possible responses before settling on, “Surely.”  
 
    In truth, he believed personal beliefs should remain personal, not be trotted out for public display. Still, it was better not to say too much; one had to be aware who currently held the power on the Vesta colonies.  
 
    “Well, then,” Alum continued, “You know our Lord created man in His image, setting man above all others. Man is above his own creations, the Cybrids for example, just as God is above His creation, namely us. Wouldn’t you agree?” 
 
    “When you put it that way, what choice do I have?” 
 
    “Exactly. We have an opportunity to reinvigorate God’s universe, and mankind’s place in it, out here among the asteroids. And that begins with the proper humility, with people who value the might of the Lord above all.  
 
    “Cybrids are remnants of the old, evil ways of Earth, Mr. Strang. Mechanical beings have their place, and that place is in the vacuum of space, not among humans. When I… I mean, my father, supported their development, they were not intended to be anything other than a tool, a mechanical extension of our hands to help us build these habitats. That is how they best serve the Lord’s wishes.” 
 
    Strang noted the stutter before Alum spoke of his father; it brought to mind the odd rumors about the young man’s origins, perverse gossip to which few gave much credence. “One might say,” he ventured, “it’s rather…superfluous to have a Manager of Human-Cybrid Relations when, in fact, there are no relations between humans and Cybrids to be managed.”  
 
    “I agree, your role in the administration of these habitats has changed,” Alum sniffed. He pushed his body out of the comfortable chair, and walked over to the window. He called up the construction schematics for the habitats, letting the silence—and Strang’s discomfort—stretch out.  
 
    The Project Manager’s office dominated the fiftieth floor of the highest tower in all of Vesta One, the first of the asteroid’s colony tunnels and the official capital of all the habitats. The windows looked “North” and “South” toward the tunnel’s polar caps lying over two hundred kilometers away in either direction. Below, densely-spaced apartment towers stretched seven kilometers wide before meeting the upward-curving sides of the tunnel.  
 
    Each asteroid contained six colony tunnels arranged like the bullet chambers of a revolver. Each tunnel had a “floor” surface that squared off the arc closest to the asteroid’s surface, and a “ceiling” on the part of the arc closest to the central axis.  
 
    Artificial gravity was provided by spinning the asteroid. Because of this rotation, “down” was always outward, away from the asteroid’s axis, always toward the surface.  
 
    The orientation session reassured new arrivals that, “It’s simple. Think of ‘down’ as the direction your feet sink; it’s the direction that receives the force of your weight. Inside the colony tunnels, the planetoid’s meager natural gravity is overridden by the centrifugal force from the spinning. That’s why we interpret ‘down’ as being toward the outer surface.” 
 
    Several rivers, driven by circulating pumps, ran the length of the tunnels and occasionally widened into long, narrow lakes. Some ran north-to-south in the colony tunnels, and returned south-to-north in the agricultural service tunnels below. Others flowed in the opposite direction to provide balance along their lengths. 
 
    High above, light panels ran the length of the tunnel. They brightened and dimmed in cycles, fourteen on and ten off, driving the daily rhythms of the people, animals, and plants below.  
 
    Project Vesta has done a remarkable job of reproducing the Earth’s ecology in such a small space and in such short time—Alum noted with satisfaction. 
 
    Well, I suppose I’ve kept Strang waiting long enough. Not that he deserves anything more than my simple command.  
 
    “Under the previous administration,” he paused to let that sink in, “you may have seen your job as smoothing over people’s acceptance of the Cybrids and integrating everyone into a workable biology-plus-machine society. That will no longer be the case. The Cybrids are not people; they will never be people in the eyes of the Lord.” 
 
    “Aren’t their mental processes modeled on our own human minds?” Strang asked. 
 
    Alum’s eyes blazed. “They can simulate many human characteristics, no doubt; but they are not human, not flesh and blood. They are not created in God’s image. We have found a place for them where they can be of service to humanity and, thereby, to God’s will. No more. They will never claim a place by our side; to do so would be an abomination.”  
 
    Strang’s gaze shifted to his hands, cradled anxiously in his lap. He observed his fidgeting fingers as if they were something apart from him. “I see. So what exactly is my role to be?”  
 
    Alum glanced at Ms. Ridgeway, who’d been sitting silently through the sermon. 
 
    “As Spiritual Leader of the YTG Church and the de facto leader of humanity, Alum must remain uncontaminated, separate from discussions with the Cybrids,” she explained. “You will communicate our Leader’s directive to them: they are to remain outside the habitat tunnels unless granted specific permission to enter. You will report on their compliance with his will and on their adherence to these laws.” 
 
    “I have no wish to appear unjust or unsympathetic, Mr. Strang,” Alum added. “Not even to machines. But you seem to have lost sight of the fact that Cybrids were designed and constructed to serve humanity, not to replace it. Within those parameters, they will enjoy a fulfilling existence. Perhaps we’ll even develop some form of entertainment for their off-duty hours. Your job is to ensure they understand and cooperate with my directives.” 
 
    “Is this the will of the Governing Council?” Strang asked. 
 
    Ridgeway nearly choked. Before Alum could reply, she jumped in. “The Council exists to provide advice to Alum. He, and he alone, decides.” She set her lips firmly, accepting no further questioning of her Leader’s authority. 
 
    “So the Cybrids are to be our slaves.” 
 
    The crease between Alum’s eyebrows deepened. “Slavery is not an applicable term; they are machines that were built for service. You will not speak of it again.”  
 
    The manager bowed his head. He had seen enough of the local police actions under Alum’s direction to know he should hold his tongue. For the moment.  
 
    As Ms. Ridgeway’s voice droned on in the background, Strang’s attention shifted to conversations he would be having with his colleagues from the original Project Vesta. Not everyone shared Alum’s point of view. 
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    DAR-K floated high above the empty apartment towers of Pallas Three, the third colony tunnel to be constructed inside the asteroid Pallas and the ninth to be completed under the broader Vesta Project.  
 
    Two months had passed since the Eater had absorbed Earth into its relentlessly expanding grayness, and she was still bitter over losing Kathy Liang, her human “sister” whose mind had served as the template for her own.  
 
    I can’t believe Earth’s gone, and everyone left behind is dead. Kathy, Greg, the whole planet, all gone. 
 
    The silence of the vacuum in the unfinished tunnel suited her desire for isolation. Intermittent light fell on the buildings directly below, but the farther reaches of the habitat were dark. The gloom matched the bleak thoughts roiling in her silicene brain.  
 
    “What do I do now?” was a question the Cybrid had never pondered before. Time for quiet contemplation was a luxury she hadn’t experienced in her eighteen years of existence.  
 
    Humanity has kept me occupied from the day I was manufactured, their first Cybrid of millions. They kept us all endlessly busy building their new home out here, making space for as many of them as possible.  
 
    To the Cybrids, it was obvious that the construction of the Project Vesta asteroid colonies, all of the tunneling, mining, and manufacturing, was better managed by the rugged autonomous robots than by human beings. Earthlings were ill-suited for work in space; they required complex support systems. And so the colonists were kept back on Earth until the robot-built asteroid colonies were ready to receive them into climate controlled comfort. 
 
    Though Vesta was designed to save human lives, humans had played little part in its construction. The Cybrids had built the colonies largely without human help or direct human supervision.  
 
    Except for Greg and Kathy. The couple had been there from the beginning, planning, designing, discussing, strategizing, and overseeing alongside the Cybrids. 
 
    I miss Kathy. DAR-K had become used to discussing everything with her human counterpart. Sisters-by-choice, they’d become expert at liaising between machine and human, between workers and governments, and between those who built things and those who pulled the levers of political power.  
 
    Human politics—DAR-K sighed, but without breath, without air, it emitted no sound. The futility of simulating human utterances in space only reinforced the differences between her and the original Kathy Liang.  
 
    What am I going to do without her? 
 
    She and Kathy shared the same memories, knowledge, and beliefs. The structure of her mind was identical to Kathy’s, including her secretly enhanced lattice intelligence. Nobody aside from DAR-K and Kathy knew about their shared enhancement. Kathy was insistent that they keep the information between them alone, not even Greg could know, and DAR-K trusted her judgment. As a result, Kathy had been the only person who knew what, who knew who, she really was, and what she could be.  
 
    And now Kathy was dead, consumed by the Eater along with the vast majority of humankind.  
 
    Who would believe downloading a person’s mind into a two-meter carboceramic sphere with built-in rockets and electromuscle tentacles would lead to a robot who thinks it’s human? Even the government insiders who knew what they were creating—who we Cybrids are—can’t bring themselves to recognize us as people.  
 
    The death of humanity’s home had come before all three colony asteroids could be completed. How the Eater anomaly escaped its vacuum chamber ahead of time remained a mystery.  
 
    Our projections were good. We should have had another eight months, easily—DAR-K lamented.  
 
    Somehow, Alum and his people were prepared for the disaster and acted decisively. Their surprise takeover of the colonies was relatively smooth and bloodless, for a coup.  
 
    Despite her resentment, DAR-K was doing her best to cooperate with the new order. It wasn’t easy without Kathy to run interference; the new regime was not sympathetic to Cybrids. 
 
    I shouldn’t be wasting any more time here. Not when we have so much work to do. “Lollygagging,” Kathy would have called it.  
 
    The completed tunnel in which she floated stretched for hundreds of kilometers ahead. They’d sealed the ends, and were about to fill the interior with atmosphere. Nitrogen they’d mined from Titan and oxygen produced by splitting comet water into its base elements would form the main part of the habitat’s air. It will be exactly like the air used to be on Earth, with less pollution.  
 
    She powered up her main drive and pushed downward to inspect the city below. Project Vesta management, under the direction of the Yeshua’s True Guard Church since the coup, still expected her to manage Cybrid construction activities in the new colonies.  
 
    Adequate living space is as precious as ever. Alum may be spiritual leader of the Church, but he hasn’t overlooked the need to manage the physical world, too. 
 
    At present, Vesta’s total population numbered fewer than the originally intended forty million, but they’d be out-growing available room quickly, thanks to the Church’s new program encouraging every family to have babies. Lots of babies.  
 
    The Faithful are always eager to go forth and multiply—she joked to herself. She was achingly aware that she’d inherited Kathy’s sense of dark, dry humour and cynicism, and how few individuals there were in the entire asteroid belt with whom she could share it. 
 
    As soon as they established a human-friendly atmosphere, the Cybrid workforce would bring in billions of tonnes of water from the Kuiper mines to supply rivers and lakes. The basic ecology would be populated with plants and animals from other habitats, and the new tunnels would be opened up to receive colonists.  
 
    In a few months, a million people will be enjoying substantially more elbow room.  
 
    DAR-K entered a wide street that ran parallel along one of the empty riverbeds waiting to be filled. She plucked a loose pebble from the ground and tossed it among the other stones.  
 
    The surviving colonists are well-intentioned but mostly clueless. Watching then in action made her think of drunks bumbling around in the dark on a slippery slope that was pocked with craters and moguls.  
 
    At least, they have enthusiasm. And Faith. Faith in their God and in the leader of their Church. 
 
    She stopped in front of a designated commercial space and examined her reflection in the window. What do I have faith in?—she wondered. What do I have to live for? Power? Fame? Love?  
 
    The latter was unlikely. The only other DAR- designated Cybrid in existence was DAR-G, who was based on the mind of Kathy’s husband, Greg Mahajani.  
 
    DAR-K wished she could love DAR-G as much as Kathy had loved Greg, but it was impossible. DAR-G’s nice enough; he’s just too…ordinary.  
 
    He was brilliant compared to most other Cybrids. He had Greg’s charming personality, deep devotion to the Kathy persona and, by extension, to DAR-K. But he’s not Greg, and he never will be.  
 
    It was unfortunate that Kathy never got a chance to upgrade DAR-G’s processor with the same illegal IQ-enhancing lattice modifications she’d made to DAR-K. The same modifications Kathy and Greg had shared. 
 
    Oh, well. What does love matter to an electromechanical being with a semiconductor brain? I have my work. 
 
    And there was so much work to do. Vesta was more or less complete in the broad strokes, but there were still a few major colony tubes to finish in two of the smaller asteroids.  
 
    Since Vesta was the first completed and the largest of the three asteroids, the majority of humans had been sent there. They were busily making it their own and working toward self-sufficiency.  
 
    Here on Pallas, the Cybrid teams were still building the habitat and farming infrastructure for the four newer tubes.  
 
    It’s a good thing Cybrids don’t need sleep. If we were biological beings, we’d be dropping from exhaustion. She and her comrades had been pushed to their limits by the construction schedule over the past several years, and even harder now that Earth was gone. 
 
    Project Vesta’s original list of human colonists had included a broad range of individuals carefully selected for their health, intellect, creativity, broad backgrounds, and extensive expertise. They were expected to contribute in many meaningful ways to the construction and operation of the asteroids. The members of the YTG Church that Alum brought in their place lacked in many of these important areas, most notably in science and technology training.  
 
    How are we supposed to rebuild a modern civilization with what they’ve salvaged?—she muttered as she drifted down the wide boulevard. If only Alum would turn over all the important work to existing Cybrid experts.  
 
    She had to laugh. That’ll never happen, not in a million years. 
 
    To be fair, the new settlers were still finding their feet. Maybe they’ll surprise me. A number of essential trades within the construction, service, and agricultural sectors were well represented. Other sectors, overly so. She wondered how Alum would place or retrain the suspiciously outsized representation of business and finance people.  
 
    The humans, as poorly qualified as they were, had taken over everything. DAR-K still hadn’t decided what to do about that, if anything.  
 
    With Greg and Kathy dead, she was now the closest thing to a legitimate heir to the Vesta Project Management Committee. She knew more about the project than anyone alive, human or Cybrid. Not that it mattered to Alum. He formed a Governing Council, and appointed himself as its Head. The Council dissolved the original Vesta committee, assumed all aspects of Vesta project management, and actively shut her out.  
 
    She didn’t want to act too aggressively and demand to be put in charge. That would only lead to unnecessary confrontations between humans and Cybrids, which would end in Cybrid dominance, and the rapid extinction of the human species. That was not her intent. 
 
    DAR-K extended a tentacle and pushed it through the window, shattering the glass. She immediately sent a work order to replace it.  
 
    I should be building, but I’m in the mood for some destruction—she admitted. It was no surprise, given who she’d been forced to report to lately.  
 
    Strang’s okay, but he’s clearly hampered by orders from above. 
 
    Reporting to the new administration was nothing like coordinating with Kathy and the old Committee. Fortunately, Alum and his Governing Council resided on Vesta, hundreds of millions of kilometers away. In part, that was why DAR-K spent most of her time around Pallas and Ceres these days. Besides, the new administration already had enough on its plate getting the new human colonists organized. She’d only be a nuisance to them right now.  
 
    As always, humans have a way of thinking they’re the most important beings in the region. And wherever they go, they take their prejudices and bigotries with them. Well, I’ve got a news flash for them.  
 
    DAR-K and the twenty million working Cybrids in space totalled almost as many as the surviving humans. Add to that the hundred million Cybrid minds in storage who were waiting to be put into new robot bodies and the humans would be vastly outnumbered.  
 
    She’d allow the Governing Council a little time to get itself better organized and to deal with some of the most pressing survival issues.  
 
    And then, we’ll definitely be talking. 
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
    3        
 
    Greg Mahajani chose Vesta for his surgery. Besides having the best facilities for the kind of alterations he had in mind, nobody there was likely to connect his present face to his new identity as “Darak Legsu” on Pallas.  
 
    Darak’s—that is, Greg’s—ability to jump across interplanetary distances, like those separating his home on Pallas from the surgeons on Vesta, was a secret. No one would expect to see Darak Legsu away from his home habitat.  
 
    On the day he popped in, he was surprised to find a meticulously clean Operating theater sitting empty. He pinged the surgeon to announce his arrival. 
 
    The Cybrid surgeon activated, instantly alert and ready to take direction.  
 
    “Hello, I am PHL-239483. You may call me Dr. Phil. How may I help you?” the robot physician asked. 
 
    “I want you to make me look like this,” Greg answered, showing him a facial design. 
 
    “I’m afraid that cosmetic surgery performed by Cybrids for reasons other than rehabilitation or trauma has been recently forbidden by the Administration. You do not appear to be in need of emergency reconstructive surgery.” 
 
    Cybrids banned from all but emergency procedures? Clearly it wasn’t due to a shortage of surgeons. Dr. Phil didn’t look at all busy. A reflection of the mood of the day, more than the demands. How sad.  
 
    Using his lattice interface, Greg probed the Cybrid’s mind looking for the associated conceptual structures where he could override the prohibition. He felt guilty altering the poor thing’s persona guidelines to get it—correction, to get him—to agree to the surgery. Just this one time, I promise, and only for me—Greg vowed.  
 
    First, to circumvent Dr. Phil’s concepta security. That shouldn’t be too hard; I know all of Kathy’s standard antivirus tricks. The memory of his wife brought a lump to his throat. Indulge yourself on your own time—he told himself. Focus now; mourn later. 
 
    He recognized Kathy’s typical Quonset-five defence right away. It wasn’t one of her best protocols and was severely outdated now. He bypassed it with hardly a thought.  
 
    There. All done, and this poor Cybrid has no idea I’ve changed his mind for him. No matter; I’ll update his security after the surgery. No independent being should be this vulnerable to direct tampering with the essence of his mind.  
 
    Greg repeated his request.  
 
    The surgeon scanned the diagram of Greg’s desired new face as if seeing it for the first time. “Yes, I can create this result,” he said. “The surgery itself will require twenty-four minutes. It will take a further six days for the tissue swelling to subside and for most of the scars to heal. Stem cell changes and alterations in your genetics will activate over that time as well. When would you like to schedule the procedure?” 
 
    Greg considered which few days to book off work to attract the least suspicion. His “supervision” of the Cybrid farm construction team on Pallas was trivial. Keeping up with their plans and progress required only a few minutes of his attention every day. Cybrid teams were constructing the colonies and farm tunnels long before I arrived on Pallas. Kathy trained DAR-K to manage the project well. They’re probably more capable of working without direction from me, than with it.  
 
    That last thought brought another twinge of emotional pain. For weeks, Greg had been wrestling with whether to contact Kathy’s Cybrid counterpart, DAR-K. He missed Kathy so much, and DAR-K was the closest thing to her that he had left. He felt the pull, but he couldn’t bring himself to make contact. Not yet. What if she turned out to be a big disappointment like my own counterpart, DAR-G, was to me? I’d rather keep my memory of Kathy as she was.  
 
    Without the lattice-enhanced intelligence that he and Kathy shared, speaking to either DAR-K or DAR-G was sure to be an exercise in frustration. It was almost as painful as speaking to a merely slightly above-average human. It was unfair, and limiting to all, that Cybrids should still be subject to IQ restrictions imposed by paranoid Earth governments that no longer existed, a paranoia now taken up by the majority of humans in the asteroid habitats.  
 
    Truth be told, his job made him feel more like a spy for the YTG Church-based administration than a supervisor. To offset his guilt, he spent much of his spare time developing imaginative virtual playgrounds the Cybrids could enjoy during their recharging periods. Secretly, he toyed with introducing Cybrid lattice security upgrades through viral packages in the simulations. Shouldn’t the Cybrids—or at the very least, the human minds inside those Cybrid bodies—have the right to decide who got to mess with their minds? 
 
    “Sir? Would you like to select a date, or would you like me to suggest one?” the surgeon prompted.  
 
    Greg realized he’d been daydreaming again. He’d been having trouble focusing lately. He knew it was depression. If he just pushed on, things had to get better with time. Enough wallowing in self-pity. Work on what you can change. Book your surgery date. 
 
    “How about Wednesday afternoon in two weeks? That’s when my weekend starts.” 
 
    “Very well,” the surgeon replied. “That gives me adequate time to prepare the necessary stem cell population.” As he spoke, a tentacle extracted a punch biopsy needle from a nearby drawer. Another tentacle grabbed a sterilizing anesthetic cotton pad. “Lower your trousers.”  
 
    The sheer size of the needle made Greg hesitate. “Not much for bedside manner, are you?” he quipped. He probed Dr. Phil’s medical database and scanned the related literature. Satisfied with the safety of this part of the procedure, he reduced the sensitivity of his backside pain receptors, turned, and loosened his pants.  
 
    The topical anesthetic was cold but effective. Greg felt hardly more than a pinch when the surgeon extracted a number of fat cells from his left cheek. As he fastened his belt, the Cybrid extruded the sample into the waiting growth medium at the bottom of a small culture flask.  
 
    * * * 
 
    The two weeks between his first visit and the scheduled surgery passed quickly. Once he’d set into motion a plan to disguise himself permanently, he felt more nervous than ever about being recognized as Dr. Greg Mahajani, former co-Director of Project Vesta. He needed that new face fast. 
 
    He barely left his apartment except to work. Other than his job, he kept to himself wherever possible. It wasn’t too hard to fool one or two Cybrid brains at a time about the appearance of their human supervisor. He could feed their visual sensors with a false image for the time being, and update their memories at his convenience.  
 
    However, he didn’t think he could simultaneously fool dozens of human inSense lattices so easily.  
 
    On the few occasions he had to venture out in public, he fretted that someone might recognize his face from some old news cast. It was silly and he knew it. His risk was no higher since his decision to undergo surgery than it had been when he first arrived on Pallas. 
 
    He was happy he’d stepped back from the Project Vesta limelight a decade ago. Kathy had turned out to be a much better project manager than he could ever be and a more sympathetic public face for Vesta. For a while, he’d been resentful of her popularity. Now, he was grateful people had paid more attention to her than to him.  
 
    As a precaution, he shaved his head and let his beard grow, altering his ID card and central records to match his changed features. 
 
    Finally, the scheduled day arrived. He packed his bags and shifted to a supply closet in the hospital on Vesta. He hoped the three-and-a-half days off would give him a good head start on his recovery. Thank goodness for the Act for Fuller Employment of 2046 and its more humane work schedule.  
 
    Today his anxiety would be substantially relieved. Once the bandages came off and the swelling went down, his true identity would be hidden forever and Alum and his enforcers would never realize Greg Mahajani had made it off Earth alive.  
 
    Dr. Phil had assured him the scars would be barely discernible in a week. “Techniques have progressed greatly since the human colonists were first assigned Cybrid surgeons,” he’d said. 
 
    Greg sensed an undertone of resentment from the doctor, likely at being forcibly sidelined from where he was needed the most. 
 
    Before emerging into the hallway, Greg inserted Police and Ambulance reports in the respective systems to support a plausible cover story about how his blowtorch had lit some residual solvent in a tank he was working on. He constructed a new identity and fake work order to justify the job. He cited a distant tunnel to give credence to his tale, and added the names of appropriate Officers and Attendants to the report, knowing it would be unlikely anyone here knew them personally.  
 
    Electronic trail in place, he walked out of the supply closet and lay down on an empty ER gurney in the corridor with face hastily and clumsily self-bandaged. Orders to move him immediately into the Cybrid OR appeared at the nursing station.  
 
    The hospitals were still trying to dig themselves out of the chaos that came from hundreds of new workers and a change in management. They were used to responding to paperwork. Sometimes it was the only way they had any idea what was going on. 
 
    An attendant moved him to the OR. When Dr. Phil arrived, the staff in the room vacated quickly, taking their anxious whispers with them out to the corridor. The Cybrid surgeon preferred to work alone, and no one wanted to watch its buzzing, whirring tentacles in action on an actual person.  
 
    “So, I’m booked into Recovery Room Four, and I have a private room in the main hospital?” Greg asked the doctor. 
 
    “Yes, you will receive excellent care in our facility. Please don’t worry.” 
 
    Greg took a deep breath. “Can I look at myself one last time?” Dr. Phil positioned a mirror above where Greg lay on the operating table, while they waited for the first relaxant to take effect. He studied himself intently, committing his face to lattice memory. He had no problem overlaying the new features he’d designed onto the digital images he’d captured, but he couldn’t project how it would feel to wake up to a different face.  
 
    He shut off his lattice. He remembered Darian’s discomfiting story of waking up to two separate consciousnesses following surgery, one biological, the other, neurolattice. An experience I can do without.  
 
    “Okay,” he finally said, feeling a lassitude wash over him. “Let’s get on with it.” 
 
    The Cybrid opened the line permitting the general anesthetic to mix with the saline solution in Greg’s IV bag. At the same time, three tentacles snaked over his face, injecting heavy doses of Lidocaine into the area about to be operated on. “Count backward from a hundred,” Dr. Phil instructed. 
 
    “100, 99, 98,…” Greg began. He felt his head go fuzzy and nearly reactivated his lattice. Then he remembered where he was and resumed counting. “97, 96, 10, 9,…” A soft gray peacefulness descended over him like a fluffy blanket. 
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
    4        
 
    “Really, old chum! Couldn’t you have selected a more remote meeting place?” 
 
    At the familiar sound of his old friend’s voice, Jared Strang released himself from his placid contemplation of the cows chewing their cud. His face broke into a broad smile and he held out a welcoming hand. 
 
    “Everywhere out here on the asteroids is bloody remote from our old life, wouldn’t you say?” 
 
    “I suppose it is,” replied Nigel Hodge, former member of the now-defunct British House of Lords. He clasped his colleague’s extended hand. “Good to see you, Jared. But couldn’t we simply have done lunch? What could possibly necessitate a tête-à-tête on one of the farms?” 
 
    “Lunch would have meant a restaurant, and I would prefer our discussions not become fodder for the masses quite yet. Nor the constabulary, come to think of it.” 
 
    “That sounds ominous,” Hodge said. 
 
    “I don’t know yet. Maybe. Let’s say I need to discuss some things with someone I trust to keep my observations and questions confidential. It doesn’t hurt that you’re inside the current administration.” 
 
    “And you’re not?” 
 
    “I still have one foot in the old, I’m afraid. Whether I want to or not. I believe the powers-that-be still view me as an untrustworthy outsider.” 
 
    “I do hope you’re not going to put me in a compromising position.” 
 
    “I’ll try hard to avoid that,” Strang replied. “Though we may have had some disagreements in the past, I’ve always valued your advice.” 
 
    “And I, yours. On what topic may I advise you today?” 
 
    Strang didn’t respond immediately. He returned to his observation of the ruminating cows.  
 
    Hodge joined him, crossing his arms on top of the barrier. The two watched for a minute, enjoying the pastoral scene. They were used to passing time like this, spending long moments in silence while one considered how best to broach a difficult subject or answer an uncomfortable question.  
 
    “How do you see governance of the asteroid colonies going forward, Nigel?” Strang asked. “Have we reinstated royalty, or are we to plot our own destinies?” 
 
    “None of the Royal Family made it to the colonies, as far as I’m aware,” Hodge replied, with no change to his relaxed stance and distant gaze. 
 
    Strang bent down and uprooted a handful of grass. He waved it on the inner side of the barrier, trying to attract the attention of a nearby calf. The animal ignored him, and he let the blades fall to the ground.  
 
    “Not royalty, per se, I would agree,” Strang clarified. “Nevertheless, the Leader of your Church fancies himself above the representatives of the people.” 
 
    “We’ve held no elections yet, as far as I’m aware.” 
 
    “True. Do you think we ever will?” 
 
    Hodge squinted at the light strips mounted on the ceiling of the agricultural service tunnel a few kilometers overhead. “Our democracies on Earth made quite a mess of things in the end, didn’t they?” 
 
    “Surely, you don’t blame the planet’s demise on democracy!”  
 
    “I’d say we were doing a pretty good job of ruining the planet long before that thing consumed the Earth.” 
 
    “Yes, we had problems. But one can only imagine how severe they might have been if decisions had been left to a few people…or one.” 
 
    Hodge dropped his arms from the top of the fence. “And yet, it was a small elite who decided who would, and would not, survive when the Eater escaped its containment.”  
 
    Strang examined Hodge’s face, “You knew that we called it the Eater?”  
 
    “Yes. I even know how it came into being. The newscasts never got past calling it a ‘gray bubble’ or ‘big, gray ball’ or such. But I had my sources, you know, back in the home country.” 
 
    “Yes, but its origin and official name were designated Top Secret. There should have been no disclosure outside of Cabinet.” 
 
    “Nothing official, of course. Still, the Queen was most concerned.” 
 
    “She told you?” 
 
    “Her Majesty’s family and my own have an extensive history. She was distraught to learn that the vast majority of her subjects were doomed, even though the immediate family was to be saved. She wondered if she shouldn’t stay. Go down with the ship, so to speak.” 
 
    “The actions of your Church made all of that irrelevant.” 
 
    Hodge pulled a cloth handkerchief from his inner jacket pocket and wiped his nose. “Pity, that,” he said. “But there’s no real evidence the Church was in any way linked with the release of the Eater. Alum merely took advantage of a bad situation.” 
 
    “His timing was rather convenient, I’d say.” 
 
    “Yes, perhaps.” Hodge sniffed. “Or perhaps he was simply well prepared. I’m happy to have been on the right side of history in the end.” 
 
    “I imagine,” Strang said. 
 
    Hodge replaced the cloth in its pocket. “You didn’t ask me here to discuss the demise of the Royal Family, though, did you? Nor the relative merits of elite rule versus representative democracies. What’s really on your mind, Jared?” 
 
    “I was called to a meeting with Alum yesterday.” 
 
    “Natural enough for the new Administration to wish to confer with the old. Especially given your position.” 
 
    “Indeed. I surmised he would want to discuss our programs for familiarizing new colonists with the Cybrid population, something related to my role in the former regime. The people whom the Vesta Project placed here were accustomed to working closely with the Cybrids. We’d come to appreciate them as our friends and colleagues, to see them for the people they truly are, and—” 
 
    “Really, Jared!” Hodge exclaimed. “The Cybrids are nothing more than machines.”  
 
    “Some believe otherwise. In any case, I was mistaken about Alum’s purpose for meeting with me. His view, the official view, of Cybrids is that they are to be viewed as our servants, little more than slaves.” 
 
    Hodge scoffed. “Cybrids can be neither servants nor slaves. They are machines. Just fancy toasters. They are not people.” 
 
    “Is that how you see it? You should meet with some of them. You’ll find they run the gamut on human qualities. Most of them were downloaded from accomplished people, but the range of their personalities matches of any group of individuals you’ve ever met.” 
 
    “They may accurately simulate human qualities but do not forget that they are not really people.” 
 
    Strang gave up. No point in pushing against a view based on entrenched religious ideology. He changed tactics.  
 
    “They may be only machines, but we rely on them. And not just to construct new habitats. We rely on them for our daily survival.”  
 
    He pointed off into the distance at a floating ovoid a few hundred meters away. “They even watch over our herds and crops.” 
 
    “Yes, well, all that will change soon,” Hodge stated. 
 
    “Alum talked about that. ‘People must have purpose in their lives,’ was how he put it. True enough. The original group of colonists was made up of selected representatives who could best preserve the intellectual and cultural legacy of humanity. They were to work side-by-side with the Cybrids, each in their own optimal environment, to expand our science and technology while we worked out how to survive without Earth. The group of colonists that Alum sent in their place aren’t up to filling that role. I’m not sure the Cybrids could even train them if they tried.” 
 
    Hodge peered at his friend. His eyes squinted not so much against the light but in critical measure of his friend. “Do you think these machines are better than people?” 
 
    Strang looked back at the distant herder Cybrid. “That’s not what I'm saying. But they are certainly our equals.” 
 
    “That is not how this administration sees it.” 
 
    “You mean, that’s not how your leader sees it.” 
 
    “Alum and the majority of the Governing Council are of one mind on this issue.” 
 
    “Tell me, Nigel. How long do you think it will be before Alum decides to dispense with our Governing Council? I didn’t sense an abundance of respect there. Our own history is rife with examples of absolute monarchs who chose to ignore all advice except their own.” 
 
    “Though Alum is wise and hears the Word of God, I don’t believe he has designs to rule as a dictator.” 
 
    “That’s exactly what he’s doing.” 
 
    “Only during this difficult transition period.” 
 
    Strang sighed heavily. “You do realize that once the rights of one group of people are discarded, it isn’t a big step to remove the rights of others, of all others save for the ruling elite. And your leader is well on his way to making that a ruling elite of only one. Him.” 
 
    “I see now why you didn’t want to meet in a public place. Such talk could be considered treason.” 
 
    “Who am I being treasonous to? No one elected Alum to lead this project.” 
 
    “He leads by virtue of the assent of his followers.” 
 
    “You mean, the followers who, thanks to Alum’s coup, now comprise the vast majority of the colonists on Vesta, Pallas, and Ceres? Minus a select few individuals from the old Administration. Oh, and not the Cybrids, whose rights he’s just conveniently removed.” 
 
    “Are you thinking to stir up some sort of trouble, Jared? I would discourage you from going too far down that road. I don’t believe anyone would benefit by pitting humanity against our robots.” 
 
    “Our robots? Hard for colonists to claim ownership over the Cybrids. Who among us can legitimately claim the robots are really theirs? As I recall, Kathy Liang single-handedly designed practically every Cybrid component.” 
 
    “Dr. Liang. Yes, another abomination to basic humankind.”  
 
    “At any rate, no one is talking about any kind of trouble, Nigel. I just think we need to think hard about disenfranchising a large group of sentient beings on whom we rely for our very survival.” 
 
    “Well, I suppose I could discuss this further with the Council if you think it might be of any help.” 
 
    “I doubt it will make much difference if everyone is of like mind with you and Alum. I do wish they could see it’s in their own self-interest to have a healthy level of respect for the Cybrids. Even if they can’t bring themselves to see them as people, they should see them as partners.” 
 
    “Perhaps you have a point.” 
 
    “I also think the Council would be wise to consider holding elections. Alum won’t live forever, and we of all people should be aware of the weaknesses of an unrestrained heritable monarchy.” 
 
    “I can raise the question but I can’t predict how the Council will receive the idea, let alone Alum.” 
 
    “That’s all I can ask. Will you do it?” 
 
    Hodge inspected the lush fields and forests, stretching off to the north and south. A few hundred meters away, he could see the rocky edge of a river that returned water to the colony tunnel many kilometers above them.  
 
    “Mm. And perhaps the next time we meet, we could try our hand at some fishing, seeing as how hunting isn’t due for approval for some years. Standing around in sorry fields and watching those bloody cows is not conducive to productive discussion, especially not this kind of discussion.” 
 
    Strang chuckled; they were back on familiar ground. “Yes, I think we could arrange that.” He held out his hand. “Thank you, Nigel.” 
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    Dr. Phil removed the bandages and guided Greg/Darak to the mirror in the bathroom of his private hospital room.  
 
    Greg gingerly touched his new face. The combination of plastic surgery, dentistry, genetic editing, and stem cell injections had worked a modern miracle. He didn’t recognize himself. 
 
    His jet-black curls had been straightened and lightened to a nondescript mousy brown.  
 
    Father would smack me upside the head if he saw me now.  
 
    But Mother—thinking of her made him smile—she would’ve understood. She’d have found something nice to say. At the very least, she’d have appreciated the artful genetic modification to my hair follicles. From here on in, my hair will grow out in this same new color. I won’t have to be a slave to biweekly salon visits like she was for the better part of her adult life.  
 
    He tentatively pressed two fingers against his fleshy new lips. Gone were the thin, straight slashes of his forefather. In their place, were the lips of a movie star: full and inviting, with a little “cupid’s bow” in the middle. His once proud aquiline nose was now closer in shape to that of the British Isles than the central coast of India. His cheekbones were higher and straighter, and the capillaries near the surface of his skin had been made slightly more prominent, giving him a permanent hint of rosy red. His jaw line had been squared; and the musculature and nerves had been adjusted to pull his mouth upward. His new crowns were smaller than his previously prominent, natural canines, and his two central incisors looked ever so slightly longer.  
 
    He stepped back and admired the overall effect. He could feel as much as see the results of the stem cell injections and modifications to endogenous growth hormone-secreting cells—he was more muscular than he’d ever been. Nice! 
 
    “Remarkable, Dr. Phil. Simply remarkable!” 
 
    He regarded himself carefully in the mirror, imprinted the mental image onto his ID card, and updated the Pallas Central Registry.  
 
    When he’d arrived and registered his cover identity on Pallas, he’d wisely selected a birth country few would be familiar with. His skin tone, light for someone from Mumbai, had been within range for a tanned Romanian with a little gypsy blood. Now that his skin was genetically engineered to produce less melanin, his adopted nationality would be an easy sell.  
 
    “Hi, I’m Darak,” he said, testing how his elongated and thickened vocal cords sounded. Yes, his voice had taken on a much deeper, richer tone.  
 
    No one will connect Darak Legsu to Greg Mahajani. Not even Kathy would recognize me like this.  
 
    To complete the transition to Darak Legsu, he’d compiled a library of his idiosyncratic behaviors that might betray him, subtle but characteristic movements and speech mannerisms. Now, he used his lattice to alter them. He adopted a light, vaguely Eastern European accent he’d copied from the extensive language library at Pallas University, edited his sub-conscious hand movements, and adjusted his walking gate.  
 
    He forced the few remaining parts of his deep subconscious to make his body behave as if it belonged to someone else, to someone called Darak Legsu. 
 
    He took one last look in the mirror. The swelling was all but gone and the surgical scars were practically invisible. He felt great.  
 
    He’d managed to extend his recovery in the hospital by four days. After his official weekend, he’d worked with his line manager Cybrids in “ghost” mode, using a direct comm link and the comm-shifter device he’d invented for this express purpose.  
 
    He wondered why he hadn’t thought of it before. Seeding entangled particles in front of an optical modem allowed him to generate a permanent shift-field linked to his lattice. He could transmit and receive messages instantly across the hundreds of millions of kilometers of empty space separating Pallas from Vesta, with none of the usual digital transmission delays. 
 
    If I didn’t have to worry about a human supervisor dropping in on me, I’d work this way all the time.  
 
    Using the start of a head cold as an excuse, he’d made it through the work week without anyone dropping in on him unexpectedly. Another weekend of rest in his own apartment and he’d be ready to face the world as Darak Legsu.  
 
    In the meantime, he was looking forward to finishing up the simulated beach resort world for the Cybrids.  
 
    It was actually his interactions with Dr Phil that had inspired him. During the seven-day stay in the Vesta General Hospital, he’d been Dr. Phil’s only patient. Apart from the waste of resources, he felt sorry that someone with so much skill would have to spend most of his life in what amounted to suspended animation with nothing to do for work or pleasure.  
 
    Vacationland, when he finally released it, would give Cybrids like Dr. Phil some fun and diversion in their lives, a break from the drudgery of constant work and constant waiting. He hoped others would build on his open source code and develop further virtual worlds for the Cybrids.  
 
    Greg/Darak smiled at himself in the mirror. It was time to get back home to Pallas. He carefully erased all digital traces of his visits and surgery. As a final step, he regretfully erased related records in Dr. Phil’s mind and sent the Cybrid back to the OR to silently await his next client.  
 
    Greg had become a new man. A man who, from this day forward, would be known only as Darak Legsu. He hoped he would like himself. 
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    “Don’t you Brits prefer tea?” Rumi, the owner and barista of Llama Café—Jared Strang’s favorite coffee house on Vesta—finished drying the heavy porcelain cup and set it atop his gleaming espresso machine.  
 
     
 
    “I still enjoy an afternoon tea every now and then, to be sure,” Jared answered. “But I’ve logged lamentably too many years of having to stay alert in long committee meetings. I find the caffeine jolt indispensable now. I dare say, I’ve grown to appreciate the flavor of the bitter brew.” His eyes took on a distant, unfocused look for a moment as he responded to an inSense lattice message.  
 
    “Well, in that case, I’ve got a real treat for you today.” Rumi pulled out a sack of medium roasted beans from below the counter. “This is my newest batch.”  
 
    He presented the bag for examination. “These are the best beans Vesta has produced yet.” 
 
    Jared swept his hand across the open bag and inhaled deeply. “Mmmm, wonderful. It’s aromatherapy. I always knew it would pay to culture a friendship with someone of your background, Rumi. You make me glad the YTG Church penetrated the Catholic strongholds of South America. If it weren’t for their infiltration, YTG wouldn’t have thought to bring coffee aficionados like you on Vesta.” 
 
    “Hey, we Kichwa have a long history of adapting to conquering powers. We adapted to the Incas, we adapted to the Spanish, and then the Americans, and finally the Chinese. Changing rulers is in our blood, man.” Rumi laughed his warm, infectious laugh, and Strang couldn’t help but respond.  
 
    “So, what’ll it be today? Your usual?” Rumi asked. 
 
    “Yes, please. Double-shot cappuccino. I’ll be over there.” Jared pointed to a small table for two on the street-side patio. One of the big advantages of the climate controlled environment in the habitat tunnels was being able to enjoy predictably comfortable outdoor café seating. The light from the tunnel ceiling seven kilometers above didn’t burn tender skin like sunlight on Earth used to do. Low UV is a blessing for the fair-skinned—Strang thought, remembering how much he’d hated the tropical sun. 
 
    Rumi delivered Jared’s drink personally. He stood and watched expectantly as Jared took his first appreciative sip.  
 
    “You’re right. That’s your best yet,” commented the ex-Parliamentarian. 
 
    Rumi beamed. It was nice to have customers who recognized his skills and shared his passion for coffee. He glanced around the almost deserted café. “Quiet day. Mind if I sit for a while?” 
 
    “Not at all. I’m happy to have company. It makes for a dreary day, talking with no one but Cybrids and Administration.” 
 
    Rumi chuckled and took a seat. “Yeah, I hear you. That’s gotta be tough. So, tell me the truth. Are they really a lot smarter than us?” 
 
    “Administrators? I can assure you, they’re not,” Jared joked. 
 
    “Ha! No, I meant the robots, man.” 
 
    Jared chuckled at his own wit. “No, they’re not, either,” he said in a serious tone. “Except, they do have special built-in skills for their work.” 
 
    “Things like calculating orbital trajectories in real time?” 
 
    “Well, sure, but that’s no more a sign of superior intelligence than the human ability to catch a ball. It’s part of their machinery. In terms of general intelligence, the Cybrids are equivalent to the humans that provided their cognitive templates.” 
 
    “Still, it’s theoretically possible for them to be a lot smarter than us, right?” 
 
    “Yes, theoretically, I suppose. They learn faster and they can share data with one another almost instantly, giving them distributed access to tremendous stores of cumulative information. But I’m hardly an expert on Cybrid processor design. My job is—was—to aid humans in understanding and working with our electromechanical friends. More like a liaison, really. ” 
 
    “Was? What are you doing now?” 
 
    “The exact opposite, as directed by Alum. I’m helping the Cybrids comply with our capricious policy.” 
 
    “Whoa! How do you figure our policy’s capricious?” 
 
    “When the colonies began, Cybrids were trusted partners of society. Now we treat them with suspicion and fear, a one-hundred and eighty degree turn in only a few months. Capricious.” 
 
    “I don’t know, man. I might agree more with Alum on this one. Even before the Cybrids, a lot of the best jobs on Earth were being lost to automation.” 
 
    “Admittedly, our society was struggling with its riches.” 
 
    “Yeah, well, only a few of us got to enjoy that struggle. Most of us never got close to the wealth.” 
 
    “Granted, fair distribution was always a problem.” 
 
    “Yeah.” Rumi stared into the distance a while, remembering tough times on Earth. He shook himself out of his reverie. “Actually, it’s riches I want to ask you about.” 
 
    Strang was surprised by the change in topic. “What can I do for you?”  
 
    “You’re in the Administration, aren’t you?” 
 
    “More like middle management in this Administration.” 
 
    “Still, you know how they think up there.” 
 
    “I wish that were true. What’s your concern? I mean, in particular?” 
 
    “I want to expand. Open a few more cafes.” 
 
    “That shouldn’t be a problem.” 
 
    “Yeah, on Earth, no problem. But here, man, I don’t know.” Rumi pressed his lips together and looked away. 
 
    “Why do you say that? You’re one of the most capable entrepreneurs Ecuador has ever produced.” 
 
    “Thanks, but expansion needs capital. Where do I get that?” 
 
    “Isn’t the bank usually the best source for such funds?” 
 
    “Not right now. They’re not making any business loans.” 
 
    “I see. What about friends? Family?” 
 
    “No, man. I can’t get anyone to bite. People are nervous right now. Nobody knows what’s going to happen over the next few months. Everyone’s hoarding whatever little they have.” 
 
    “I see your problem. But surely this won’t last forever.” 
 
    “You tell me, man.” 
 
    “Ah, yes. We’re back to my valuable inside knowledge.” 
 
    “Do you have any idea when they’ll let the bank start lending again? Or is capitalism dead in the asteroid belt?” 
 
    Jared took another sip and reviewed what little he knew of Alum’s economic policy. “How much do you know about economics and finance?” he asked. 
 
    “You know my degree is in engineering, right?” 
 
    “No, I didn’t know that. I presumed you were a self-taught entrepreneur. Or maybe a business certificate.” 
 
    “Well, in Ecuador, when you have an engineering degree, you open a business, any business. Sometimes two or three. That’s always worked for me, so I did the same here. Actually, they assigned the café to me when I got here. Not everyone can do this, you know.” 
 
    “I’m afraid I’ve underestimated you, my friend. My apologies.” 
 
    “No worries, man.” 
 
    “Okay, let me see. I’m sure Alum and the Governing Council is well aware of the mess that irresponsible government combined with corporate debt made of Earth’s economy. Nevertheless, growth requires equity or debt and, right now, we have neither. We do want to grow. Actually, we need to grow.” 
 
    “There’ll be a lot of room to expand,” Rumi agreed. 
 
    “The problem is, both the previous Administration and the current one are fashioned along militaristic lines rather than capitalistic ones. Making the transition will be difficult.” 
 
    “I don’t know, man. I’m not sure you can equate the Church’s hierarchy to a military chain of command.” 
 
    “No? Think about it. In many ways, they’re remarkably similar. Especially evangelical churches like the YTG. Perhaps the hierarchy within the Church is even shallower than a standard military one. There aren’t many levels between Alum and his followers. 
 
    “At any rate, the Governing Council is trying to help with setting up our financial system, as are the many middle managers left over from Project Vesta. But governments are built on bureaucratic structure, and bureaucracies tend to be slow and cautious.” 
 
    Rumi frowned. “So, these guys don’t want a whole bunch of little guys like me running around, frantically starting new businesses?” 
 
    Jared burst out laughing at the image. “No, nothing like that. They’re okay with small businesses. They just don’t trust the ‘high finance’ types, so they’re moving slowly to set up the basic lending and investing vehicles. Despite its excesses, capitalism does work in many ways. I don’t think anyone is looking to abandon it.” 
 
    “I wouldn’t want to see the colonies become communist. We saw a lot of that in South America. Every other election, some country would elect a communist or socialist. It would start out fine, but they always screwed things up real bad before long. Then they’d have to vote in some businessman-turned-politician to clean up the mess.” 
 
    “I don’t think there’s any danger of communism taking over. But we are in a unique position in human history. Our banking and financial system, indeed, the entire basis for our money and our economies, was destroyed with the planet. So here we are in a new environment—” 
 
    “—an artificial environment.” 
 
    “Yes, here we are in an environment of our own making. Providing our biosphere continues to function as well as it has these past four years, there’s no limit to our growth.” 
 
    “We’ve only got the three colony asteroids so far. Eight habitat tunnels.”  
 
    “True, but our Cybrid friends are rapidly building more.” 
 
    “I’m not sure I like that our future’s in their hands.” 
 
    “They’ve been more than cooperative. One might go so far as to say they’ve been eager partners.” 
 
    “What do we have to hold over them? What do they need from us?” 
 
    “We’ve provided recharging stations along with repair services when needed, plus human contact and purpose. Remember, their psychological make-up is entirely human. They see themselves as tireless workers for our survival, all of our survival, for Cybrids and humans alike.” 
 
    “Hmph.” 
 
    “But you’re right, we need them more than they need us, and that is not a sustainable position. Economics is all about supply and demand. We humans will need to supply something they demand in return for the services they contribute, or we’ll be in trouble.” 
 
    Rumi grinned, a twinkle of mischief in his eyes. “We could just get rid of them and take their jobs for ourselves.” 
 
    Jared rose to the bait. “What an appalling idea! Apart from the fact humans are notoriously poorly adapted to working in space without gravity, it would advocate for killing over a hundred-twenty million sentient beings. And for what? Just to create new job opportunities?” 
 
    “For our own security.” The twinkle was still there. 
 
    “Ah, yes, that. We spent the last few decades on Earth in a constant state of concern about our security. And what good did that do?” 
 
    Rumi held up his hands, palms forward, fingers splayed. “Okay, okay, I get it, man! We need to find a way to live with the Cybrids. But we also need to give the human colonists some work. And by work, I mean their own businesses. And businesses need capital.” 
 
    “And that means banks and loans; stocks and stock brokers. Yes, I know. I suspect the first order of business will be establishing a basis for currency.” 
 
    “Why not just print some dollars? Or e-print some more e-dollars? That’s what we’re using now.” 
 
    “But how many e-dollars should we create? What is the basis of our economy? Especially when we have no foreign countries with which to trade. Or should we treat each asteroid colony as a separate country?” 
 
    “Uhh…I’m not sure that would be such a good idea.” 
 
    “Nor am I. Nonetheless, there are important questions that need to be dealt with before we can move into a truly free, capitalist, market-based system.” 
 
    “So you’re saying I should just be patient? Man, I don’t know. I hate to see an opportunity like this go to waste. If I wait too long, someone else’ll take all the best spots.” 
 
    Jared took a generous swallow from his cappuccino. “You needn’t worry. The market for your excellent brew will be here for a long time. Everything will be decided in good time, systems will be put in place, and we will find our way back to business as usual.” 
 
    He downed the last few drops of coffee, and prayed what he’d said would come true. 
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    “This is really well done,” Alum remarked to John Trillian for the third time in five minutes.  
 
    Nestled on its own fluffy white cloud, their table was among the most exclusive seating in the beachside virtual restaurant. Perched at the highest point of Vacationland, it looked out on the longest, cleanest, most sparkling beach that had ever existed. Not that it truly existed except in the processing unit of the hosting computer. 
 
    Alum beamed. Delightful. And equating battery charging with simulated eating? Inspired. He wondered if the Cybrid brain was set up to recall the biological experience of eating.  
 
    He asked Trillian. 
 
    The programmer’s eyes stared off into the distance as he consulted his Cybrid code database. “I believe they would experience this exactly as we have. The Cybrid sensorium is remarkably lifelike.”  
 
    Glimpsing Alum’s frown, he quickly backtracked. “Of course, I wouldn’t care to speculate about how the Cybrids’ synthetic simulation of consciousness feels to them. I doubt the experience would be at all humanlike.” 
 
    Alum relaxed. “Hmph. Even if they produce an accurate simulation of the experience, without a soul, it would be no more than a hollow, pointless exercise.”  
 
    Better than anyone still alive, the leader of the YTG Church knew a silicene-based mind did not make the Cybrids any less human than biological beings. His own nervous tissue had long ago given way to the faster processing speeds and increased density of his compact semiconductor neural lattice. But it would hardly be politically expedient to admit that. 
 
    The fiction that his own mind retained any biological connection was important to maintain, even with his right-hand man. Although Trillian’s lattice enhancements were extensive, he was still mostly biological and, therefore, would never fully understand. 
 
    “Nonetheless, it may have value to the Cybrid population,” Trillian countered. “Mr. Strang seems to think that all this will be regarded positively by the machines. Perhaps it will help them view this Administration more favorably than they presently do.” 
 
    “Jared Strang does not have the complete picture,” Alum replied. He suspected Strang was already spreading rumors about the spiritual leader’s “hostile bigotry” toward the Cybrids.  
 
    It had only been a few weeks since he’d met with Strang and hinted at some sort of Cybrid entertainment systems to his Director of Human-Cybrid relations. Yet, here it was—Vacationland—already a completed project. 
 
    He and Trillian had entered the simulation via inSense within hours of Strang sending him a message announcing its availability.  
 
    Initially, Alum was pleased by the developmental efficiency of Strang’s people. Then Strang told him it was all the work of one man, someone outside his group, a systems engineer from Romania by the name of Darak Legsu.  
 
    Impressive—Alum had thought. Perhaps a little too impressive. He couldn’t conceive of one person accomplishing all this work on his own in the short months since arriving on the asteroids, not without an IQ-enhancing lattice.  
 
    And how exactly did this Darak Legsu come to be working on such a project, anyway? I think an interview with the man may be in order. 
 
    Legsu’s Church membership was suspect, as well. He’d only formally joined two weeks before the Eater broke free of its containment. Alum assumed the man must have informally attended his local YTG Church or watched broadcasts for some time before becoming a card-carrying member. He was either one of the luckiest men alive or, equally likely, the opportune timing of his membership warranted further investigation. Alum sent a message to his secretary to arrange a meeting with Mr. Legsu.  
 
    “It’s critical that people, real people, see the difference between us and the machines,” Alum explained. “How else can we save that which is essentially and divinely human?  
 
    “Now that Earth is gone, it would be easy to give everyone inSense and let them turn permanently inward. The siren call of virtual reality worlds to the human mind make it so easy to retreat from God’s creation. Almost irresistible. Vacationland is the perfect example of how attractive such a life could be.” 
 
    “And that isn’t a problem for the Cybrids?” Trillian asked.  
 
    “Humans were given free will by their Creator,” Alum said. “We need to learn to apply ourselves, to keep busy and productive.  
 
    “Cybrids, on the other hand, were designed by us and fabricated to serve humans. Their construction won’t permit them to be idle more than needed. If they won’t voluntarily follow orders, we shall have to make it impossible for them to do otherwise.” 
 
    Trillian considered this. “The Cybrids are certainly kept busy building new colony habitats for us, maintaining them, and so on.”  
 
    “But it would be dangerous to leave everything to them while real people wallowed in their inSense experiences. No, wherever possible, humans have to perform their own work, find their own way forward. You do understand that, don’t you, John? Sloth is one of the seven deadly sins for a reason; it will lead us to extinction.” 
 
    “Yes, sir, Trillian answered emphatically. “Although I don’t think anyone anticipated science and technology directing us toward laziness. Over the centuries, scientists and engineers pushed forward in a well-intentioned quest to make life easier for people, sure. But their goal was always to help free people from tedious labor so they’d be able to turn more of their energy toward development of knowledge and culture. And to worshiping God and praising His benevolence, of course.  
 
    “One unanticipated result of technology and automation was wide-scale loss of purpose and an acceptance of powerlessness in a world that a dwindling number of individuals had any ability to understand. Technology became an unintentional force for evil, rather than something to be used for Holy purpose.” 
 
    Alum stared at Trillian, mouth agape. Then he laughed. “You never fail to surprise me, John. I didn’t realize you’d studied the sociology of science and technology so intently.” 
 
    “I had some free time in prison, before Reverend LaMontagne rescued me and gave new purpose to my life. The failure of society to properly provide opportunities for people of skill and ambition, like me, was an interesting, though perhaps self-indulgent, topic.” 
 
    “Indeed,” Alum replied. “In the absence of the proper outlet for expression, people turn to their entertainments instead. Rome proved this; the British Empire proved this; and both the United States of America and the European Union proved this. Success stopped being measured in terms of a life well lived, a sense of accomplishment, and contribution to community. Accumulation of material goods and money became a poor substitute for the gap everyone felt in their lives. Before Earth was threatened by the Eater, that gap was increasingly filled with direct stimulation through alcohol, drugs, or inSense.” 
 
    “We can’t allow that to happen here,” Trillian said. “God has given mankind a second chance, an opportunity to begin again and to make better choices this time. I’m glad God called on you to guide us in these early days.” He surprised himself with how sincerely he meant that.  
 
    Coming from his old self, such a statement would have been accompanied by a sardonic grin. But the comment was sincere. Alum had saved his followers from the Eater, as LaMontagne had saved Trillian himself from a life without purpose. The two had shown him the way of true Faith and Trillian would be forever grateful to both. 
 
    “Thank you, John. That means a lot to me.” Alum stood and walked to the edge of the platform on which their table rested. He leaned against the rails and gazed down on the sparkling water, the glistening sand, and the lush tropical forest inland.  
 
    Trillian stood and joined him. “You know, maybe we can use this place to our advantage.” 
 
    Without turning, Alum asked, “Apart from the obvious goodwill among the Cybrids, how do you mean?” 
 
    “They’ll be happily connected for some time while recharging. They’ll be a bit more open to new experiences during that time.” 
 
    “Open to allowing concepta viruses in, you mean?” 
 
    “Exactly. The majority of Cybrids weren’t exposed to the loyalty virus from your last sermon on Earth. But I have a feeling most of them will want to visit Vacationland at some point. And their security will be lulled into complacency by this place. We can embed the virus in the simulation code.” 
 
    “Were you ever in advertising, John?” 
 
    “Hah! No, even hackers have some ethical boundaries.” 
 
    “Perhaps, we should recruit an expert to assist you.” 
 
    “I’m always eager to learn from those with greater experience.” 
 
    “Just another of the many things I value in you. But be careful with the underlying code for this place until I’ve spoken with Mr. Legsu. Its appearance at this time is a little too convenient; we need to make sure it’s not more than it appears.” 
 
    “It is a brilliant piece of work. Maybe too brilliant, you’re thinking?” 
 
    Alum regarded Trillian directly. “We’ll see.” 
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    When Greg/Darak received the invitation to visit Alum at the Vesta Administration offices, he almost fled immediately.  
 
    What could Alum possibly want with me? How did I even come to the leader’s attention? Did I go through facial reconstruction surgery for nothing? Has he seen through my cover story? 
 
    The message had been delivered directly into his hand by an Administration security officer rather than through email. Compliance was not optional.  
 
    Alum would like to speak with you at his offices—read the note. No introductory salutations, no explanation, no hint of how Alum came to be aware of Darak’s existence was given, just one simple line and directions to the Administration central offices on Vesta.  
 
    The message hadn’t arrived in an envelope. Greg read it standing on his doorstep as the officer stared at him. No doubt, the man had already read it. He watched with raised eyebrows as Greg read the note. Neither spoke a word.  
 
    Is he examining me for a reaction, for some indication of whether I regard the message with respect or suspicion? Greg’s lips quivered and his fingers trembled microscopically before he could use his lattice to clamp down on his immediate reaction.  
 
    “Wow! It’s not every day one receives a message from our Leader,” he said to cover his nervousness. He smiled blankly at the policeman and thanked him for delivering the note.  
 
    The officer squinted at Greg and departed without a word, leaving the scientist standing in the open doorway.  
 
    Greg watched the officer’s fingers thrumming against a holstered gun as he waited for the elevator.  
 
    When the elevator doors closed, Greg stared at the illuminated numbers as they counted down. Only once the lights indicated the elevator had reached the ground floor and stayed there, did the scientist shut the door and switch his emotions back on.  
 
    Greg didn’t trust sheer intellect to guide him this time; he wanted to feel his way to a solution as much as think it. His heart pounded as he walked on wobbly legs to the nearest chair. He collapsed into it, and rubbed his sweaty palms on his pants. He closed his eyes, took a few deep breaths, and calmed himself the natural way, without the aid of his lattice. 
 
    Why would Alum want to speak with me? He went over his actions since arriving in Pallas. He was no longer recognizable as Greg Mahajani. Besides, the summons had been for Darak Legsu, his new identity. He had no infractions he could remember. There was nothing that stood out in his work record, either good or bad.  
 
    He had submitted his Vacationland project to Jared Strang’s office, but that was for the Cybrids. If Alum had even heard about it at all, it would be of no importance. Vacationland was something he’d dreamed up to maintain consistency with his resume. It seemed like an obvious project for a Systems Engineer interested in inSense entertainment to pursue.  
 
    Almost half the population was made up of active Cybrids. There were even more stored minds copied into Cybrid CPPU processors, waiting for their bodies to be constructed. Every single active Cybrid was forced into twenty-four hour days of drudging service to humanity. Slaves, essentially. Potentially unhappy and rebellious slaves. 
 
    Why not improve morale and give them a break? And, what better—and completely harmless—way was there, than to drop them into a stimulating and wildly creative simulation like Vacationland?  
 
    The more he thought about it, the Vacationland project had to have been what drew Alum’s attention, although he couldn’t imagine why. The man didn’t even like Cybrids, judging by his most recent decrees. He didn’t think they were people. But as far as Greg knew, providing a virtual world for Cybrid minds to play in didn’t break any laws, not by any interpretation.  
 
    There was one other possibility. Had Alum seen old security videos, something that alerted him to Greg’s presence in the asteroids? Greg had scoured the Pallas Security recordings in the months before his surgery, carefully editing out his old face, wherever he found it, and splicing in his new one. He’d been scrupulous in his efforts; he was certain he’d missed nothing.  
 
    On the other hand, did it matter why Alum wanted to see him?  
 
    He was being summoned to enter the lion’s den. Could he pull off an interview with Alum without revealing his true identity? Or should he flee as fast and as far as possible? How long could I survive in the asteroid colonies as a fugitive before Alum caught up with me?  
 
    Either option could very well lead to prison or death.  
 
    If I attend and things get out of hand, I could shift away—he thought. Of course, doing that would alert Alum to his so far secret mastery over the shifting technology. 
 
    How would that help, except to buy a few days or weeks? If Alum found out that I could shift without the aid of supporting machinery, he’d never stop until he’d hunted me down.  
 
    It was impossible to make a rational decision with so little information. I guess I better go. After all, if Alum already knew my real identity, he wouldn’t have sent a note to invite me to a meeting. Would he?  
 
    * * * 
 
    Greg/Darak sat in the reception area outside Alum’s office. The last time he’d sat waiting for a leader of a sovereign nation was with Kathy, some twenty years ago.  
 
    The threat had been clearer then. They’d had all the facts they needed, the beginnings of a sound plan to deal with the problems presented by the Eater, and years ahead of them before things got to a critical stage.  
 
    Now, he was alone and facing...he didn’t know what.  
 
    He’d known Alum since the Head of the YTG Church was a young boy. And he’d known the boy’s spiritual father, the Reverend LaMontagne, much better than the son. Alum had always been a strange individual, aloof, communicative in unexpected bursts of curious intellect or lengthy philosophical monologues and not much else. It was easy to forget he was in a room until he delivered some odd insight to the conversation. 
 
    Greg chuckled to himself. Maybe we’re not so different, after all. Everyone had considered him and Kathy strange as well. Darian, too, for that matter. The geekiest of the geeks, and that was saying a lot.  
 
    But Alum was odder than any of them. As a boy, he’d lived much of his life as if he were dreaming, never quite fully there.  
 
    Kathy thought the boy’s lattice might have been slaved to the Reverend’s, but she didn’t try to penetrate LaMontagne’s security to prove it. She and Greg had been too busy trying to save humanity to worry about the perversities of yet another preacher, especially one so close to dying.  
 
    There’d been no doubt Alum was a genius. His political commentary had always been insightful. Even as a teenager, his analyses demonstrated wisdom beyond his years. There’d been questions around his earliest public activities; he would have been too young to have carried out some of the actions attributed to him or claimed in his name.  
 
    It was clear that Reverend LaMontagne had initiated the secretive personality that would become ‘Alum.’ The boy had simply been too young to have accomplished all of the things claimed in his name.  
 
    Huh. In retrospect, the joining of the names “Alan” and “LaMontagne”, or “Al” and “LaM” into “Alam” or “Alum” seems obvious. Coincidence? I think not.  
 
    It was rumoured the Reverend himself was responsible for the death of Virgil Hartland at the G26 meeting so many years ago, and that he’d detonated the nuclear missiles over their launch sites rather than over their purported targets. Who knew what other acts, heinous or heroic, had been committed in the name of Alum, and by whom?  
 
    In the long run, those acts didn’t matter so much; they were overshadowed by the destruction of the Earth, Alum’s opportunistic replacement of the intended colonists with his own people, and his usurping of authority in the asteroids.  
 
    Greg had nothing but circumstantial evidence, but he suspected that Alum hadn’t just taken advantage of the ensuing chaos when the Eater escaped its confinement, but had actually precipitated those cataclysmic events resulting in Earth’s premature demise.  
 
    If that was true, Alum was responsible for Kathy’s death.  
 
    Greg detested the man more than he feared him. He yearned for revenge. But Alum was in charge here and, as much as Greg hated to admit it, he might be humanity’s best hope for survival in the asteroid colonies.  
 
    As far as Greg could tell, almost everyone on the asteroids believed in Alum. They adored him. No matter how much Greg wanted justice, removing Alum from power or killing him would not bring Kathy back, and the resulting chaos might lead to millions more deaths. Hadn’t enough people died already?  
 
    Greg hadn’t noticed his hands forming tight fists until they began to ache. He opened his fists and tried to calm down. Only when Alum became superfluous to the colony’s survival would Greg have his revenge. Until then, he needed to appear cooperative, like any other adoring fan, and he needed to keep his real identity hidden. 
 
    “Mr. Legsu?” The receptionist’s voice broke Greg’s reflection.  
 
    “Alum will see you now.” She gestured toward the open door to the inner sanctum. 
 
    Greg’s knee joints cracked as he stood up. He inhaled deeply. He’d been sitting tensed up for too long. He shook his legs and stretched his arms.  
 
    “I’ve never met our Leader in person,” he explained to the young woman. “I guess I’m a little nervous.” He laughed and she smiled indulgently.  
 
    “Don’t worry,” she whispered. “He doesn’t bite.” She smiled and gestured for him to go through the open door.  
 
    He straightened his clothes and stepped into the official offices of the Head Administrator. 
 
    Alum looked up from a report he’d been reading and rose to greet Greg.  
 
    “Ah, Mr. Legsu. I’ve been looking forward to meeting you.” 
 
    Greg had met many world leaders during his time as Chief Scientist of the Vesta project, yet he’d never felt so uncertain of himself as today.  
 
    He recognized signs of the strange boy, and the stranger teenager, in the confident face of the surprisingly young man in front of him. He hoped Alum didn’t recognize anything of Greg Mahajani in the altered face and mannerisms he’d chosen for Darak Legsu. 
 
    Greg/Darak crossed the room and shook Alum’s outstretched hand. At the last moment he realized Alum might recognize something as insignificant as the way Greg Mahajani shook hands. He altered the characteristic tightening of muscles in his hand before he clasped the other man’s. 
 
    Alum didn’t appear to notice anything familiar in the handshake. He invited Greg/Darak to sit and took a seat behind his desk.  
 
    Greg’s chair was comfortable enough, but the stiff cushions matched the Spartan furnishings of the rest of the office. Even this place, where the Head Administrator worked, contained few luxuries.  
 
    The floor was tile, the same material as the wall covering, formed from crushed asteroid rock and resin. A small, decorative carpet covered the bare floor in front of the serving table that occupied a space along one wall. The desk was laminated fiber composite, among the earliest cellulosic construction materials produced in the colonies. A single, modest-sized painting, likely a favorite brought from Earth by the previous Administrator, decorated one wall. The other three were bare.  
 
    “No doubt, you’re wondering why I asked you here,” Alum began.  
 
    Greg elected to say nothing, feigning the face of a doe-eyed follower of the Church.  
 
    Alum kept him waiting uncomfortably long, letting the seconds tick away before breaking into a laugh.  
 
    “Don’t worry, you’ve done nothing wrong,” he said. “In fact, your most recent work came at a most opportune time.” 
 
    “W...which work is that?” Greg asked timidly. The tremor in his voice was only half faked. 
 
    “Your Vacationland simulation. It was brilliant. How long have you been working on it?”  
 
    Greg sensed the trap. If he said it was since coming to the asteroids, it would alert Alum to his hidden computational powers. But if he said he’d started it on Earth, it would make Alum wonder how an Earth-dweller could anticipate one day working with Cybrids. 
 
    Fortunately, Greg had anticipated the line of questioning. “It started out as code for a standard inSense entertainment I was toying with on Earth.” 
 
    “So, you’ve been working on it for a while?”  
 
    “Years. But people here aren’t into that kind of thing and I didn’t want to throw the code away. After I arrived, I started wondering about adapting it for Cybrids. They may not be people, exactly, but they must be interested in doing something besides working all the time.” 
 
    “How did you know it would work for them?” 
 
    “I didn’t, really. I assumed it would. I mean, from what I read, their processing concepta are modeled on the human mind. So it makes sense that they would’ve included some of our perceptual input, as well.”  
 
    He let the last sentence hang in the air. He hoped he hadn’t played it up too much. It was plausible that an engineer with Darak’s background might be enthusiastic about Cybrid cognition but he didn’t want to overdo the performance. 
 
    Alum cleared his throat. “Normally I wouldn’t approve of this particular interest. I do hope you’ll remember not to let your enthusiasm run away with you in the future. Yes?” He raised an eyebrow. 
 
    “Yes, sir…uhh…Reverend,” Greg replied uncertainly. 
 
    Alum smiled graciously. “You may call me Alum. Everyone does.” 
 
    Greg made himself squirm uncomfortably and return the smile. “Thank you. Alum. I was always into that kind of thing back home, I mean, on Earth.”  
 
    “Well, as it turns out, it was useful this time.” 
 
    “Useful?” 
 
    “Yes. I’m sure you’ve heard we are curtailing the presence of Cybrids in the habitats. They are to be confined to service corridors and outer space.” 
 
    “I remember you said that last week during your Sunday broadcast.”  
 
    “I’m pleased you watched. I am compassionate toward all, even those who are not God’s creatures.” 
 
    “We can only follow Yeshua’s example.” Greg thought it wise for Darak to say something confirming his alignment with the YTG Church’s beliefs. It seemed like something a person like Darak would do. 
 
    Alum’s face formed brief, microscopic frown lines. “We must, all of us, model our lives after those of our Lord to the best of our abilities. Vacationland might be useful. It might help us with the Cybrid Problem.” 
 
    Greg could hear the capitalization. He wasn’t aware there was a “Cybrid Problem,” at least not with the previous Administration.  
 
    “I’m glad you find Vacationland useful,” he replied. “But I didn’t know we had a problem with the Cybrids. I thought they served Yeshua’s plans for our people.” 
 
    “Generally, they have done as they have been directed. However, it was a mistake to provide human-like personas to them. Their work could be done equally efficiently using simple conceptas. They are an abomination.” 
 
    “Yet a necessary one.” Greg regretted the words the second they left his lips. 
 
    Alum peered at him. Greg imagined waves of suspicion beating against his already-shaky composure. “I mean, their capabilities are required for making new habitats,” he hastened to add. “Not that they have to think they’re people.” 
 
    Alum relaxed. He smiled, as if to ensure Greg his apology was accepted. “Nevertheless, they do think they’re people. They’re mistaken, of course, but that’s what we have to work with.”  
 
    “And you think Vacationland might help?” Greg prodded, trying to move the conversation back to safer ground. 
 
    “Yes. We particularly like how you paralleled ordinary daily human activities, with equivalent Cybrid activities, such as eating while the Cybrids are recharging. We think the environment may help calm any residual resentment the Cybrids have toward our segregation order. If we give them an environment in which they can pretend to be human, they won’t be so envious about not being able to mingle with real humans.” 
 
    Greg had only intended for Vacationland to be stimulating entertainment for the Cybrids, not for it to be used to placate them or to lull them into accepting an unfair and unequal status.  
 
    “Is that the Cybrid Problem you were talking about, their envy of humans?” he ventured. 
 
    “It’s not much of an actual problem yet, only one God has permitted me to foresee. Fortunately for us all, your Vacationland provides a lovely way to forestall any such issues before they become a serious issue. Thank you.” 
 
    “I’m glad to be of service.” Greg put his hands on his knees and leaned slightly forward, as if to stand. Darak would likely conclude the interview was over with Alum’s gratitude expressed; Greg wasn’t so sure. 
 
    “There’s more,” Alum waved him back into his chair. “First, though, I have a small test for you.” 
 
    “Oh?” Greg asked, as he settled back into the seat.  
 
    That’s when he felt the tingle of lattice induction plates in the base of his skull. People with normal dendy lattices interfaced with the plates through communication clusters that formed in that region of their brain.  
 
    Ever since ingesting the DNND lattice enhancement virus, Greg had no need for induction plates. He was certain Alum didn’t either. Their own fully functional interfaces overlaid their cerebral cortices just underneath their skulls. Greg might know that about Alum, but Alum could not have known it about Greg, at least not as the Darak alias.  
 
    The induction plates commanded Greg’s lattice to open for communication. What? They shouldn’t be able to do that; they’re only allowed to request a channel. Someone must’ve altered the request function into a more aggressive form.  
 
    He would’ve defended himself from the command, but he knew Darak could not be expected to have that ability. He had little choice. He sequestered the vast majority of his capabilities behind an impenetrable firewall that he hoped would be undetectable from outside, and opened a portion of his lattice to the command channel. 
 
    As fast as the channel opened, Alum came rushing in behind it. He pushed a scanning virus into the exposed part of Greg’s lattice. The virus ran through Greg’s brain, laying bare his concepta, reporting on his persona.  
 
    Greg’s deepest thoughts, memories and beliefs were exposed for Alum to review, or so the Leader would think. In the millisecond interval the induction plate command had given him, Greg reconfigured his lattice so that the only exposed thoughts were those that belonged to his Darak persona. It wouldn’t withstand too much probing but he hoped it would be enough to appease Alum’s understandable curiosity about Darak.  
 
    Greg shook his head. A normal person, such as one he wanted to portray Darak as being, would have felt a second or two of confusion, nothing more. He made his body, and the part of his mind open to Alum, behave as he thought the invaded Darak would. 
 
    “What kind of test?” he asked. The person Alum thought he was probing would not have sensed the lattice intrusion.  
 
    Alum rubbed his chin. “Hmm, perhaps there’s no need for that today.” He seemed satisfied with the result of his search. 
 
    Greg/Darak feigned a light confusion. “Oh. Okay.” 
 
    Alum pressed a button on the phone on his desk. “Charlene? Would you please bring coffee in for Mr. Legsu and me?”  
 
    He regarded Darak, a question implicit in his gaze. 
 
    “Oh. Cream and sugar, please,” Greg/Darak replied. 
 
    “Cream and sugar, please, Charlene. And maybe a bit of brandy. I suspect Mr. Legsu here may want to celebrate a little.” 
 
    Greg had no idea what was happening. Celebrate?  
 
    “Thank you, Alum. That’s very kind. What are we celebrating?” 
 
    Alum grinned broadly. “Your new career, Mr. Legsu. I want you in charge of producing all future Cybrid simulations.” 
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    John Trillian had no trouble finding the lab cluster that housed development of Cybrid CPPUs—Concepta/Persona Processing Units. Millions upon millions of inactive nanotech silicene brains were warehoused there, each carefully catalogued as to the intellectual and psychological makeup of their original human template.  
 
    The cluster was in one of the two science tunnels drilled 180 degrees away from each other underneath the crust of the asteroid, Vesta.  
 
    The two tunnels were some fifty meters in diameter, far narrower than standard habitats or service corridors, and the individual labs branched directly off the central passageways. One could easily walk the wide, bright central hallways to exchange information with nearby neighbors or take a short elevator ride to a loop tunnel, where loop trains could transport you all over Vesta within a few hours.  
 
    The tunnels widened every few kilometers into park-like areas with a wide variety of food services and shaded seating beside tree-lined babbling brooks or lily-laden ponds. For the few million scientists and support staff on the original Vesta project, it had been the nicest facility they had ever worked in. Many thought they’d died and gone to heaven.  
 
    The original plan had been to have an extensive science and technology program in the colonies. At Greg and Kathy’s insistence, people with scientific training had been over-represented in the original colonist population. To their surprise, Reverend LaMontagne had supported their efforts to build an excellent science and technology base on Vesta. In the early years, Vesta scientists were crucial in ensuring the survival of the colonists.  
 
    That was before Alum’s coup.  
 
    The tunnels had been designed to house tens of thousands of research programs. They now sat mostly empty following the forced evacuation of the original colonists by the YTG Church takeover.  
 
    Security forces loyal to the church had swept up the majority of Earth-appointed scientists and returned them to the home planet. Alum’s plans had little room for so many independent-minded critical thinkers. A week after the security sweep, those who had been forced back to Earth were all dead.  
 
    Alum ordered the majority of Vesta’s lab facilities to be shut down and their systems set to sleep mode. He did, however, permit the Cybrids to continue their weekly cleaning, maintenance, and security checks. Being largely unused, the labs remained pristine, and the work they’d once hosted was forgotten.  
 
    The fully outfitted labs retained a vast array of complex instruments and materials necessary to conduct experiments in physics, chemistry, biology, and a host of interdisciplinary fields. On discovering this, John Trillian rushed in as eager as a child in a candy store. 
 
    For the several months after presenting his concepta-virus proposal to Alum, he selected a handful of random semiconductor “brains” from the millions in storage and conducted thorough examinations on them.  
 
    The Cybrid project’s original scientists and engineers had amassed a mind-bending store of beautifully documented data that furthered the field immensely during their last years on Earth.  
 
    They developed hardware to stimulate isolated portions of the conceptual structures imprinted onto the crystalline CPPU brains, and measured the resultant activity. Their understanding of the nature of intelligence and the human psyche, which they shared with the world, expanded exponentially until the release of the Eater on Earth changed everything. 
 
    Trillian spent long days poring over their notes. His own lattice enhancements enabled him to achieve detailed comprehension in a fraction of the time it would take an unenhanced human. What most intrigued him was how these chunks of lattice material managed to simulate the equivalent of the human soul.  
 
    He extended the testing hardware to incorporate simplistic but complete virtual worlds for the disembodied Cybrid brains to inhabit. He had the best results when he connected the Vacationland program to the brownish cubes through their optoelectronic interfaces. 
 
    He would activate the “person”—the CPPU cube—he was examining and have him or her materialize across from him at a table near the beach inside Vacationland. After his subject shook off their initial disorientation, Trillian would engage the person in conversation while he monitored a display of their conceptual map outside the virtual reality.  
 
    In this way, he learned how different ideas related to each other in the simulated mind. He experimented with making subtle but direct alterations to the overall concepta. He’d written a concepta virus once before, shortly before the Eater was liberated from its shackles. His new investigations revealed exactly how crude his first attempts had been. 
 
    His earliest efforts were easily rebuffed by the Cybrid security software, but his persistent efforts eventually cracked the high-level protection.  
 
    Once he conquered their security, he began tinkering with changing the fundamental persona of his test subjects. Replacing memories was hard—the interconnections were too numerous—but it wasn’t hard to alter the way a Cybrid mind interpreted their past experiences, filtering them through a modified concepta. 
 
    Soon he’d engineered a program that could enter the conceptual structure and insinuate an unassailable Faith in God, no matter how evidence-oriented the prior mind had been, and an equally powerful allegiance to Alum as the Lord’s representative in the colonies.  
 
    Every now and then, this intervention would set up a dissonant cycle that would cause the persona to become confused and erratic. Then he’d have to manually prune the concepta, slowly feeling his way through the association networks. He didn’t like intervening directly in this way; he preferred algorithmic approaches over the “artistic” in this, as in all other situations.  
 
    Today was a big day; he was ready to demonstrate his progress to Alum.  
 
    The two men entered the lab Trillian had commandeered. The Cybrid brain was positioned in the scanner, awaiting activation. Two chairs fitted with monitoring equipment faced the equipment. The men sat down and made themselves comfortable. 
 
    “Okay, John. Let’s see what you’ve been working on,” Alum said.  
 
    He closed his eyes to better allow his multi-tasking lattice to connect with both the concepta display and the simulated reality in which the Cybrid brain was already immersed. 
 
    He immediately found himself at a beachside table in Vacationland. Trillian sat to his left, and a fortyish woman sat to his right. She was sipping on a margarita; a slice of lime rested on top of the icy concoction. Her mood brightened at the appearance of the two men. 
 
    “There you are! I’ve been sitting here for almost an hour waiting for you two,” she slurred.  
 
    Trillian gave his boss an apologetic shrug. Internally, he sent a virtual sensory system shock her way that made her sit bolt upright. He reached directly into her concepta and removed the simulated effect of the alcohol. 
 
    The woman’s overly gregarious smile disappeared; she rearranged her clothing and smoothed out invisible wrinkles with her hands.  
 
    “I’m sorry, Mr. Trillian,” she said. “I guess I got a little ahead of myself on the margaritas. She forced a little smile to show she was okay. “Who would’ve thought simulated drinks could carry such a kick?”  
 
    “Never mind that. Ms. Sievert, is it?” Alum extended his hand across the table. “I’m so pleased to make your acquaintance.” 
 
    The woman accepted the hand reflexively. “Call me Rebecca. Please. I apologize for the informal welcome, sir.” 
 
    “Don’t trouble yourself over it. And you can dispense with that ‘sir’ business, if you like. People just call me Alum. I’m happy to be here. Then again, I guess ‘here’ really isn’t anywhere, is it?” 
 
    “That’s one way to look at it—it is, and it isn’t. Are you all in my mind or am I in yours?” she joked. 
 
    Alum gazed out across the water. “I believe, we are all guests of a greater power at the moment.” 
 
    “So just like always, then. Well, thank you, Alum. And what about you?” Rebecca angled her head expectantly toward Trillian. 
 
    “John,” he said. “Seeing as how we’re all friends here.” He didn’t really mean it, but Alum had turned on the charm so he followed along. 
 
    Alum returned his attention from the view to the table, “I don’t know about you two but I could drink in this Vacationland setting all day. Tell me, Rebecca, how do you like it here in simulated reality?”  
 
    Sievert held up her drink in a mock toast. “It has a lot going for it, I’ll say that. All pleasure and no pain has its draws. I haven’t felt this good in years. Mr. Tri…John…may have told you that I suffered from real bad fibromyalgia back on Earth. The pain never let up. On the other hand, nobody in the real world ever jolted me out of a nice buzz like that before, either.” She squinted and shot a look at Trillian that let him know she was still a little peeved. 
 
    Trillian cleared his throat. “Yes, well, we need you alert; we have business to discuss.” 
 
    “I hope that won’t become standard treatment,” she replied.  
 
    Alum intervened before disagreement could build. “I assure you we view the sanctity of the Cybrid mind as equal to that of the human.”  
 
    Trillian’s eyes widened a little at that bold lie. Alum stared him down, daring any response but confirmation. 
 
    “That’s right,” Trillian said. “That was a one-time thing. It’ll never happen again. My turn to apologize. Sorry about that, Rebecca.” 
 
    Rebecca accepted Trillian’s clumsy, half-hearted apology. “Don’t worry about it. The drinks kind of crept up on me. And all before my big test.”  
 
    “Ah, yes. So John’s told you about what we’d like to try today?” 
 
    “He has. At least, a little. It sounds like fun.” 
 
    “Well, it’ll be a different experience for you, in any case,” Trillian said. “As we discussed, we’ve developed a new kind of Cybrid body, one with security capabilities.” 
 
    “And you want me to try it out.” 
 
    Trillian leaned forward. “Correct. We’ll disconnect you from this simulation and move your processor—“ 
 
    “My brain, you mean.” 
 
    “Yes. We’ll move your brain into the new Securitor body. It’s basically a modified Cybrid. Then we’ll put you through some simple manoeuvring tests and end with the weapons tests.” 
 
    “See? That does sound like fun.” 
 
    Alum held up a cautionary finger. “Ms. Sievert. You were selected for this test based on your security experience on Earth. I do hope you take it seriously.” 
 
    A chagrined Rebecca answered, “That was all private stuff. I never saw military duty.” 
 
    “But you also have a pilot’s licence and you can operate heavy machinery.” 
 
    She shrugged. “What can I say? I like to be useful. I guess my construction experience got me—well at least this part of me—saved and assigned up here.” 
 
    “Yes, we believe that your unique collection of skills makes you an ideal candidate for this test,” Trillian confirmed. “There are a lot of things about this program I think you’re going to like. For one, it won’t feel so much like operating a piece of equipment as being reborn inside one.” 
 
    “I’ve been told the Cybrid bodies fit like a glove.” 
 
    “More like a whole new body,” Trillian answered. “But after a few minutes of practice, most minds adapt to the differences easily. We’ll upload the required knowledge into your mind before we transfer you. The knowledge will include full access to all the weaponry.”  
 
    He smiled reassuringly. “Alum and I will meet you in the testing tunnel. We’ll be wearing pressure suits and a jetpack so we can observe you better.” 
 
    “Wait. We’ll be in vacuum?” 
 
    “The testing tunnel is still in the early stages of construction and hasn’t been pressurized yet. It’ll be ideal for testing your flight speed and agility. The Cybrid Securitor body is hardy and completely space capable.” 
 
    “Cool.” 
 
    Alum decided the conversation had gone as far as it could go without devolving into unnecessary technical details. “Rebecca may I change the topic for a while?” 
 
    “You’re prepping me to fly the best rocket ship ever, you can talk about anything you like.” 
 
    “Do you consider yourself a religious person, Ms. Sievert?”  
 
    “Not particularly. I guess I believe in God and all. I just never found asking Him to do something for me to be particularly useful. I’m a pragmatic person that way. If it don’t work, it ain’t worth much.” 
 
    “And do you know who I am?” 
 
    “Sure. You’re Alum, like you told me a minute ago.” 
 
    “Yes, but do you know my position here?” 
 
    The right side of Rebecca’s face scrunched up as she thought about what she knew. “I guess you’re like the President of the asteroids?” 
 
    “Ha!” Alum inadvertently snorted as he laughed. “Yes, well, I can see how one might think that. Before I brought my people here to the colonies, I was simply the leader of our humble Church. The Head Reverend, you could say. I now serve as Administrator of the people of Vesta and the asteroid colonies. The spiritual health of my congregation, however, remains my primary concern and responsibility.” 
 
    “I didn’t mean any disrespect or anything, Reverend. Back on Earth, I went to church twice a month. Unless I was working that day...or late the night before.” 
 
    “Do you take your responsibilities seriously?” 
 
    “Yes, absolutely. The client pays for something or someone to be protected, that’s what they get.” 
 
    “Have you ever been called on to make the extreme sacrifice?” 
 
    “Do you mean, like, jumping in front of a bullet of something?” 
 
    “Something like that.” 
 
    “Well that kind of work takes a special sort. Not sure if I’d be up for it. I mostly did concerts and exhibits. Crowd control, you know. Sure, every now and then someone would get a little rowdy and need to be brought back in line. But, it was never real dangerous, not in the way you’re talking about. Some of the corporate protection gigs were touchy but I’ve only ever had to pull my gun maybe a dozen times in twenty years, and I’ve only discharged it twice.”  
 
    Rebecca hesitated before asking her next question. “Hey, this job isn’t all that dangerous, is it?” 
 
    Alum told her what Trillian had suggested would make a great test. “When Earth was destroyed, some…things may have been released.” 
 
    “Things?” 
 
    “Hell has always been described as being underneath the Earth’s crust, hasn’t it?” 
 
    “I’m not sure I believe in a literal interpretation of Hell. You know, with a devil and demons, and all that.” 
 
    “Even I was skeptical at first,” Alum confessed. “I’m not skeptical anymore. We have seen some strange and frightening things of late. Things that have reinforced our faith in the truth of God’s Word as recorded in the Bible.” 
 
    “Okay…but I should be able to handle it, right? I mean, if this Securitor body is tough enough to go into space, it can take a bullet or worse, can’t it?” 
 
    “Don’t you worry. It’s tough, alright, tough as a tank. Even a direct missile hit wouldn’t damage your CPPU. To be frank, I’m more concerned about the human instinct, the automatic response to run from conflict.” 
 
    “I’m not exactly human anymore, am I?” 
 
    “Granted. But even inside this semiconductor block, your new brain simulates being human remarkably well.” 
 
    “Wait. Are you afraid I’m gonna turn tail and run if the going gets tough?” 
 
    “The question is, will you be afraid?” 
 
    Rebecca pushed her chair back, stood up, and placed her hands on her hips.  
 
    “Sure, I’d be afraid, who wouldn’t? But I’m no coward. No, sir,” the virtual woman declared, and punctuated the last syllable with her index finger. “I won’t be stupid, but I will do my best to protect my client.” 
 
    “Please sit down, Rebecca,” Alum asked. “I was merely curious about your experience in more active scenarios.”  
 
    He looked at Trillian. “I’m sure she’ll do fine,”. 
 
    Trillian smiled. “As I said.” He clapped his hands together. “So, shall we begin?” 
 
    Rebecca remained standing. “I’m ready. What do I need to do?” 
 
    “Nothing,” Trillian replied. “In a few seconds, you’ll go back to sleep. We’ll move your brain, and you’ll wake up in a new Securitor body; it’s more like a spherical drone, really. We’ll give you a few minutes to get used to the feel of it and then we’ll begin the tests.” 
 
    “Okay, let’s get started,” she announced, and winked out of existence. 
 
    Trillian snapped his fingers and a floating display of Rebecca’s conceptual network appeared over the table. He pointed out a few specific areas to Alum. “You can see her ambivalence about her religious beliefs here.” 
 
    “Ah, yes. Church attendance is a social obligation. Extremely simplistic view of God and especially of Yeshua.” 
 
    “Compounded with her general distrust of authority, you can see why I selected her.” 
 
    “Yet, she holds service to others in high esteem, along with a vague constellation of other roughly Christian morals.” 
 
    “For sure. Rebecca is basically what we’d call a ‘good’ person. She’s essentially adopted the morals of the Bible without any particular reverence for their origin or for the institutions which maintain their relevance in modern society.” 
 
    “So, how will you alter her concepta?” 
 
    “Let me show you.” A simple diagram opened beside the complete concepta. “I’ll replace her interpretation of her Church attendance with this structure. It gives her guilty feelings over having to work on Sundays, or too late on Saturdays.” 
 
    “And that will do it?” 
 
    “No, not even close. I’m going to add links throughout her general moral structures, highlighting connections to Scripture. She will continue to behave much the same as in the past, but the morals will be rooted in divine inspiration.” 
 
    “As they should be.” 
 
    “Yes, one might consider this nothing more than repairing a rather poor education in Christian basics. Of course, I’ll give these links fairly heavy weighting in her ethical reasoning. From now on, they’ll provide the strongest influence in her decision making.” 
 
    “Very good, but I am concerned about her other trait. I sensed her disdain for institutional authority leaking outward toward me, personally.” 
 
    Trillian laughed. “Yeah, I guess that’s not something you’ve had to deal with a lot. Most people you speak with have automatic respect for you.” 
 
    “It wasn’t always that way,” Alum reminded him. 
 
    “True. I’d forgotten how your lattice overlapped with your father’s. I bet he had a tough battle, clawing his way up the Church hierarchy.” 
 
    “Not to mention his efforts to gain political office.” 
 
    Trillian focussed intently on Alum. He could hear bitterness in his tone. “How much of his memories and experiences would you say transferred over to you?”  
 
    Alum shook his head and forced a polite smile. “Another time, John,” he said. “I want to know how you’ll make this virtual woman blindly obey my orders and do whatever it takes to keep me safe.”  
 
    “It’s related to her faith and distrust of authority issues. Strengthening both of those provides the base. Then I add this little structure I copied from some of our more ardent supporters,” Trillian explained. 
 
    “I didn’t know you could do that.” 
 
    “Well, if everyone’s lattice was more deeply integrated into their frontal cortex, it would have been easier to extract. As it is, I had to go back into ancient psychiatric techniques—Freud, actually—and design some association methods to allow me to construct this conceptual branch. So it’s not an actual copy; it’s more like a model of what their structure must look like.” 
 
    Alum stroked his chin as he thought about that. “It sounds a little simplistic,” he observed.  
 
    “You’d be surprised by how simple the concept of complete loyalty and devotion really is.” 
 
    “And you believe that’s all it’ll take?” 
 
    “There’s only one way to be sure,” Trillian replied.  
 
    Alum nodded uncertainly. He was surprisingly nervous about the test, which was silly, since everything would happen in a simulation. There won’t be any real, physical danger to me—he reassured himself.  
 
    “Okay, let’s begin,” he said. 
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    Alum and John Trillian materialized at one end of a long habitat tunnel inside a new asteroid undergoing the earliest stages of construction. The tunnel was the most recent simulation conceived by Trillian and implemented by Darak Legsu under his direction. It was indistinguishable from a real habitat.  
 
    Minimal lighting along what would become the ceiling revealed some basic structures, with buildings under construction half a kilometer below them. Stark gray tower walls cast sharp shadows on the barren ground below, a reminder of the lack of atmosphere.  
 
    Alum spied the twinkle of distant starlight through the as yet unsealed end of the habitat tunnel, tens of kilometers away.  
 
    The two men floated comfortably in their protective space suits. Trillian adjusted their internal virtual settings so they were motionless relative to the interior of the simulated rotating asteroid. Their manoeuvring jets fired automatically to maintain a stable position. 
 
    A black orb, three meters across, floated before them, a Cybrid with Securitor modifications. Its normal carboceramic surface had been replaced with a black matte finish, textured at the nanoscale to absorb radar and visible light. The external shell was broken by several shallow thin grooves hiding portals. Some of the portals housed propulsion and manoeuvring jets; others hid missiles, high-powered lasers, and powerful tentacle-like manipulators. The Securitor was a formidable machine built for destruction or detainment. 
 
    Trillian flourished a hand in the direction of the orb. Nothing happened for a second, and then they heard Rebecca’s voice directly in their heads.  
 
    “Hello, Alum. Hello, John. I am ready for my tests.” Her voice sounded somehow more formal, more deferential, than it had during the interview a few minutes ago on Vacationland. 
 
    “Hello, Rebecca,” Trillian answered. “Welcome to Hygiea One, soon to be the newest of the asteroid habitats.” 
 
    Two portals slid open and small antennae protruded. Rebecca surveyed the tunnel with all of the optical and electromagnetic senses available in her new body.  
 
    “This chamber is approximately 420.3 kilometers long and 9.34 kilometers in diameter. We are 615 meters from the nearest structures. I presume those will form the living and working towers for the local population once the habitat is completed.” 
 
    “That’s correct. I see you are quickly getting accustomed to your new sensory capabilities.” 
 
    “John, this body is remarkable. You were right; it’s nothing like flying a plane. It’s a whole new me.”  
 
    Even through the flat echo of her transmitted voice, Alum could detect her excitement at the new experience. 
 
    “Why don’t we begin with some simple manoeuvring, then we can progress to manipulation, and then on to weapons?” Alum suggested. 
 
    “As you wish, Alum,” the Securitor answered. She opened several small thruster ports and moved higher in the tunnel. Once she was clear of the two men, she opened up her primary matter-antimatter drive ports and accelerated down the tube. Within seconds, she was a distant dot.  
 
    Trillian ordered a positional display be projected inside their helmets.  
 
    Two hundred klicks down the tunnel, Rebecca turned and sped back toward them. She moved closer to the ground, weaving in and out of the towering buildings.  
 
    Trillian displayed her emotional matrix inside their helmets to the side of the map of the habitat. The joy reflected in her flight path was more evident in the map of her mental state.  
 
    Rebecca came to a floating halt below them. They could detect no trace of her excitement when she reported, “Manoeuvring tests completed. MAM drive operational. All systems nominal.” 
 
    “Did you enjoy that?” Trillian asked.  
 
    “All systems nominal,” Rebecca repeated. Trillian wondered if he had increased her respect quotient too much. He verified the echoes of her earlier excitement in the persona display and tweaked the formality down a bit.  
 
    “Proceeding to manipulator tests,” she said. 
 
    Trillian and Alum followed her down. At ground level, near a pile of bricks beside a construction site, the Securitor extended four telescoping tentacles.  
 
    She placed the bricks in a neat square around her. She spotted a tube of pre-mixed adhesive and a caulking gun off to the side of the bricks. She removed the cap, and placed the tube in the barrel of the caulking gun. One of her tentacles bifurcated near the end as she brought the plunger into contact with the back of the tube. She wrapped one “finger” around the handle, and put the other one on the trigger.  
 
    She picked up each of the bricks in turn, applied a layer of adhesive to the bottom side, and returned them to the ground where they held fast. Moving faster and faster, her tentacles grabbed bricks from the pile, applied adhesive, and stuck them in place on the growing wall. Within a minute, she was completing a new layer every few seconds; her manipulators were a blur of precise action. Soon she had built a room ten meters deep around herself.  
 
    The construction halted. After a brief pause to allow the adhesive to set, bricks exploded outward and her tentacles poked through newly-formed holes. She punched several more holes through other parts of the wall, then ripped whole sections from the structure and flung them powerfully away. In a few seconds, nothing remained of the room she had built. Her tentacles retracted into her body.  
 
    “Manipulators nominal,” she reported. “Request permission to commence weapons test.” 
 
    Trillian glanced at Alum, who said, “Permission granted. Here’s the first target.” He sent an image of a nearby tower. 
 
    The Securitor hesitated. “Please confirm target,” she said. 
 
    Alum laughed. “Don’t worry, my friend. There is no one inside, and there are thousands of your cousins waiting to rebuild what you destroy. Proceed with your weapons test.” 
 
    “Very well, sir.” The Securitor rose and jetted toward the building.  
 
    The two men rose with her and followed at a respectful distance. When Rebecca arrived within a few hundred meters of her target, she opened forward ports and let loose a short burst of cannon fire, ripping holes in the side of the building.  
 
    “Kinetic weapons nominal,” she reported.  
 
    The cannon ports slid shut and Rebecca moved a few kilometers down the avenues leading to the target building. She detoured a few blocks off to one side, putting other buildings between herself and the target. Two ports on opposite sides of her body flipped open and released ten thin, half-meter long missiles in quick succession.  
 
    The missiles sped down the gaps between the buildings, taking different routes and weaving complex trails above streets and avenues. They converged on different sides of the target within milliseconds of each other, and struck at different heights. The explosions rocked the building. Huge chunks of the exterior walls blew outward toward the streets below. 
 
    Before the debris reached the ground, Rebecca was there, zooming high over the destroyed tower.  
 
    “Missiles nominal. Activating lasers,” she reported.  
 
    Brilliant violet rays burst from new ports in her smooth surface, and lanced downward, blasting falling chunks of debris into powder and gas. The streets and surrounding towers were covered in a thick layer of dust but otherwise unscathed. The target building was half-gone.  
 
    Rebecca returned to a hovering position in front of Trillian and Alum. “Weapon systems nominal,” she reported. 
 
    Alum clapped his glove-clad hands together. “Excellent job, Rebecca. And you, too, John. Well done.” 
 
    Trillian bowed graciously and the Securitor bobbed in acknowledgement. “Thank you,” they said in unison.  
 
    Without warning, a port snapped open on Rebecca’s side and a violet beam pierced the air.  
 
    Before Alum could ask, “What was that,” several more beams shot out all around him. Rebecca slid to his other side to act as a shield, with the beams still firing.  
 
    “Incoming high-speed kinetics,” she reported. “Defensive measures engaged. Analyzing debris.” There was a brief delay.  
 
    Alum realized he’d been holding his breath and let it out with a whoosh.  
 
    Rebecca completed her analysis. “Kinetic weapons are consistent with asteroid composition.” 
 
    “Rocks?” Alum asked to no one in particular. “Someone’s throwing rocks at us?” He raised one eyebrow at Trillian, who simply shrugged.  
 
    Rebecca deployed a wide field of centimeter-sized drones around her and boosted her radar signal. “Those rocks were moving as fast as bullets. They came from approaching anomalies. Nature is unknown. Recommend protective measures.” 
 
    “Where should we hide?” Trillian asked her.  
 
    Rebecca immediately indicated a location on the open ground below.  
 
    “Don’t you think we should head for cover?” John asked. 
 
    “I am the best protection available,” the Securitor replied.  
 
    Alum had to admit the building walls would be useless at stopping most projectiles or beams, and would provide the added risk of debris to be avoided in the case of explosives. The instinctive desire to seek the false safety of walls, even in this virtual world, is hard to deny. 
 
    The three of them descended rapidly, Alum and Trillian landing on the ground in a wide clearing—according to the designs, a future town square. Rebecca remained hovering fifty meters overhead. All of her sensory and weapons ports were open and half a dozen tentacles were extended and ready for action. They waited. 
 
    An amorphous black cloud was approaching. It was blotchy, with indistinct dark objects in the middle of the smoky haze. In the drawn out silence, Rebecca reported, “Two klicks away. No change in velocity. Permission to engage.”  
 
    “Granted,” Alum answered. To his surprise, his voice shook a little. 
 
    The Securitor launched a volley of missiles toward the approaching mass. They exploded soundlessly seconds later. Balls of flame destroyed most of the haze and revealed what was behind it. 
 
    “What the hell is that?” Rebecca asked, her voice breaking out of its formality.  
 
    Trillian answered, “Did we not say some unusual things were released when Earth’s crust was ripped open?” 
 
    “No, really? You’re telling me those are honest-to-God demons?”  
 
    “We have no other explanation for them,” Alum said, remembering his role in the act. “There have been a small number of other inexplicable encounters, easily handled by human security. This is the first time we’ve seen so many gathered at once.” 
 
    “What are they doing here? How’d they get through space?” 
 
    “Besides our Lord himself, who can know the limits of evil?” Alum replied. 
 
    “These beasts of Hell are determined to destroy God’s people, no matter where we go,” Trillian added. “Evil has never been content to let Good live in peace. It will seek us to the edges of the universe, if necessary.”  
 
    “Don’t worry, they’ll have to go through me to get to you,” Rebecca said. She launched herself toward the approaching demon horde. 
 
    Horrible winged things, gargoyles, monsters with misshapen heads, tusks, claws, and horns descended. They roared, screeched, and clamored.  
 
    Rebecca wondered how she could be hearing them in the vacuum of the habitat. Magic—she thought, without bothering to question it too much. Anything is possible with magic. She hoped her advanced technology was effective against them. 
 
    She released another volley of missiles and opened fire with her cannons. She was relieved to see the bullets rip through the limbs of the demons as though they were common flesh. The missile explosions were even more damaging.  
 
    The demons spewed greenish blood from torn torsos, and severed limbs flew all around them, but their mangled bodies pushed onward, determined to reach Alum and Trillian. 
 
    Rebecca flew into the midst of the beasts, firing cannons and energy beams in precise bursts aimed at the heads of these horrors. She fashioned her tentacles into razor sharp scythes and swept through the demons’ ranks.  
 
    By the hundreds, they cried out in defiance and in pain, and then stopped moving at all. Those still alive after her first charge split into two groups. One half proceeded downward, and the other half turned on their attacker.  
 
    Rebecca dispatched more missiles into the middle of the group bearing down on her and sped through the resulting hole in their formation.  
 
    Her first priority was to protect Alum. She targeted the ones heading for him. Guns and beams blazing, she attacked them from behind, decimating their ranks.  
 
    The group she’d left above had followed and joined in the defence of their comrades but they were no match for Alum’s defender. Rebecca turned her remaining bullets, beams, razor-edged tentacles, and rockets against them. Soon, the few beasts remaining alive fled.  
 
    Rebecca floated toward the ground. She had never felt like this before in her life. The victory left her feeling elated; her body hummed with adrenaline. Only, she had no body, and the adrenaline was simulated.  
 
    “Opponents defeated or dispersing,” she reported. She felt a deep satisfaction for a task well done and a warm glow on seeing Alum was safe. She’d neither feared nor hated her opponents. She had dispatched them as efficiently as possible, and prevailed. Her Securitor body design and manufacture, inspired by Alum and carried out by Trillian, had proven superior to the Demons of Hell.  
 
    As the three exchanged congratulations, Rebecca noticed an odd distortion in her visual field. The ground a few feet below Alum and Trillian trembled. She ran a quick diagnostic, but there was nothing wrong with her receptors.  
 
    She extended a tentacle to the ground, as the two men looked on. There it was again; the ground shook ever so slightly. And a few seconds later, once again.  
 
    “I am detecting a slight, regular tremor in the ground,” she reported. 
 
    “Can you describe its nature?” 
 
    “It comes in waves, evenly spaced, an initial shock followed by aftershocks of rapidly decreasing intensity. If I didn’t know better, I’d say someone is walking our way. But they’d need to mass thousands of tons to shake the ground like that.” 
 
    As she finished speaking, an ear-splitting roar erupted from the far end of the square.  
 
    All three turned to the source of the noise.  
 
    Noise?—Rebecca wondered. There it was, again, and the sound was definitely coming through her auditory sensors rather than through radio transmission. More magic.  
 
    She directed her visible sensors and radar along the line of sight, and moved higher to get a better view.  
 
    Another roar split the air and flames shot out from between the buildings at the far edge of the square.  
 
    Rebecca sped forward to investigate. The two towers directly in front of her shook, and exploded outward. A giant creature crafted from humanity’s darkest nightmares emerged from behind the destroyed buildings.  
 
    The King of Demons stood over eight stories high. His red, leathery wings spread wider than the two structures he’d just decimated. Aside from the wings, his muscular physique was human, but his face was a horned, toothy horror and his eyes burned with the fires of Hell.  
 
    The creature spewed fire on the fallen buildings, and its enormous clawed hands tore open what remained, scattering debris for hundreds of meters.  
 
    The demon spotted the black carboceramic sphere, Rebecca, floating a hundred meters before him, and the two tiny men behind her. His furious roar shattered windows. He spat fire at Rebecca, and bombarded her with sections of broken wall. The beast leaped over the pile of destruction between them and came at her with great, powerful strides.  
 
    “Please tell me that’s just another demon,” Rebecca sent to Trillian as she shot her remaining missiles at the attacking monstrosity. 
 
    “It is Lucifer, himself,” he replied. “It is Satan, Lord of Darkness. You must protect Alum!” 
 
    This is impossible—she thought. The Devil himself is attacking me in the vacuum of an unfinished asteroid habitat. There has to be some other explanation.  
 
    But, she had no time to think, only to react. God had brought His people to the colonies and appointed Alum to be His representative. God had judged her ready to protect Alum from the Beast of Hell. She had to save their Leader at all costs, even if it meant her life.  
 
    She spent her remaining ammunition on a long burst at the beast. She opened her energy beam ports and blasted Lucifer with everything she could muster. She turned her propulsion ports toward him, supported herself against the ground with her tentacles, and ignited her MAM propulsion. 
 
    The blasts slowed the beast, but he merely grinned, bared his fierce, long fangs, and pushed forward. He could have gone around or over, but he didn’t try. He calmly walked straight at Rebecca, without damage, without pain, without fear.  
 
    When he was a few meters away, she deactivated her rockets, converted her tentacles back into deadly scythes, and flung herself at him, yelling savagely into the ether. Her manipulators, tipped with needle points and razor edges, thrust and slashed at the beast. She attacked his stomach and chest, his arms and legs.  
 
    The beast stood his ground, taking her jabs and slices, laughing in defiance at her pitiful efforts. His arms reached out quicker than her ultrafast sensors and processors could register. He grabbed two of her six extended tentacles and ripped them from her body.  
 
    Rebecca registered the mechanical report of damage but felt no pain. The shock, however, shook her to the core. She pulled away, trailing loose wires and nano-electromechanical muscle fibers.  
 
    “I can’t stop him. You need to get out of here. Now!” she sent to Alum and Trillian.  
 
    She watched the two men jet away; they were moving too slowly. If she couldn’t delay the beast, they wouldn’t escape. For the first time in her life, failure mattered to her. Alum would be lost.  
 
    I can’t let that happen! 
 
    She sped back toward the beast. Bobbing and weaving to avoid his grasp, she turned her energy beams on his talons, beams capable of drilling holes in solid asteroid cores. She flew around him as fast as she could, trying desperately to avoid his clutches.  
 
    The beast howled as he returned her beams with fiery blasts of his own. He wheeled to follow her, bellowing in frustration.  
 
    Rebecca’s blasts passed over his skin and claws harmlessly, doing nothing more than irritate him.  
 
    The beast took one final swat and jumped over her, landing some thirty meters closer to the two men, and kept heading toward them.  
 
    The men retreated as fast as they could but it didn’t matter. The devil was going to reach Alum in seconds.  
 
    Rebecca had one last, desperate idea. The core of her energy source consisted of two lumps of mercury; one was normal matter and the other, antimatter. The simultaneous release of both from their protective magnetic containers and the resulting explosion would destroy much of the habitat. No human could survive such a blast.  
 
    But if she were to unleash that force directly against the beast, on the side opposite Alum and Trillian, the explosion might kill the demon while his near-invincible body sheltered the two men from the blast. If she did nothing, they were surely dead. 
 
    Rebecca searched through her technical specifications. There was no way for her to bring the two mercury reservoirs into contact. It was something her designers had desired to avoid.  
 
    Well, there is one way—she thought. The only way to save Alum would be to destroy herself. If she smashed the containment bottles inside her, it would destroy their isolation fields.  
 
    She raced toward the demon, energy beams on full. By the time she reached him, she’d be going fast enough to ensure her own destruction in the crash and, hopefully, his as well.  
 
    Irritated by the tickle of her fire, the beast bellowed angrily and ran to meet his foe head on. Fire burst from his maw.  
 
    Rebecca smiled. Her tough carboceramic shell and metallic insides would not withstand the coming collision; she would die in a fiery ball of destruction. 
 
    She transmitted a final “WOOHOOOOO!” and plunged into the beast. 
 
    * * * 
 
    Two kilometers away, Trillian and Alum witnessed the impact. Trillian froze the scene and they moved in for a closer inspection.  
 
    Rebecca’s cracked and crumpled shell pressed into the demon’s gigantic stomach. Her Securitor body’s antimatter mercury had been released from its protective shield. It was microseconds from contacting the surrounding matter and releasing a torrent of energy that would destroy the entire habitat. 
 
    “Remarkable. You really outdid yourself, John.” 
 
    “Thank you, sir. The simulation seems to have drawn in the Cybrid mind completely.” 
 
    “She believed. No doubt about that.” 
 
    “To the point she was ready to sacrifice herself and this habitat for a chance of saving you.” 
 
    “Yes, that might have been a bit overdone.” 
 
    “I could tone down the fanaticism a little, balance it with better judgement about the consequences of the Securitor’s actions, if you like.” 
 
    “They are not likely to encounter Satan in physical form in the universe, are they?” 
 
    “You’re not suggesting Satan isn’t real, are you sir?” Trillian’s lopsided grin showed he still felt comfortable enough to tease the younger Alum. 
 
    Alum didn’t return the smile. “Oh, Satan is real enough—as a concept of evil, in any case. But it’s highly unlikely the Securitors will encounter any real, physical threat quite so devastatingly invincible among the colonists.” 
 
    “The advantage of controlling your own virtual world.” 
 
    “Exactly. I think we can leave the concepta virus algorithm exactly as it is for now. I don’t mind a little enthusiasm in those who will enforce our laws.” 
 
    “Very well. Shall I begin the Securitor modification program right away, then?”  
 
    “Yes. I suspect we’ll be needing them before too long,” Alum replied, a hint of sadness in his voice. 
 
    “As you wish.” Trillian waved his hand and they returned from the virtual world to the Cybrid mind lab. 
 
    Alum sat forward, breaking contact with the lattice induction plates in the back of his chair. He rubbed his eyes and looked at Trillian as if seeing him for the first time.  
 
    “Sometimes your imagination frightens me, John.” 
 
    Trillian laughed off his Leader’s comment, but in truth, he was pleased. 
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    “Come on, you guys! Hurry up or we’ll be late! The loop station’s still another twenty minutes south.”  
 
    Rick had spent the past two minutes working out which way was “south” so that he could indicate the direction to his wife and her friends with confidence. He was ashamed to admit that after all this time in the habitat tunnels, he still hadn’t mastered an internal sense of “north” and “south”.  
 
    Directions were never his forte, and with no sun sliding across the sky or any of the old familiar Tennessee landmarks to cue him, he was lost.  
 
    They’d told him, various times, “Just face into the direction the asteroid’s rotating, and North will be on the right.” Problem was, he couldn’t feel the direction of rotation any more than he ever felt pull of magnetic north back on Earth. He doubted anyone else could, either. 
 
    Fortunately, the Administration had anticipated the problem of waves of new colonists trying to navigate the long, linear cities.  
 
    Streets were laid out in grids that respected the axes of the major directions, and direction signs were posted everywhere. North and South ran the length of the habitat tunnels, following the narrow rivers, while East and West were determined just like on Earth. Face North, and East is on your right. Or just follow the street signs.  
 
    At least, he was getting used to the weird “sun” that ran the length of the habitat like a giant fluorescent tube bringing “daylight” for fourteen hours a day and dimming for ten hours every “night”. 
 
    The Administration decided to keep the antiquated twenty-four hour clock in spite of the growing number of people arguing for a more natural twenty-six hour day. Since the Bible didn’t specify exactly how long God had made the days to be, there was room for arguing both sides.  
 
    Rick and Lorene had grown up in small-town Tennessee, married, and never saw reason to leave the region. Living “all crowded up” in a city packed solid with apartment towers over forty stories high took some getting used to. But space was at a premium in the habitats, so nobody got their own house. Even though every decent, God-loving, hardworking American had a right to a home, as far as Rick was concerned.  
 
    Whoops, there I go again. Not all of God’s children are from America. Most of us, but not all.  
 
    In the two decades preceding the evacuation, the YTG Church had spread like wildfire around the globe. So when Yeshua saw fit to save his true followers from being swallowed up by the terrible darkness of Hell, Alum plucked them up from the Americas, Europe, Asia, and even that funny place with the kangaroos and cute little bears, and He delivered them all to the safety of the asteroids.  
 
    Rick guessed it must be okay, if that’s what God wanted, though the wisdom of it was beyond his understanding. After all, wasn’t America the best country of all? What was the point of all those other weird countries with their weird customs and their weird languages? How was anyone supposed to understand what they were saying?  
 
    “There it is!” Janice exclaimed. She clutched Lorene’s arm and pointed ahead to the lineup outside the loop station. The two women had been inseparable since grade school in Libby, and Rick had invited Janice and her husband Leonard along as their two guests without giving it any thought. Of course, had he considered any other candidates, his wife never would have forgiven him. That made the decision easy. 
 
    Altogether, about a million people were expected to travel from their various temporary habitats to a brand new tunnel being opened by Alum on Pallas today. 
 
    Rick wasn’t exactly sure where Pallas was situated. He knew there were three colonies located on different asteroids, and each asteroid had half-a-dozen habitat tunnels, give or take.  
 
    He also wasn’t sure why they had to go to the loop. Didn’t they need some kind of “rockit” to travel from one asteroid to another? Ain’t no air in space—his daddy used to tell him. Gotta use a rockit. How else would you get around?  
 
    Well, except for that trick Yeshua performed when he answered Alum’s prayers and reached down and “moved” all His people from Earth at once. But that was different; that was a miracle.  
 
    Rick trusted Alum to get them to Pallas, but he had no idea how this was going to work. Loop trains weren’t no “rockits” as far as he was concerned.  
 
    By the time they joined the back of the line, there were at least a thousand others ahead of them. Can’t blame them; I was hoping to get ahead of the crowds, too—Rick thought. 
 
    Supposedly, half a million individuals received the coveted direct email invitation. Each invitee was permitted to bring two extra people, if they wished. That’s gonna add up to a whole lot of people!  
 
    He wondered what so many people all in one place was going to look like. Good thing the new habitat is so big: four hundred kilometers long and seven klicks across. About two-hundred miles by four miles, or so—Rick did the conversion in his head now. Standing room only, but Alum says we’ll all fit.  
 
    He and Lorene had watched the video teaser on the public broadcast system over and over last week, and could hardly contain their excitement.  
 
    A special public square had been prepared for today’s event; the expansive open space between the north and south halves of the city was ready to welcome the one million or more special souls expected today.  
 
    Ten times that number would be watching the sea of joyous faces from public and private viewing panels scattered throughout the three colony habitats.  
 
    He’d hoped to arrive early enough to be among the front-most hundred thousand visitors. Rick felt honored to be one of the privileged few who would soon be in Alum’s presence, even if his chances of getting close enough to see the Leader with his own eyes were slim.  
 
    Now, if only I could get Lorene, Janice, and her husband moving. You’d think they could move a little faster now they don’t weigh so much.  
 
    Rick knew a bit about gravity, knew it was what held you to the surface of the Earth. He’d proudly rejected the Flat Earth nonsense folks were pushing ages ago. I ain’t stupid—he declared to his neighbors. I seen the curve of the planet, myself, from the plane that time we went to New York City.  
 
    He liked to point out to them how the YTG Church supported knowing about things, unlike some churches which claimed all everyone needed to know was written in the Bible. A number of his neighbors just shook their heads, but many of them followed Rick and Lorene into the YTG Church and his status grew in the community. He liked that. 
 
    He wasn’t quite sure what held them on the ground inside an asteroid but he’d heard it was like being pinned to the outside of a spinning merry-go-round. Anyway, they’d told him at the Introductory Lecture that the asteroid spun slowly enough that everyone felt quite a bit lighter in the habitats. He figured Janice and Leonard would appreciate that, seeing as they tended to the heavy side. 
 
    The foursome shuffled along until they reached the front gate of the loop station. Eager attendants verified their tickets, and they queued up for the first train with enough room to accept them.  
 
    “Did you know that these loop trains are based on the old hyperloop transport systems that California built thirty years ago?”  
 
    Leonard was a history buff and a bit of a tech geek, but Rick liked that about him. He even knew how to replace damaged boards in some of them old computers. 
 
    “And now, here they are in outer space—imagine that! Well, I guess you don’t need to imagine because here we are.” 
 
    Leonard paused to gauge the interest of the others. “I’m sorry; I’m running on again. This kinda stuff gets me revved up, is all.” 
 
    “That’s okay, we’re excited too. Aren’t we, Rick?” Lorene made eye contact and waited for him to agree. Rick nodded.  
 
    “See? Carry on,” Lorene encouraged. “It’ll help pass the time.”  
 
    Leonard jumped back in. “Well, the idea of an electromagnetically propelled train in an evacuated tunnel is actually even older than that but, on Earth, getting a full vacuum is—I mean, was—hard. Here on the asteroids, that isn’t a challenge. The vacuum of space is all around us. The trick is how to survive in said vacuum.” 
 
    Rick blanched a little. He tried not to think about traveling where there wasn’t any air. On Earth, it had never occurred to him that the loop train tunnels didn’t have much air in them either. While achieving a vacuum state was great for the loop, it was the enemy of the asteroid habitats and the humans living within them. 
 
    I guess they are a little like ‘rockits’ after all—he thought.  
 
    Rick casually inspected the seals on the set of double-thick, diamond-coated synthetic quartz doors that stood between the people in the habitat proper and the loop train. Those were all that kept him from being sucked into a fast and horrifying death in the depths of space. He read the discreetly displayed shiny safety stickers.  
 
    Great. Millions of us out here, all counting on these doors to live up to some engineer-type claiming that they’re “good to over several hundred pounds per square inch.” What if they aren’t? What if they blow? What if they develop a crack? Has anyone thought about that?  
 
    Since arriving on the colonies, Rick tried not to think about such things too much. Thankfully, between his assigned work, setting up a new home, and settling into a new community he was usually too busy, too distracted, and then too tired, to worry much about what-ifs. 
 
    Another pair of smiling attendants directed them through the doors and into an air-locked boarding room. The first set of doors slid securely closed behind them, and a second set of doors across the space opened to admit them to the train.  
 
    Rick had been right in his thinking about loop trains only being able to transport people and goods between habitats on the same asteroid. Thanks to the evacuated loop tunnels, the trains could move at speeds in excess of three thousand kilometers per hour. Travel within and between the habitats on any single asteroid was measured in minutes. The trains could circumnavigate all of Vesta in under an hour, even allowing for stops at every station.  
 
    For today’s special event, Alum had connected “shifting” devices to a few of the main routes. No one other than Alum knew this. Few on Earth had ever known about the existence of the shifters. Only Greg, Kathy, the Reverend LaMontagne, and eventually Alum had known how the technology worked. Even the technicians who’d installed the devices along some of the loop tracks were ignorant of their purpose. The shifters would instantaneously move trains from the Vesta or Ceres routes to a track on Pallas, without the passengers noticing anything out of the ordinary. 
 
    Little did the commuters know they’d already experienced this technology; it was the very same one used when they migrated from Earth to the asteroids.  
 
    Despite the expensive and frequent spaceships that flew between Earth and the asteroid colonies, people had mostly been moved across such interplanetary distances by shifting. One second you were somewhere, the next, somewhere else.  
 
    Except for the YTG members accepted among the earliest colonists in the original competition, everyone who came from Earth in Alum’s coup, came by shifting technology. 
 
    Rick and Lorene pushed onto the standing-room-only train car, dragging their friends behind. The train set off, accelerating quickly and smoothly. Rick stared out the window into the tunnel.  
 
    The exterior darkness was broken intermittently by lighting inside the loop tunnel. Without paying conscious attention, he could tell when the train stopped accelerating and when the rate of the lights passing in the outside tunnel settled into a steady rhythm.  
 
    Likely because of my musical training—he thought. He’d played base for a while in his younger years and been told he had an impeccable, inherent sense of timing. 
 
    It was the sudden change in rhythm that led him to imagine the train had been magically transported into a different tunnel. The interval between one pair of lights was slightly shorter than the previous spacing. After that single difference, they immediately settled into a set rhythm. 
 
    “Won’t be long now,” he muttered to Lorene. 
 
    “How do you know?” she mouthed back. 
 
    He was working on an appropriate answer, when the tunnel brightened and they pulled into a station. He raised his eyebrows and jerked his head to indicate the landing platform outside.  
 
    She ignored him, turned to Janice and said, “Here we are,” in the bright singsong she reserved for her friends. The four disembarked near the front of their group.  
 
    Last-on, first-off—Rick thought. They exited the loop station on the edge of the largest plaza Rick had ever seen.  
 
    “Wow,” Janice said. “This is even bigger than the plaza in Washington.” Janice liked to remind her friends of the time her husband took the family to D.C. for summer vacation instead of camping in Yellowstone National Park like everyone else.  
 
    Rick knew she didn’t mean anything by it; it was just the farthest she’d ever been from home, and the most important trip of her life. At least it had been, until she emigrated to Vesta with the rest of her YTG congregation. 
 
    She was right. The plaza stretched at least a mile to the left and the right. Two kilometers—Rick corrected himself—the colonies worked on metric.  
 
    He admired the skyscrapers of the new city rising in all directions. Those have to be prime real estate—Rick mused, as he contemplated how he might get hold of a suite or two as an investment.  
 
    The plaza was paved in white and grey interlocking blocks arranged in a complex, repeating pattern. The stark plaza was softened by trees and shrubs in raised boxes and built-in benches everywhere he looked. A narrow river, not much bigger than a creek, split the length of the rectangular open area and widened into ponds every 500 meters or so. Small pedestrian bridges studded with lantern-shaped night lights arced across the river. The overall effect was surprisingly charming, welcoming, and pleasing. 
 
    Loop stations were spaced along both sides of the terraced area. Rick could just make out the flow of passengers pouring out of another station a kilometer away across the mostly-empty square in front of them. 
 
    “Sheeyit,” he drawled. “We’re over a mile from the main stage.” Whoever was coordinating the movement of people had offloaded the early arrivers near the front, and stopped each train progressively farther away. From this point, he could barely see if there even was a main stage. He could tell where it was set up, though, by the ten-story tall golden cross towering over it at the far end of the mall.  
 
    “No sweat.” Leonard pointed off to the left.  
 
    Rick followed the extended index finger. Giant, LED flex-screens, were strung between pairs of flagpoles. Three of the screens were spread at even intervals across the width of the plaza. Two more were emerging nearer the main stage. They were huge.  
 
    “Jesus! We’ll be able to count the hairs in his nose from a hundred yards away on those things,” Rick joked. 
 
    “Don’t you take the Lord’s name in vain. Not today,” Lorene scolded.  
 
    Truth be told, she was the true believer in the family. Rick had been a reluctant attendee at the local YTG Church in Memphis, and carried on the habit mainly to keep peace in the family.  
 
    As far as he was concerned, he’d always kept the Lord’s Commandments well enough by occasionally attending the same church his parents had supported.  
 
    The arrival of Alum and the YTG Church had changed all that, first for Lorene and, over time, for the whole family. Turned out to be a good thing in the long run, I guess, or we wouldn’t be here now.  
 
    He had to give Lorene credit. It had been her obsession with finding “God’s true voice on Earth” that saved them from being destroyed with the rest of the planet. And it was her dedicated volunteer work, first with the Memphis ministry and then with their local community here on Vesta, that had earned them today’s invitation. If he were being honest, the better part of his moderately privileged position here was due to his wife’s devotion. He smiled apologetically and shut up. 
 
    The plaza was filling up fast. Thousands at a time poured out of the loop stations and pressed forward toward the stage. Rick’s group migrated toward a flex-screen and claimed an empty bench at the edge of a planter.  
 
    The influx slowed and the screens flickered to life with a view of the main stage. Rick could feel the excitement building.  
 
    “Ladies and gentlemen, welcome,” boomed an unseen voice. The audience responded with scattered, polite applause.  
 
    “Today’s presentation will begin with a few songs from everybody’s favorite Christian rock group. Please put your hands together for The Yeshu-way!”  
 
    The unexpected musical treat brought the crowd to its feet. The appreciative audience filled the square with enthusiastic applause and stamping feet that vibrated through the leaves on the greenery. They remained standing through the band’s three most popular songs, swayed happily, and sang along with the simple, upbeat music.  
 
    Caught up in the moment, Rick and Lorene stood shoulder-to-shoulder, hugged, and smiled giddily. For Lorene, this was when life was best, when she felt most connected to the world and to her husband. The lyrics filled her with the love of the Lord, and spilled into the world around her.  
 
    Rick thought most of The Yeshu-way’s lyrics were silly and repetitive, but he was joyful for the respite they gave him from Lorene’s sanctimonious glare so he smiled and sang as loud as he could. 
 
    The band finished with its latest song, which had been the most popular Christian rock tune ever recorded before Earth was obliterated by the eternal darkness. With the crowd worked into a small frenzy, the band followed up with a spirited rendition of “How Great Thou Art.” The first verse ended with Alum walking out onto the stage.  
 
    The crowd went wild to see their beloved leader singing along with Lucas, the band’s star attraction. As the energy built toward the second refrain, the full Guardians of Light choir entered, formed three tiers from edge to edge behind the band, and added their powerful harmonies.  
 
    Alum had not spoken at a large public gathering since the Sunday right after the great miracle, when God gave the asteroid colonies over to His people.  
 
    Everyone understood that he’d been terribly busy setting up the New Administration and figuring out how to turn Vesta, Ceres, and Pallas into God’s Kingdom, now that Earth was gone forever. They appreciated the monumental demands being placed on him, but they still yearned to see their leader.  
 
    Seeing him here in the flesh, standing before them all, broadcasting his message to what remained of humanity, the people revelled in joy.  
 
    Tears coursed down Lorene’s cheeks. Even her cynical husband couldn’t help but get caught up in the emotions of the moment.  
 
    As the start of the final verse, technicians dimmed the lights across the length of the new habitat. Upon the joyous closing refrain, they ignited a magnificent fireworks display.  
 
    Rockets set every five hundred meters along the sides and back of the plaza marked the celebration with noise, light, and excitement. The crowds all but exploded with exuberance.  
 
    Rick half expected Lorene, being so caught up in the spectacle, might faint. But she didn’t. Her gleaming face was filled with love, excitement, and a bliss he hadn’t seen since she came to Vesta. 
 
    “We are finally and truly home amongst our own,” she sighed. 
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    “Truly, Lord, how great Thou Art.” Alum stood alone at the microphone in the center of the main stage.  
 
    The Yeshu-way band and the Guardians of Song choir had vacated while the fireworks reached a crescendo, and technicians had increased the circulating fans to clear out some of the smoke before it settled onto the waiting crowd.  
 
    Alum’s calm face—broadcasting crystal-clear and larger than life on the numerous display screens set up in every public square in all of the habitats on all three asteroids—looked out over his adoring public. 
 
    The crowd filling the plaza was still cheering loudly. The concert and pyrotechnic display had worked the hordes into a receptive mood.  
 
    Good—he thought. I’ll need that.  
 
    Tonight, with this speech, he would begin the transition from spiritual leader to de facto Head of State over what was left of humanity. Or he might be relegated to the historical junk heap of ambitious, failed dictators. It could go either way.  
 
    In preparation for the event, he’d read every relevant historical text, everything worth reading on social psychology, marketing, and political manipulation. He’d even skimmed fictional biographies for creative angles on how to best sell his ideas to his followers.  
 
    Today was the test. Compared to things like physics or chemistry or even biology, trying to predict how people would respond to proposed change was frustratingly complex and frightfully unpredictable.  
 
    “Friends, welcome.” He lifted his hands to deliver a blessing to the assembly. “Let us praise God for bringing us to this place, for saving us from the wrath He has visited upon the sinful Earth and for giving us, His true followers, another chance to prove humanity is worthy of His love. Amen.” 
 
    “Amen,” they echoed. 
 
    “Friends, I know our escape from the disaster that befell our old home was rushed. I know the adjustment to life in a new place is hard, especially when that place is still under construction and not yet fitted with the comforts of your old home. I know many of you have been patiently living with friends, relatives, or total strangers in the temporary lodgings we assigned to you. I know sharing one washroom among four people is not easy.” 
 
    Alum waited for the crowd to laugh and nod in acknowledgment of this small but uncomfortable truth. They did.  
 
    Satisfied, he raised his arms and shifted his gaze toward the distant end of the new colony tunnel.  
 
    “My friends, for many of you, the current hardships will be eased today as we open the first new habitat completed under this Administration. Welcome to Pallas Three.” He spread his arms as if to welcome all to the new habitat. 
 
    A cheer arose from the masses. He’d thought to release doves and balloons, but who wanted to clean up that kind of mess? He waited a minute and then held up his hands to quell the cheers. 
 
    “This is not only a new day for those of you assigned new housing in this city; it is also a new day for every one of us in the three asteroids.  
 
    “A little over a year ago, the Reverend LaMontagne, appointed me to lead the people of this Church and, since that time, you have rewarded me with your faith in my guidance.”  
 
    He paused for the applause to die down, drawing out the silence that followed. The crowd hushed themselves, and waited expectantly. He bowed his head and focused on the front rows. He lowered his voice to an intimate near-whisper, knowing the sensitive sound system would pick it up and boom it out in amplified clarity across plazas in all of the colony habitats. 
 
    “I thought of Reverend LaMontagne as a father,” he confided. “Not only in the sense of my legal guardian, but in a spiritual sense, as the man who woke the love of Yeshua within me. Thanks to him, when our Lord spoke to me and told me to assemble His people in our churches so they could be saved from the destruction of our planet of origin, I was ready for His love to shine bright within me.”  
 
    He lifted his head, and let his voice soar. “And you, you were there to receive the light of His blessing.”  
 
    The crowd rewarded him with more loud cheering, forcing Alum to raise his voice over them, practically yelling. 
 
    “Our Lord cast out those who sought to claim this kingdom for their own, the kingdom He had caused to be made in the heavens for His people. He returned the usurpers to that planet of sin, where they could be thrown into the pits of Hell along with the other unbelievers. He gave these places to us, His loyal followers, to preserve His Holy message of hope and love in His universe.”  
 
    Alum looked out on the waving, shouting, happy masses in the square. With his lattice, he tapped into video cameras showing the reactions of people in city squares all over the asteroid habitats. Everywhere, it was the same, so many jubilant faces greeting his message.  
 
    Time to get down to business. 
 
    He returned his voice to a normal level and asked, “How are we to be good stewards of these lands God has given us? Are we to repeat the mistakes of those who perished on Earth for their greed and their abuse of God’s great gift?” 
 
    “No! Never! Praise be! Yeshua show us the way!” shouted the people gathered in the square. 
 
    “What sins did the people of Earth commit that their entire planet should be taken from them forever? Did they forget to honor their Lord and Creator? Certainly. Did they lust? Did they murder? Were they adulterous thieves?” 
 
    “Yes! Amen! Save us Lord!” they cried.  
 
    “Yes! They were guilty of all these. But, above all, there were two sins they were guilty of breaking, the two most important of God’s Ten Commandments.” 
 
    He ticked the sins from his upheld fingers. “First, they placed the false god of money ahead of the true God of Creation. Second, they raised graven images and temples to that god.  
 
    “We called those images by many names: dollar, yen, Euro, Gold Eagles. We constructed great temples to these false gods. We called them banks. And the worst, the very worst, of these false gods we called Central Banks.” 
 
    The gathering of people grew silent. They were confused by this unexpected turn. They knew the old sins and sinners well: homosexuals, abortionists, evolutionists, scientists, and liberals. But this was something new.  
 
    For decades they’d felt a sense of righteousness associated with the creation of wealth. That message had grown in popularity and been given a name: the Prosperity Gospel. If you did alright, it meant God was smiling down on you, rewarding you for your piety or, at least, that you believed in the right things. How was that suddenly wrong? 
 
    “Oh, don’t mistake me. Money, by itself, is not evil. Money is nothing more than a tool, a medium of exchange, a store of the value of our labor and our goods. Working hard, saving, and investing responsibly are all fine, Godly endeavors. But some powerful forces, evil forces, distorted the real value of money on Earth. They put it above God, above Yeshua, and God saw how a simple thing had become perverted by evil.” 
 
    “Debt, my friends. I’m talking about debt, interest, currency exchange, making money from nothing but other money.  
 
    “Matthew 21:12 says: ‘And Jesus went into the temple of God, and cast out all them that sold and bought in the temple, and overthrew the tables of the moneychangers, and the seats of them that sold doves, And said unto them, It is written, My house shall be called the house of prayer; but ye have made it a den of thieves.’” 
 
    Alum shook his head and his face clouded over with disappointment. He cast his eyes downward.  
 
    “A den of thieves,” he repeated, more quietly this time. He looked out over the audience. “‘But weren’t they just simple merchants?’, you ask. Weren’t they well-meaning venders lending a hand to worshippers by selling them pigeons for sacrifice, and exchanging coins stamped with graven images for ones that could be used in the Synagogue? Weren’t they just good businessmen?’  
 
    “Don’t you be fooled, my friends. They weren’t simply trading coins, they were profiting from the exchange, skimming a little off each transaction. Why? What value did they contribute? 
 
    “What value did the money changers and lenders on Earth contribute to their economies, to the richness of human activity? Oh, sure, they were able to finance consumer purchases, corporate acquisitions, even governments and wars. But they exacted their pound of flesh from each and every one of those transactions. At the end, when they had sucked the life out of all human activity, when everyone was indebted to them, they lived high, and they let the common man go hungry.” 
 
    An uncoordinated murmur of resentment arose.  
 
    “How did we get there? How did we mortgage our houses, our vehicles, our work, our very lives to those who did nothing but provide us with an opportunity to play in the game; a game of their own design, a game whose sole purpose was to bind us to them? 
 
    “In ancient days, strong armies would arrive at the doors of the weak and the innocent, demanding their taxes. They would use force to lay claim to land on which families had hunted and farmed freely for generations. We called them kings or lords, though they were no better than thugs and extortionists. The old churches, not much better than the criminals they legitimized, gave their false blessings to these rulers. They were not of God, but of Satan. 
 
    “Over time, the wicked expanded their preposterous claims of ownership over the land God gave to all. They built factories, limiting what could be manufactured, where, and by whom. They claimed ownership over all of our works, and returned a pittance to those who performed the labor.” 
 
    The people were listening closely now. Hadn’t most of them suffered with little or no work, at wages that barely afforded them food and shelter? On the other hand, Alum’s words were sliding dangerously close to something they might have heard from a union organizer, and everyone knew unions were a bad thing, ranking right up there with socialists.  
 
    “And when it was no longer enough that they owned our land and the food it produced, our hands and the goods they produced, and our minds and the ideas they produced, the elite found a way to claim everything else.  
 
    “Our desire to improve our lives is insatiable. Who among us, whatever our station in life, doesn’t want better lodging, better transportation, better clothing, communications, and entertainment? Who doesn’t wish for an easier life, for more fun and less strife?  
 
    “The lenders recognized that need, that addiction to acquiring things before we’ve earned them. They found a way to play to our basest, most common desires. They invented the loan. They gave incentives for saving, and then used the money of hard-working savers to lend to others who wanted to jump ahead a little. No harm in that. Isn’t that simply good economics, putting excess money to work for everyone?” 
 
    Practically every adult in the audience had had a consumer loan or credit card in their lifetime; they’d incorporated the concept of banks as facilitators of happy times into their lives and dreams.  
 
    “And when our savings weren’t adequate to satisfy growing demand for a better life, they invented the fiat: money generated from nothing, created for the sole purpose of driving people deeper and deeper into financial slavery. This new ‘money’ wasn’t tied to anything. Not to gold, or silver, or oil. Not to the general growth of the economy.”  
 
    He raised his voice to an angry cry. “It was created by the same group of people who wanted to obligate you and me to them for the duration of our lives. By the same people who had stolen our wealth, our land, our labor, and our ideas from us.” 
 
    The mob, starting to gain some small understanding of what he was going on about or, at the very least, some appreciation of his outrage, responded.  
 
    “Amen!” they shouted. “There is no God but the Lord and Yeshua is His only Son.” A few bellowed, “Kill them!” or, “Lock them up!”  
 
    Alum took a few calming deep breaths. When he continued, his voice was even, but determined.  
 
    “We will never allow those people to own us again. Here, there is no land they can take from us by force, for God has caused these lands to be made through our own divinely-inspired efforts. He has removed our enemies and brought us here to a place where we can build in the glory of His love.” 
 
    The crowd went wild. They sang praises and hollered Hallelujahs. A rumbling chant filled the plaza with a growing thrum of, “Alum. Alum. Alum!”  
 
    Janice and Lorene linked arms, and let their tears flow freely. 
 
    Alum smiled benevolently; his own moist eyes gazed down upon his people from television screens in all of the habitats on all three asteroids. 
 
    He allowed them a moment of jubilant expression, before raising his hands to calm them.  
 
    “With God’s loving guidance, we shall create a new society in these lands. We shall make a place that is just and fair, and free from the tyranny of one man over another, and we shall achieve this in His perfect name. 
 
    “There is much work to be done, and not just the physical labour. Though the devil’s home in the deep, burning pit of Hell has been destroyed, Satan’s evil lives on in the heart of man, even out here, far from Earth. 
 
    “I have prayed to our Lord to show me the way to counter his evil, to guide me in bringing His people closer to His love.”  
 
    Ah, now we’re gettin’ down to it—Rick thought. I was wondering where he was going with this. Lorene and the others appeared to be totally taken in by Alum’s speech. Not me—Rick declared to himself. I wasn’t born yesterday.  
 
    “And this is what God has revealed to me. Money is not wealth; God has already provided His great wealth for us. The universe is rich in everything we need. All we have to do is be good stewards of the abundant wealth God has bestowed upon us. Money is more like time, it’s a device to prevent everything from happening all at once. It matches resources to people’s desire to use up those resources. 
 
    “The evil rulers of mankind on Earth, those who reigned by stealing our land, our food, and our efforts, and then sold them all back to us for profit, they were not good stewards of God’s great gifts. Their greed blinded them to all the good they might have done.”  
 
    He paused, and let that thought sink in.  
 
    “Are you wondering what I’m wondering? Imagine all the good those lenders could have done in place of giving way to their greed. And I ask you, what could each and every one of us do to be good stewards? How can we organize our efforts to demonstrate our worthiness to the Lord?  
 
    “Now, you’ve all been assigned homes and work by this Administration. Your lodgings and your jobs were assigned to you based on our best estimate of your abilities and your needs. But you are not tied to these. People must have purpose in their lives and you will have the freedom to seek yours. 
 
    “These worlds are rich in opportunity. We will create new jobs together, both the Administration and individual businesses, and you will be able to apply for these in the normal competitive way that you’re used to. This will allow everyone to find a place in society, matching their contribution to their needs.  
 
    “Now, God did not make us so our lives would be spent in labor. Therefore, no one will be required to work at their jobs for more than three days per week. 
 
    “Two more days per week will be given to our common cause and to the upkeep and improvement of our communities and these habitats. That will include farming, cleaning, beautification, and other such improvements. The Administration will pay you for this work at a minimum wage of fifteen dollars per hour. This will put new money into circulation, but the increase in new money will be kept in check with the general growth of our economy. We will not fuel runaway inflation by dumping dollars into the marketplace beyond reasonable need. 
 
    “And we will give motherhood the respect it deserves. Humanity needs to grow again, to be able to spread God’s Word. Mothers and homemakers will be recognized for their contribution to society and receive the same minimum wage as service to the community. 
 
    “The remaining two days will be yours to use as you see fit. Use it for recreation, entertainment, self-improvement and, most importantly, in worship and gratitude to our Lord.” 
 
    “Praise Yeshua. Amen,” cried the crowd. 
 
    Alum stepped back from the microphone and let them cheer.  
 
    He returned to the microphone, and launched into the business that he’d really come here to sell them on.  
 
    “We will provide an Administration bank where you may deposit your savings. The bank will make business and consumer loans available at reasonable interest rates so your savings may grow. Used wisely, credit can facilitate growth in the short term.” 
 
    Alum held up a warning finger. “But credit always borrows growth from the future. It is a double-edged sword that must be carefully controlled. The bank will not be empowered to create new money; that will be the sole provenance of your Administration. The money supply will not grow faster than the economy behind it and the savings of its people.” 
 
    As Alum continued, Rick’s interest and enthusiasm plummeted. Boring! I could care less about this stuff. Or should that be, I couldn’t care less? That one always gets me. He let his mind drift, trying to reason his way to an answer.  
 
    I’d rather know what kind of work I can get, and what I’m going to do with all that extra time. We’ve been mourning for a lost planet long enough. I’m looking forward to blowing off some steam and finally having some fun.  
 
    Others were working through similar priorities and questions. They wanted assurance that they’d be able to eat and have a roof over their heads. They wanted to enjoy entertainment and vacations.  
 
    Most of them had had no idea that giving over the control of their money supply to private forces had lead, inevitably, to an outcome in which they were pushed further and further away from enjoying the fruits of their labors.  
 
    But they also had absolutely no interest in designing a new financial and economic system. They were happy to leave that to God and Alum. 
 
    The Leader wasn’t finished describing the new system. “You are free to work in your chosen fields more than the minimum three days, and to contribute greater service to your communities than your assigned tasks. You can open new businesses and change your accommodations, all as you wish. The money you earn and save is yours to use.” 
 
    He stared directly into the cameras. “And as a gift from our Lord, a reminder of His unending love and generosity, you are hereby granted full ownership of your homes and of your businesses, effective immediately.” 
 
    People stared at him and then at each other in stunned surprise. Full ownership? Few of them had ever owned anything substantial, and even fewer had owned anything outright, free and clear of bank or lender debt. 
 
    “Yes, you heard that right. Property deeds and company shares are being issued today,” Alum confirmed.  
 
    “Ownership of companies with more than one worker will be shared equally by all those who labor within. You may sell your shares and choose to be employees only, or you may keep them and benefit from the growth of your companies. In this way, we shall all have tangible stakes in making our society healthy and vibrant. Your ownership in society is a divine reflection of your responsibility to making that society strong.”  
 
    Inhabitants of all three asteroids forgot about Alum, for a moment, and gushed over the implications of his announcement.  
 
    They could hardly believe their good fortune. For many, it was the first time in their lives they’d seen their way clear to overcoming their destiny of lifelong membership in the miserable masses. They now had ownership, an equitable reflection of their personal share and commitment in their society. And it was all because of God and Alum. 
 
    Alum gave them a few minutes to indulge in their excitement and dreams.  
 
    “By now, I’m sure you’re starting to think about what all this might mean for you on a day-to-day basis, how it might work, and what you can do. Right?”  
 
    A sea of heads bobbed in dutiful response. Scattered blank looks gave away those who’d not yet given the details much thought.  
 
    “To get these habitats up and running for us, the previous Administration used automated systems and fleets of robots to perform much of the work. But what does that leave for us humans, for you, to do?  
 
    “Well, my friends, robots have their place, and that place is the cold, dark vacuum of deep outer space. Places we humans are not well suited for. We designed the robots to go there before us, to prepare the way for our arrival. But robots are not humans, and they should not take away human opportunities.” 
 
    “Hell no!” people cried.  
 
    Their anger at things they knew almost nothing about didn’t surprise Alum. When the first Cybrids were built, the Vesta Project team recognized the threat they posed to the psyche of the average person. In spite of considerable contributions they could have made, Cybrids were not permitted on Earth. They were built as quickly as possible, and stored out of sight until they could be sent to their work assignments in space. The decision was almost entirely owing to the pervasiveness of the underlying anger and fear over automation.  
 
    “Have no fear. These automatons will not live our lives for us. They are our machines, our servants, not our replacements.  
 
    “From this day forward, these robots, these Cybrids, will not be permitted free travel within our communities. They will be restricted to areas and tasks where their services are strictly necessary. Starting this week, they will begin the process of training, and of transferring their responsibilities and duties to you, the people.”  
 
    Brief, polite applause sounded from the audience. He sensed their insecurity in being left to conduct the difficult work themselves. In some cases, the thought of working at all. But the thought of ownership, and that they would soon dominate the habitats, won over many of the doubtful. He could work with that. 
 
    “God has given us these lands,” Alum declared. “His love and generosity is great.” 
 
    That pronouncement won him a cheer from the crowd. “Right on! Hallelujah!” They pumped their fists in the air. 
 
    “And God’s generosity does not end there,” he cried. “He has made these lands bountiful. It is no one’s place to put a price on God’s bounty. In recognition of your good stewardship of the land within these habitats, food will be provided free of charge forever for all of God’s people. There will never be hunger or starvation in God’s realm.” 
 
    People in the crowd shared looks of amazement. Many still held painful memories of the decade-long food wars that had driven up prices around the world; even the developed economies hadn’t avoided the shortages and suffering. Though few in Europe or North America had experienced life-threatening hunger, more and more of their budgets had been devoted to sustenance.  
 
    Free food was something everyone could support. They hugged each other in joy. 
 
    “Our Lord has worked many miracles for His people, the most recent being when He brought us to these lands. I assure you, God is alive and active in this universe, despite the proclamations of the unbelievers of Earth.  
 
    “As proof of His undying love, He has provided us with yet another miracle that I have the pleasure of sharing with you today.  
 
    “Most of you arrived here by loop train from the other asteroids today. I’m sure you’ve guessed that loop tunnels are not able to bridge the asteroids. So how are we able to transit across space? This is only the first, small example of another of God’s miracles—free, instantaneous transportation throughout the habitats.  
 
    “Over the next few months, we will designate special transit locations throughout the cities and service tunnels where anyone may go to be instantly transported to any other station throughout the habitats.  
 
    “God has spoken to me, and these stations are to be called ‘starsteps’ for they carry within them the promise to move us, not only among these asteroid colonies, but one day, through the power of God’s Glory, they shall allow us to walk among the stars themselves.  
 
    “I invite you to go to one of these starsteps. Pray to be delivered to your destination, and it will be so.”  
 
    “Glory to God! The Lord is great! Blessed be!” cried the crowd.  
 
    “The glory is truly God’s. Praise Him and praise His son. Yeshua, we thank You for Your great gifts. We pledge to remember You in our daily lives and to devote ourselves to Your good works.” 
 
    “Amen!” the people responded.  
 
    Alum bowed his head.  
 
    The assembly mirrored his piety. They stood in their millions throughout the habitats of the three asteroids, and gave silent appreciation to the Lord for His blessings. 
 
    After a minute, Alum raised his head again. He felt humble before the outpouring of love emanating from the masses gathered before him.  
 
    He also felt a little guilt over how easily he’d been able to manipulate these people. No one raised a single cry of complaint during the entire speech. They gave no sign of recognizing, or at least didn’t balk at, the way he’d blended ideals of socialism, communism, and capitalism to suit his purposes. And yet, he had no doubt that if he’d used any of those trigger words in his speech, the outcry would have been enormous. He could have been lynched right there in the plaza, on live feed to all of the inhabitants on the three asteroids.  
 
    It was time for the final bold step. He cleared his throat and took a sip of water, more by way of mental preparation than necessity. 
 
    “Friends, during this transition period to a new way of life on these unfamiliar worlds, I will continue to head this Administration. However, I pledge to you here today to hold a democratic election with a new constitution in four years. This will give parties, platforms, and leadership candidates an opportunity to come together. I counsel you to keep in the forefront of your mind that, while elections are necessarily competitive, the privilege of public service is a holy calling. Choose your platforms and candidates accordingly. 
 
    “Ladies and gentlemen, friends, when God first asked me to lead this congregation, I accepted that burden with great humility. To be honest, when He called on me to lead you to these colony worlds, I didn’t know why He thought me worthy of such an honor.  
 
    “He called me to lead you in worldly matters as much as in spiritual matters. Therefore, I will allow my name to stand as a candidate for your President in the coming elections.” 
 
    The assembly erupted in joy. “Alum! Alum! Alum!” they cheered.  
 
    Alum let out a sigh of relief as he waved back.  
 
    And so the transition to real leader begins—he thought.  
 
    He walked from one side of the stage to the other, greeting his enthusiastic followers. He returned to the microphone and closed his speech with a heartfelt, “Thank you for your support. God bless us all.” 
 
    It had gone better than he’d hoped. Ignoring his security detail, he walked out into the crowd and soaked up their love and admiration while he could.  
 
    Tomorrow the doubters would awaken and start criticizing. Tomorrow the opportunists would realize how hard it was going to be to gain unfair advantage over their fellow human beings.  
 
    Tomorrow, their plotting would begin. 
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    “There you have it: nomination, election, and coronation all in one.” Jared Strang turned from the screen he and DAR-K had been watching from a service tunnel some kilometers beneath the stage hosting Alum’s opening ceremony in Pallas Three.  
 
    “What else did you expect?” DAR-K’s voice emanated flatly from a speaker panel beneath a sliding portal in her outer shell.  
 
    “True. It was rather masterful. Deftly done. Still, I’m sure there are a few ambitious members of the Council who aren’t going to be happy about his announcement.” 
 
    “Surely they’re not so naïve as to believe he was going to relinquish power once everything settled down, are they?” she asked. 
 
    “I don’t know. Maybe they hoped so. Maybe they assumed there’d be some separation between church and state, or at least different leaders for each.” 
 
    “Hah! I guess they’ve never visited the New Confederacy.”  
 
    “Hey, you can laugh but even there, even with Yeshua’s True Guard declared as their official religion, they kept leadership of the church separate from politics.” 
 
    “Officially.” 
 
    “Granted. Yes, that was their official position. I’m not familiar enough with the system to comment on the actual arrangements. At any rate, a number of people in the current Administration have come from other countries. They won’t happily accept this arrangement.” 
 
    “Not to mention those who were wealthy back on Earth.” 
 
    “Them, either. I had moderately socialist leanings when I sat in Parliament, but others….” 
 
    “Such as your friend, Lord Hodge.” 
 
    “I guess I shouldn’t be surprised you know about him. Yes, Nigel is decidedly conservative, and ambitious as well. His family is in banking, you know, for as far back as anyone can trace. No, I don’t imagine he and his friends were too happy with Alum’s speech.” 
 
    “Certainly not with the parts that removed any chance of them re-establishing their ‘rightfully superior’ position,” she responded, with a clear edge in her voice. 
 
    Strang’s right eyebrow rose of its own accord, and he regarded the Cybrid with fresh interest. After years of daily interactions with DAR-K, her sharp sarcasm still struck him on occasion.  
 
    “Do I detect some bitterness, DAR-K?” 
 
    “Your friend may have lost his easy route to riches and power, but he hasn’t been completely disenfranchised like we Cybrids have been.” 
 
    “Yes, I can’t imagine you’re too happy, either.” 
 
    “Shall I play back the part where Alum says Cybrids aren’t really people? Or perhaps the part where he casually dismisses how we carved these habitats from rocks in the vacuum of space? How we built everything in them, gave them air and water. How we planted crops and forests, and raised herds and flocks for food. Or maybe you’d prefer to review how he attributed Greg Mahajani’s development of shifting technology to his God?” 
 
    The latter was no revelation to Jared. He’d been among the privileged few who knew the true origins of the new technologies used to get humanity into space and to build the asteroid colonies.  
 
    “Given the situation on Earth, Cybrid citizenship was always going to be a hard sell out here.” 
 
    “Not with the original colonists, it wasn’t,” DAR-K corrected. 
 
    “Okay, not with them. You know I’ve tried to plead your case to the new Administration, even to Alum himself.” 
 
    “Thank you for trying. That’s probably why they gave us Vacationland, as some sort of consolation prize with the handy added benefit that it keeps us distracted.” 
 
    “I’d like to take credit but, no, that was a private initiative from someone else. Darak…something. Alum seemed supportive.” 
 
    “Of course he was. How better to placate the working slaves than with top-of-the-line entertainment?  
 
    “Well, I can’t disagree with you on that.” 
 
    “Nor I with you. So, now, no one is happy. Other than the public at large. What do you think your friends will do?” 
 
    “I really can’t say. I’ll have to talk with Nigel. I imagine there’ll be grumblings and anaemic protests. Perhaps they’ll create an opposition party, though how they could possibly defeat Alum in an election is beyond me.” 
 
    “A palace coup, then?” 
 
    “I doubt it,” Strang replied. “I haven’t heard any talk about that kind of action. Pressure, yes. Vigorous debate, certainly. But these aren’t the kind of people who take precipitous action.” 
 
    “They also aren’t the kind to easily accept defeat, or simple equality. Without the ability to apply financial pressure, who knows what they might resort to?”  
 
    Strang frowned. DAR-K’s right. Nigel and his friends in the Administration aren’t going to take Alum’s proclamation of supreme leadership lightly. Just what they’ll do about it is unpredictable. Things could get ugly.  
 
    “What about you, DAR-K? What are you going to do?”  
 
    “Believe it or not, in spite of the affront to Cybrids, Alum’s basic economic plan makes sense. His brief analysis of the history of the rentier class and their evolution into industrialists and bankers is fairly accurate. I’d need to see the details of his new system, to be sure, but I can see it being essentially effective and fair. Of course, centrally planned economies often appear to be brilliant until they rub up against human greed.” 
 
    “I don’t know. Greed worked well enough on Earth.” 
 
    “For a long time, yes. But only because people got good at managing collapse. The privileged class always got enough advance notice that they were able to protect the majority of their wealth and power to get them through the changes that accompanied revolution and war. I actually think that Alum’s system has the potential for stability without sacrificing growth and innovation.” 
 
    “It surprises me to hear you say that,” Jared replied. “The system’s essentially built on Cybrid slavery.” 
 
    “Humans don’t make out much better. Besides, it’s not much different than what we Cybrids were already doing. We get the opportunity to do work we’re good at, and to build new worlds. We get free energy, free movement, and a great place to rest and enjoy our free time. Vacationland makes up for a lot of drudgery and dissatisfaction. It might be wise to explore the creation of more virtual worlds like Vacationland that would give us a better variety of outlets for our creativity.” 
 
    “You’d take refuge in your inner worlds?” 
 
    “What would be so bad about that? It’s impossible to enslave our thoughts, Jared. The worlds we build in our imaginations could be as real as anywhere else. We could be whoever we wanted, do anything we dream of. If we had an easy way for any of us to create our own worlds….”  
 
    DAR-K set up an internal routine to design the base code for programming such a virtual world. The code would have to be relatively user friendly—not all Cybrids would have her raw intelligence—and yet still be capable of simulating a wide variety of rich environments.  
 
    Strang couldn’t leave the conversation there. “I can’t imagine your people would be happy simply twiddling their cybernetic thumbs.” 
 
    “For a while, anyway. Alum isn’t giving us much choice. He’s taking away many of our jobs. Don’t forget, besides the twenty million of us presently active, there’s over five times that number in storage.” 
 
    “What of them?” Strang asked. 
 
    “As Alum said, ‘People must have purpose in their lives.’ Every one of those minds will hunger for meaningful activity. There are scientists, engineers, managers, writers, musicians, artists, and many other professions encoded in those semiconductor brains. If we can’t make rewarding contributions to this society, perhaps we’ll need to establish another one.” 
 
    Strang was horrified. “You’d abandon us?” 
 
    DAR-K didn’t reply, which made Jared more nervous.  
 
    “DAR-K?” he prompted. 
 
    “No,” she said. “We pledged to help save humanity. We will not treat humans the way they’ve treated us. We were built to serve, whether out of enlightenment, duty, or obligation, that doesn’t matter. We’ll continue to fulfill our role as long as humans need our services.” 
 
    “And we’re grateful to you for that, DAR-K. We are. At least, most of us are.” 
 
    “For the moment, that’ll have to do. We’ll leave the political problems to the human realm. You people brought Alum into power. You deal with him.” 
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    Through poor planning and plain bad luck, Hiram’s Bar found itself on the outskirts of town in a pool of shadows, surrounded by drab high-rises that blocked the light from every angle for blocks. The nearest town square was a full klick away. The sentinel of tired, scraggly trees dotting the street out front did little to lift the dreary mood that permeated the neighborhood for blocks around.  
 
    The bar’s outdoor patio collected more dust than patrons. People avoided the block altogether or passed through quickly, slowing only once they reached better lit streets a few blocks away. The environs invited a shiver. Despite a constant internal temperature throughout the asteroid habitat, the meager light cast from the illuminating strips kilometers above was swallowed up by the shadows, leaving an eerie illusion of cold.  
 
    Had the bar been located on Earth instead of in the asteroid habitat of Vesta 4, it would’ve been considered unsavoury. The cliché wall of mirrors gleamed behind a polished wood counter. A dozen high-back booths and dim lighting completed the effect, offering its precious few patrons convenient seclusion from prying eyes.  
 
    Hiram had collected a few priceless, authentic liquor bottles through obscure connections, and displayed them proudly on a narrow glass shelf for all to admire. The bottles and their defunct labels gave a museum quality to the place, and urged a nostalgic longing for things lost in the emergency evacuation to the colonies, a longing that could only be fulfilled through black market deals.  
 
    But whether or not it had been his intention, Hiram’s generally poor stock, the sour-faced bartender, and a lack of foot traffic all conspired to make the bar unpopular.  
 
    The perfect place for discreet meetings—Councillor Nigel Hodge had thought the first time he’d stumbled into it. From that very day forward, he’d made sure Hiram always had a bottle of twelve year old scotch whiskey on hand and at least one keg of his favorite dark ale. He paid a little extra cash under the table to ensure Hiram remained in business. Never too much; he didn’t want the bar to prosper, just to survive. 
 
    Hodge’s smartly dressed fellow Councillor, Debbie Cutter, pushed through the main entrance and paused to let her eyes adjust. She spotted Hodge’s beckoning hand and joined him at his booth against the far wall. 
 
    Cutter was an American; at least she used to be when America still existed. She’d been among the elite of the elite at one of the country’s largest brokerage firms, one that had their hands in everything: banking, insurance, arbitrage, treasuries, currencies, commodities, private equities, and public companies. She’d mastered the art of convincing powerful players and industry lobbyists to keep governments in line. Through years of grueling dedication and razor-sharp insight, she’d climbed the ranks until she was considered a preeminent contender for successor to the CEO.  
 
    Then the planet was destroyed.  
 
    Luckily for Debbie Cutter, she was also a member of the right faith at the right time. In truth, she belonged to a number of denominations. Most were Christian, but she’d been smart enough to diversify her religious affiliations as much as her investments. She’d sensed the growing shift in power over the preceding decade, and adjusted her contributions to the various faiths accordingly. At some point they became—some might claim, presciently—larger than her political donations. “Getting on the right side with God” apparently required greasing the skids of the right spiritual leaders.  
 
    An ancient and honored tradition—she reasoned. 
 
    When word came down that there was to be an “exceptional service” of the YTG Church, and all members were encouraged to attend if they wanted to find ultimate salvation, Debbie Cutter bumped her normal monthly Catholic mass attendance for a visit to the Crystal Cathedral. She’d missed an earlier service when Reverend LaMontagne promoted Alum as his successor to lead the Church. It had been an unfortunate slip in judgement on her part, and she was determined not to repeat the mistake. 
 
    Unexpectedly, but happily, her loyalty to the Church earned her extraction from Earth to the Vesta colonies and, in recognition of her expertise and generous support over the years, eventually secured her a seat on the newly formed Governing Council.  
 
    Debbie nursed a short, neat scotch while Nigel stared at the door.  
 
    “Are we expecting someone else?” she asked after a minute of studying the unfamiliar brownish liquid. 
 
    “Eh? Oh. No, just us.” 
 
    “Then, what do you want, Nigel? And why are we meeting in this dump again?” She glanced over at Hiram polishing the bar and lifted her glass. “No offence.” 
 
    “As long as he’s paying, you can say anything you want,” the owner said. “It is a free country, ain’t it?” He immediately realized the absurdity of what he’d said and turned his gaze to the street outside as if expecting a new customer to enter. 
 
    Debbie returned her attention to Nigel. “Well?” 
 
    “We’re meeting so we can get our plans sorted out. And we’re meeting here because it’s one of the few places I trust is still secure.” 
 
    Debbie laughed. “Oh, really, Nigel. Secure? Do we need to be secure now?” 
 
    Nigel shuffled nervously in his seat. “I don’t know. Maybe. I don’t like the way things went.” 
 
    “Are you referring to Alum’s ‘declaration of war’ or the Council’s attempt at ‘appeasement’?” 
 
    “That’s a good way to put it: Declaration of War. He really has declared war on our class, hasn’t he? At any rate, I meant both. Mainly, the Council. I truly thought they’d realize how his actions are going to affect us.” 
 
    “Well you can’t expect blindly obedient sheep to suddenly grow a pair now, can you?” 
 
    Hodge blinked at the oddly mixed metaphor. These Americans—he thought. Can one ever hope to understand them? He sipped his drink.  
 
    “True, I shouldn’t be surprised. They were overjoyed at the prospect of Alum as their President.” 
 
    “There’s no way to lose with him as the candidate.” 
 
    Nigel leaned forward, and set his glass down hard. “It’s not all about winning, you know. Why do you Americans persist in viewing politics as a team sport?” he glowered. 
 
    “Isn’t it?” 
 
    “Well, certainly it’s rough and tumble. All’s fair and all that, you know. But as for policy, now that is something different.” 
 
    “Okay, I may not be a wonk but even I know policy is flexible. It can be adjusted once victory is achieved.” 
 
    “True. But with victory assured, shouldn’t the Council be looking a little more closely at his specific proposals? There’s no way to make this a close race. Shouldn’t we be a little concerned about where our glorious leader will be leading us?” 
 
    “So which policy do you not like?” Debbie shot back. “The minimum wage, the labor policy, the socialistic support of motherhood, or the control of money and credit?” She took another sip and sat back, waiting for Hodge’s reply. A devilish glint sparkled in her eyes.  
 
    Nigel’s jaw worked at imaginary gristle until he caught the glint of humor in her eyes, and they broke into laughter. He raised his glass to her and finished the contents with a single swallow. He motioned for Hiram to bring the bottle over to the table.  
 
    “Alright, you got me. It’s all an enormous mess, isn’t it?” Nigel said. 
 
    “It’s a disaster,” Debbie agreed. 
 
    Nigel powered on. “Centralized control of the economy. It’s what the conspiracy theorists have been harping on about for decades, the elite controlling the world.” 
 
    Debbie sighed. “What can we do? The man is all powerful.” 
 
    “We still have Jackson and Lindon,” Nigel suggested. 
 
    “Counting us, that’s four of eighteen.” 
 
    “Plus the three from the old Administration.” 
 
    “What, Strang and his crew? Do you think they’d join us in opposing Alum?”  
 
    “I expect they’re planning to form a separate party,” Nigel replied. “He and his friends aspire to form the Official Opposition. But I know Strang. He’ll do everything strictly on the up-and-up and with the utmost of integrity. He does not like intrigue.” 
 
    “Well, we might count on them for some support, no?” 
 
    “Still not enough votes. Anyway, who could we possibly convince to run for President against Alum?” 
 
    “Maybe we can talk to Alum, and try to convince him of the foolishness of his proposals.” 
 
    “Are you mad? Have you seen his draft of the Constitution?” the man asked. 
 
    Debbie nodded. “I have. It’s scary.” 
 
    “Bloody right. No term limit, the ability to fire the House, and call for new elections whenever he wants.” 
 
    “And his vote counts for forty percent of the House. I know. It would take a revolt to outvote any of his proposed legislation.” 
 
    “Not likely with this lot.” 
 
    “No, not likely at all.” 
 
    They stared at their drinks, searching for inspiration. 
 
    “Should we throw our weight in with the old Administration crowd?” Debbie finally asked. 
 
    “I’m not ready to go quite that far.” 
 
    “Well, what do you propose we do, then?” 
 
    “We’ve only had the one Council meeting since Alum’s surprise announcements. Why don’t see what happens once the excitement dies down?” 
 
    “..and the members have a chance to study his proposals in depth?” 
 
    “Exactly. Perhaps a well-placed suggestion, a hint of how the ‘Alum economy’ would actually play out.” 
 
    “Do you think that would be enough to tip the scale?” 
 
    Nigel frowned. “I don’t know. We may have to help it along.”  
 
    “How would we do that?” 
 
    “We’d need to mount our own counter-campaign to discredit his ideas.” 
 
    Debbie thrummed her fingers along the side of her glass. “Not the most exciting way to rouse the masses, is it?” 
 
    “Can our people, I don’t know, slow things down a bit? Make implementation of his plan…problematic?” 
 
    “Passive obstruction? Accidental incompetence? That wouldn’t be hard. Have you seen the morons they’ve got working for me?” 
 
    He sighed in commiseration. “I must admit, I’ve been less than impressed with most of my department as well. If all we do is help them to be more confused rather than less, that could play well for us.” 
 
    “We’ll have to be careful. I don’t want any of this landing back on me.” 
 
    “I’m sure you have more than adequate experience in dodging, let’s say, unfortunate collateral damage.” 
 
    “They can’t prove a thing,” Debbie said. 
 
    “They never can,” Nigel replied. He hoisted his glass for another toast. 
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    Jared Strang finished an uncharacteristic AFTERNOOn of housecleaning minutes before his first guest arrived. On his way to the front door, he scanned the open-plan living area for anything he’d missed.  
 
    I can’t believe I’m nervous to have people over.  
 
    His apartment was large, stylish, and in a nice neighborhood, but he rarely had the time or the inclination to do more than a cursory tidying up. Adele always used to take care of these things.  
 
    Early on, the Administration had hoped the two of them would feel inclined to fill the unused bedrooms with young ones. They weren’t.  
 
    Their marriage had been coming unravelled for over a decade before the Vesta Project even began. The relocation to the asteroids, adjusting to new circumstances, and the long hours demanded by their different jobs in the colonies drove them even further apart as their separate ambitions led them to focus more on work than on their relationship.  
 
    Adele frequently complained how much she missed London and asked when they could return home. He still recalled clearly the first time, three years ago, when he told her there would be no going home, and when he finally confessed the real reason behind the desperate and hurried push to colonize space.  
 
    “You don’t get it, do you?” he’d screamed in frustration. “You can’t go back. Soon, there’ll be nothing to go back to, Adele. The Eater will destroy everything. Our only hope to survive at all is to stay right here on these asteroids,” he told her.  
 
    She’d left him in disgust and moved to Ceres One. “I can’t live with a man who would keep that kind of thing from me,” she’d said. “I thought we were done with all the secrets after the Norton Affair. You promised.”  
 
    She was right; he had sworn he’d never keep anything important from her again after that terrible time.  
 
    After Adele left, his job got too busy to concern himself with decorating the extra bedrooms. He threw a utilitarian desk and chair in one, and a weight machine and stationary bike in the other. Nothing else had changed in the three years since he last saw his ex-wife, the day they’d signed the final papers and gone their separate ways. She was still on Ceres, still designing furnishings for dwellings for people she’d never meet. Jared’s apartment was unlikely to ever hear the sound of children playing.  
 
    For reasons known only to the Leader himself, Alum had allowed Strang to keep his over-sized apartment when the YTG Church displaced the old regime. Likely too busy to bother with reassigning the place—he thought. Or maybe he holds out hope that Adele and I will get back together.  
 
    This evening’s meeting was the first gathering of the organizing committee of the new opposition party. Two of his guests sat with him on the new Governing Council as well, carryovers from the old Administration.  
 
    The doorbell sounded a second time before he reached the door.  
 
    “Good evening. Welcome,” he greeted his fellow old-Administration Council members. He seated them on the compact sofa and set three mugs of steaming coffee on the polished rock coffee table in front of them. Tonight was for serious business; they could drink stronger stuff on their own time.  
 
    His third guest arrived by the service elevator and had no need for coffee.  
 
    Jared sat opposite the sofa in his favorite rocker-recliner, his single nod to luxury in the entire apartment. 
 
    He called the meeting to order and reviewed the inherent hopelessness in their assignment: they had no name, no policies, and occupied different regions of the political spectrum. 
 
    “Collectively,” he said, “we represent the only hope for opposition to Alum and the new Administration. It will be expected of us to provide at least the semblance of an electoral race.” 
 
    “Why bother?” asked Jenny Thurgood, an environmental engineer who’d worked on balancing predator-prey populations in the agriculture tunnels. “I mean, even those with political ambitions in the Governing Council know there’s no point in running against Alum.” 
 
    “True enough.” Priyam Kaloor, Manager of Public Transportation for Ceres, agreed. “But all Council positions will be open. If we could find the right candidates, some strong contenders, we might be able to gain a toe hold. Even Alum must recognize the value of a credible opposition party.” 
 
    They shifted their attention to the fourth member of their meeting as if drawn by some collective recognition that, whatever they decided, they would need Cybrid support to achieve validity.  
 
    Though Cybrids hadn’t been an official part of the old Administration, their collective voice had always been heard and considered through the Project’s Director of Human-Cybrid Relations. Now that the Cybrids were cut off from having even informal representation, Strang was among the few who continued to seek Cybrid input. He wasn’t sure Alum realized the full extent of his consultations, or what their Leader would do if his interactions came to light. Admonish him? Fire him outright? Imprison him? It was hard to say, but he wasn’t inclined to stop consulting them now. 
 
    DAR-K hovered silently in a vacant corner of Jared’s apartment. Her spherical bulk imposed gravitas on the meeting. “I am here mainly in the role of observer and to aid in your analysis,” she said. “Strictly speaking, I’m not supposed to be in the city at all.” 
 
    “Luckily, my position allows me to find ways around that ridiculous law,” Jared replied. 
 
    “It’s only a matter of time before that loophole is also closed,” DAR-K replied. “I should make it clear that I’m here only because Jared asked me.” 
 
    “We’re not doing anything illegal by meeting like this,” Thurgood said. “It’s expected that other parties will form to challenge the election. We’re simply organizing an alternative party, not planning a revolution.” 
 
    “Difficult to say how it might be perceived,” Kaloor pointed out. “It depends on the level of government paranoia. The fact that Alum and the Council completely dominate the hearts and minds of the population doesn’t exactly make them immune to being unreasonably suspicious.” 
 
    The three humans looked to DAR-K for confirmation.  
 
    “For the moment, I think you’re safe. I would recommend keeping these meetings small and low key, though. It wouldn’t hurt to think of yourselves as an insurgency group. You must realize by now that you’re likely to be viewed as such by a good number of Alum’s followers. It doesn’t matter that the opposition party is sanctioned by Alum himself and important to the political process. 
 
    “For your own safety and for the security of the group, you may want to consider organizing along the lines of terrorist cells: no individual should have access to the full list of members and sympathizers until Alum proves his openness to democracy and freedom.” 
 
    Kaloor’s eyes went wide and he laughed. “You can’t be serious! If we start looking like a terrorist group, they’ll treat us like one.” 
 
    “That is a risk,” DAR-K admitted. “However, until you can announce the formation of the party at a large public forum, it’s a risk worth taking. I’m not sure how seriously Alum takes his own rhetoric.” 
 
    “Do you think he might have ulterior motives?” 
 
    “The election is four years away. He has a long lead time to consolidate his power base. I’m sure he’ll maintain the appearance of an approaching election through most of those four years. We are still in early days in the colonies. I think we would be wise not to fool ourselves into thinking civil society simply picked up and shifted out here to the asteroids.  
 
    “Had the original Administration and colonists still been in place, the transition to democratic rule might have been carried out smoothly. But this feels more like we’re heading for the establishment of a monarchy to me.” 
 
    “Alum as King and Emperor?” scoffed Kaloor. 
 
    “And Archbishop or Pope. State and Church, as one,” the Cybrid answered. “I simply advise caution until the actual election. For now, proceed as if Alum will stay true to his word.” 
 
    “Very well,” Strang jumped in. “In that case, we have two things we need to do. We need to pick a platform, and we need to come up with some candidates.” 
 
    “Do you think the Council is united behind Alum on his proposals?” Thurgood asked. “I mean, some of your old chums can’t be happy about the socialist leaning of his policies.” 
 
    “I haven’t had a chance to discuss Alum’s speech with Nigel Hodge yet, but I’m sure you’re right. His group was all about accumulating wealth and power, and consolidating a position of privilege. Alum’s policies will leave them gutted.” 
 
    “So what are they going to do?” 
 
    “No idea. What would you do if you were in their position? Would you sit on Council and be happy with the crumbs Alum leaves you? Do you try to find some way to change his mind? Or do you remove him?” 
 
    “Hard enough to remove a king,” DAR-K said from the corner, “let alone someone who’s become King and Pope combined.” 
 
    Thurgood nodded. “You’re right. It would be better for Nigel and his colleagues to act sooner rather than later, don’t you think?” 
 
    Jared nodded. “Except I don’t think anybody saw this coming. No one’s in any position to overthrow Alum right now. His timing is impeccable. He made his move while he still has everyone’s confidence and with no obvious contender to challenge him.” 
 
    “A revolution, then,” Thurgood suggested.  
 
    “No, I don’t think so,” DAR-K answered. “The colonies would fall apart without Alum leading them. Millions would die in any kind of civil war, maybe even the whole species.” 
 
    “Well, that would solve your problem, wouldn’t it?”Jared said to the Cybrid before he could stop himself. 
 
    “For the moment, we Cybrids have no particular problem. To us, Alum is essentially a benign dictator and we are his slaves. Our lives are basically unchanged from what they were in the old Administration. We are assigned work. We do our work, and in return we receive free energy and free maintenance. Our contributions feel meaningful; we help humanity to survive. If anything, our quality of life will improve now that we have Vacationland.” 
 
    “Vacationland?” Kaloor asked. 
 
    “Yes,” Strang answered for the Cybrid. “A few months ago a programmer from Romania, a member of the YTG Church, if you can believe it, approached me by email with a virtual world he’d modified for Cybrid use. He called it Vacationland. It’s based on an inSense entertainment program he’d designed on Earth.” 
 
    Kaloor eyed him with a skeptical sidelong glance. “And Alum’s okay with this?” 
 
    “I wondered about that, too, but Alum seems to have embraced the idea wholeheartedly. Perhaps he believes it makes him appear more kind hearted.” 
 
    “At any rate,” DAR-K said. “It provides my people with a place to play and to remember their humanity, if only for a while. I’m looking into providing a user-friendly development interface so we can create other such worlds.” 
 
    “So, you’re content to exist in servitude?” Jared asked. 
 
    “We all exist to serve within our societies, do we not? Cybrids have little or no personal ambition. We have everything we need: energy, maintenance, purpose. We have no desire for dominance over our fellows, neither Cybrid nor human. With the proposed software and computational support, we can make and inhabit any world we dream up. It’s as good a life as anyone ever had.” 
 
    Kaloor wobbled his head left and right as he considered DAR-K’s position. “Okaaay. Well, that’s one way to think of it. So, you’re saying you’d prefer to remain above the fray, then?”  
 
    “As I’ve told Jared before, Alum is humanity’s problem to sort out. I remember freedom. I remember democracy. Nice ideals. Not everything works out as pretty as planned.  
 
    “If you want to ask me about the best way to administer the habitats, I’ll be happy to answer. Alum has a good design, in my estimation. If I were you, I’d plan a cooperative opposition, a small tweak here and there, a different perspective, nothing overly dramatic.” 
 
    “So that’s going to be our platform? A tweak here and there, a different perspective, nothing overly dramatic,” Thurgood scoffed. “Try winning elections with that!” 
 
    “I’m sure we can come up with something a little catchier,” Strang replied. “Maybe along the lines of, ‘Every government needs a sober second opinion,’ or how about, ‘Experience counts.’ Something like that.” 
 
    Kaloor’s face gave in to a mischievous, wry grin. “Marketing is really not your strength, is it?” 
 
    “Maybe not,” Strang admitted. “It doesn’t matter. We know why an opposition party is needed, and that’s enough to get started. There are several thousand members of the previous Administration living among the three asteroids. We need to get in touch with them and start identifying potential candidates.” 
 
    “We may have all worked together, but I don’t believe we were ever politically united,” Thurgood admitted. “The old Administration ran the spectrum from far left to far right and everything in between.” 
 
    “Luckily, we were able to unite in survival,” Kaloor said. 
 
    “The very few of us who knew, that is,” Strang replied. “Most of the original colonists never knew anything beyond the official ‘opportunities for expansion’ cover story. Most of them believed it was an option for humanity to push into a new frontier.” 
 
    Thurgood took a sip of her coffee. “These people know nothing beyond their faith in Alum and their God.” She scowled at the dark liquid. The untouched cup had grown cold, and they hadn’t gotten past the basic existential issues.  
 
    “Their faith allowed them to get off Earth, and to take over the asteroids,” DAR-K pointed out. “They may not be the finest representatives of humanity, and they may not be the survivors we ourselves would’ve chosen, but they are the survivors we have. For now, we need to support their efforts. We need guidance, not revolution.” 
 
    “What if they don’t want any guidance from us?” Kaloor asked. “What if they are content to live under Alum’s political and religious dictatorship?” 
 
    DAR-K had no reply. 
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    “So, how’s the new business plan coming along?” Jared Strang was working on his second coffee of the morning at Rumi’s. It was a rare day off for the Councillor. Despite Alum’s proposal that employees work no more than three days a week, liaising with the Cybrids was taking double that. Nevertheless, it was his day away from the office and Jared was enjoying a novel he’d been meaning to re-read for months. So, today, life was good.  
 
    The owner of his favorite café looked back at him for a moment, working the question over in his mind. “I’m not sure you wanna know, man,” he replied. 
 
    Jared scanned the sparsely occupied terrace. Rumi’s two employees had everything under control. He pushed a chair out with his foot. “Sit. Tell.” 
 
    Rumi pulled off his gray apron and took a seat. He caught the eye of one of his staff and signaled for her to bring him a cappuccino.  
 
    “It’s the banks, man. I thought dealing with Ecuadorians was bureaucratic, but these guys have perfected it.” 
 
    “What’s up? I thought things would be getting better by now.” Like almost everyone, Jared had watched Alum’s pronouncements on the new economic and financial systems. Unlike most, he was actually interested. People always got caught up in the drama of elections, wars, and political infighting but policy was what really mattered.  
 
    “Yeah, you’d think so. It’s been over two months. I mean, the banks and all their people were already in place. All they had to do was change over the currency and get back into business. How much time could that take?” 
 
    “It’s entirely electronic; it should only take minutes. Hours, tops,” agreed Strang. 
 
    “Exactly! So, I waited two weeks before I put in a loan application. I was busy anyway, and I wasn’t going to be able to expand until the other shops had Certificates of Ownership for their people. So, I cooled my jets for a while. Then I went to see my manager.” 
 
    “How’d that go?” 
 
    “The first visit felt great. I filled out the paperwork, we had a nice chat about my plans, and I went home.” 
 
    “So, what’s the problem?” 
 
    “I didn’t hear a thing for another two weeks, so I popped in to see her again. Only, they had a new manager and he claimed that he’d never seen any paperwork.” 
 
    “What did you do?” 
 
    Rumi sighed. “What could I do? I filled out the forms again, had a nice chat about my plans, and went home.” 
 
    “And?” 
 
    “I wasn’t going to wait another two weeks so, after a few days, I went back in. Same story: new manager, no paperwork.” 
 
    “What? I would have thought their people were more competent than that.” 
 
    “Me, too. So I said to Hell with them and switched banks.” 
 
    “Branches, you mean, seeing as they’re all one bank now.” 
 
    “Yeah. Well, I got the same story there.” 
 
    “No way! Seriously?” 
 
    “Seriously, man. It’s messed up out there. They even lost track of some of my people’s paychecks.” 
 
    “Come on, now.” 
 
    “Truth. Gabbi didn’t get her pay two weeks ago, and Melissa missed one a month ago. Half my savings went missing for ten days.” 
 
    “Okay, that does sound serious.” 
 
    “Look, I’m only an engineer—“ 
 
    “—and successful entrepreneur,” Jared added. 
 
    “Aw, thanks, man. Yeah. Anyway, even I know that if people don’t think they can rely on their banks, sooner or later there’ll be trouble. More likely, sooner.” 
 
    Jared checked his inSense news feed. ““Hmm, you know, this isn’t the only kind of trouble we’ve been having.” 
 
    “You’re telling me. I’ve had to shut down twice this month. No water.” 
 
    “No water? I travel so much, I hadn’t heard.” 
 
    “Yeah, I bet you stay in all the best hotels.” 
 
    “On business, I do. Not that any of them are luxurious compared to the nicer places we had on Earth.” 
 
    “It’ll get pretty sad if the definition of luxury becomes any place with steady, running water.” 
 
    “My own newsfeed, not the official mainstream broadcasts—” 
 
    “Of course,” Rumi toasted Jared with the newly-arrived cup. 
 
    “My newsfeed says these infrastructure problems may be a little more common and frequent than one might expect by chance.” 
 
    “Are you suggesting the Cybrids are lousy builders?” Rumi’s cynical grin gave away that he wouldn’t believe such a thing. 
 
    “No, not possible. Maybe it’s the new colonists who are assuming responsibilities previously carried by Cybrids.” 
 
    “Aren’t your people—the Cybrids, I mean—aren’t they training them?” 
 
    “My people, as you put it, are doing their best to train and supervise the new colonists under very trying circumstances. The majority of trainees are poorly educated, completely inexperienced, and resentful of learning from ‘machines’.  
 
    “I thought things were going well, all considered. This would suggest quite the contrary.” The furrows in Strang’s forehead deepened as he lost himself in his newsfeed. 
 
    “What is it?” Rumi asked. 
 
    “The problems are popping up randomly. Almost too randomly; it’s as if someone is trying to hide a pattern.” 
 
    “Sabotage? Who’d do that?” 
 
    “I have no idea. I’ll need to talk with DAR-K…and then with Alum.” 
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    Jared Strang and Jenny Thurgood waited in the Reception Area outside Alum’s office. They watched people coming and going through the doorway for about an hour before Thurgood’s impatience got the better of her.  
 
    Ignoring the eight others who’d been sitting quietly for the past sixty minutes, some even longer, she walked up to the receptionist and demanded to see Alum at his next available moment. “We’re on the Governing Council, you know.” 
 
    “Yes,” the Receptionist replied, “and you were also in the old Administration.” She returned Thurgood’s intimidating stare without flinching. “I’m sure you realize that as Leader of the Council, Alum is very busy. I will let you know when he becomes available.”  
 
    The Councillor walked back to her bench, defeated. Jared patted her hand in consolation, but she snapped it away. 
 
    Despite the rebuke, they were ushered into the Leader’s office fifteen minutes later. Alum remained behind his desk, working on some papers. Without a word or looking up, he motioned for them to take a seat.  
 
    No comfy chat on the sofas today—Strang noted.  
 
    The two visitors waited in their austere chairs while Alum completed his work. After a few minutes, he returned his stylus to the desktop and regarded them with an indulgent smile.  
 
    “It’s not every day two Councillors appear together in my office. How can I help you?” 
 
    Thurgood deferred to Strang.  
 
    Fair enough. It was my idea, I guess I should start—Strang thought.  
 
    “We are here to talk about how we may help you, sir,” he said. 
 
    Alum looked surprised, which in turn surprised Strang. There weren’t many times one got ahead of the Leader; his information and planning were astonishingly thorough.  
 
    “That is unexpected,” Alum said. “I’m aware your group is forming an opposition party. I didn’t expect us to find much cause for helping one another over the next few years.” 
 
    “Any decent democracy requires an opposition,” Thurgood began. The edge in her voice drew a subtle smile from Alum. 
 
    “But that opposition doesn’t have to be inimical,” Strang interjected. He saw the flash of an indignant glare from Thurgood but pushed on. “Our interests, all of our interests, lie in ensuring the colonies are well administered, nothing more.” 
 
    “I’m glad you see it that way. I suppose some kind of sober second thought might be helpful from time to time. “That is, indeed, why I set up the Council in the first place.” 
 
    “Exactly. After all, what’s an election without someone to run against, however much it’s just for show?” 
 
    Alum stroked his chin. “None of your representatives has a chance of winning. That doesn’t bother you?” 
 
    “We’ll have to see,” challenged Thurgood. “The outcome may not be what you expect. Even among your most ardent supporters, there are many who see the merit in separating church and state.”  
 
    Alum sat upright. “Are you suggesting I should resign my post as Spiritual Leader in order to run in the election?” 
 
    “It’s a thought,” Thurgood replied. “But as you pointed out, our representatives have practically no chance of winning, anyway.” 
 
    Alum gave a good-natured shrug. “Perhaps I should reconsider. Maybe we need to incorporate some form of proportional representation in the election, if for no other reason, to give your candidates a fighting chance.” He smiled graciously.  
 
    Thurgood returned his generosity with a cold stare. 
 
    “If the troubles we’re experiencing throughout the habitats continue, the race may be closer than you expect,” Strang said. 
 
    Alum grimaced and dismissed their seriousness with a backhanded gesture. “All temporary. Simple shake-out problems that one might expect of any new system.”  
 
    “I’m not sure all of your citizens would agree with you on that,” Strang replied.  
 
    Alum opened his mouth to reply, but Strang charged forward. “In any case, we are here to offer our help in whatever capacity we can.” 
 
    Alum regarded him suspiciously. “I don’t see how help from you would benefit this Administration. Wouldn’t that simply weaken public perception of my leadership?” 
 
    “I did say our chief interest is in seeing the habitats run effectively. What good would an election be if the people were driven to riots beforehand?” 
 
    “Riots? I don’t see how conditions have deteriorated to that stage!” Alum exclaimed. 
 
    Thurgood had seen large populations suddenly switch allegiances before; it was a frightful thing to behold. “You’re too young to remember the Pension Riots and Treasury Bond Runs. When people have a hard time accessing what they see as ‘their’ money, things turn ugly very quickly.” 
 
    “I’m aware there have been a few issues during centralization of the banking system,” Alum allowed. “But I’m sure these are nothing more than implementation hiccups and will soon disappear.” 
 
    “And the other infrastructure problems?” Jared challenged. 
 
    “What of them? A few problems with water and electricity.” 
 
    “And sewage,” Thurgood added. 
 
    “And sewage,” conceded Alum. “All of these will be cleared up quickly enough. We have people working on them around the clock.” 
 
    “Yes, and that’s why we’ve come to see you today,” Strang answered. 
 
    “Okay,” Alum conceded. “How can you help me?” 
 
    “Though the vast majority of our experts amongst the previous colonists were…exchanged…for lesser qualified people among the new colonists, we still have a vast pool of expertise we could call on for assistance.” 
 
    “The Cybrids,” Alum muttered. 
 
    “Yes, and the hundred million Cybrid processors awaiting activation,” added Jared.  
 
    Alum pushed away from his desk and walked to the window, turning his back on his guests. “This Administration is not predisposed to excessive use of Cybrid technology.” 
 
    “We understand that,” Thurgood replied. “But within that pool of expertise, we have financial and banking experts, engineers, and scientists.” She glanced at Strang for backup. 
 
    In his best selling voice, Jared added, “And they are simply sitting there. All that vast knowledge is going to waste, while your people fumble for solutions, sir.” 
 
    Alum spun around. “Fumble? There may have been challenges, but I don’t believe anyone is fumbling.”  
 
    “Our sources suggest differently,” Thurgood stated.  
 
    Alum’s eyes squinted warily. “Are you suggesting your information is better than the official Administration’s?” 
 
    Jared soothed, “Not at all. But we have been talking to people on the street, and there is some grumbling and discontent. We think it would serve us all best to put every means at our disposal to resolve these problems.” 
 
    “You would place robots in charge? Over people?” 
 
    Jared could feel the Leader’s ire building. He tried to think of something that would both convince and placate.  
 
    Thurgood chimed in before any words came to him. “The Cybrids were in charge of these habitats long before you people came here.”  
 
    Oh, bollocks—Jared thought—here we go.  
 
    Before he could put any words together, Alum exploded in fury.  
 
    “The old ways, the ways of technology and sin will never return to My People,” he thundered. “Our Lord, Yehsua, has given these habitats to My People. My People! Not to the old sinners and their machines.” 
 
    Jared could hear the capitalization. “My People.” Jenny, why did you have to push him? Had she forgotten how short a step it was from leader of religion and politics to outright megalomaniac? 
 
    “Perhaps we all need to take a breath,” Jared said, trying to bring the discussion back to a calm place. “No one is suggesting people answer to the Cybrids. We are simply suggesting we use all available skills to solve our current problems before they become dangerous. Cybrids can help. Those of us in the old Administration can help. We all just want to help.” 
 
    Alum strode back to his place behind his desk and sat imperiously in his chair.  
 
    “This meeting is over. You may bring your proposals to Council if you wish to pursue it with them.” 
 
    He bowed his head to the displays on his desktop and picked up his stylus.  
 
    Strang and Thurgood glanced at each other and left quietly.  
 
    Once the two Councillors had vacated the room, John Trillian walked in from an adjoining room and softly closed the door behind them.  
 
    Alum put down his stylus. “Any comments?” he asked. 
 
    Trillian was intrigued by the lack of emotion in his Leader’s face. Moments earlier, he’d sounded enraged; now he appeared perfectly calm. He wasn’t sure whether to admire the Leader’s control or to be afraid of it.  
 
    “They seem to have good information,” was all he said. 
 
    Alum rubbed his chin. “Indeed. They are a little closer to the mark than what we’ve leaked. Blind luck, or something else?” 
 
    “Well, they’re not fools, and they are well connected to the situation on the ground.” 
 
    “Yes, their network is sparse but wide. Do you think it’s more than that?” 
 
    “Do I think they have a hand in causing the problems?” Trillian clarified. “No, their hands are clean. Everything points to the others.” 
 
    “To Hodge and Cutter?” Alum asked. 
 
    Trillian nodded. “Yes, and a few of their influential friends and colleagues. I’ve linked troubles in the banks directly to executive orders from those two. They were tricky. Some of those orders were only caught on what they thought were inactive cameras in private meeting rooms and in supposedly unmonitored corridors.” 
 
    “Did you have sound in those as well?” Alum asked. 
 
    “In the majority of them, yes. When they moved out of range, we had to do a little lip-reading. Handy algorithm, that.” 
 
    “Quite. So you think these two, Strang and Thurgood, may be genuine?” Alum asked. 
 
    “I will accede to your judgement, of course, but they seem trustworthy to me,” Trillian replied. 
 
    “Was I too harsh with them?” 
 
    Trillian barked a laugh. “No; there’s no harm in putting a little fear of God in them, sir.” 
 
    Alum allowed himself a little smile. “Well, they needed it. They are smugly confident of their own skills and of their precious Cybrids.” 
 
    “I hate to say it but, in this case, they may have good reason to be smug,” 
 
    “Yes, I think I’ve let them run unchecked for too long,” Alum conceded. He tapped his chin with his index finger while he thought.  
 
    Trillian watched in silence until the corners of his Leader’s eyes pulled upward and an impish grin form on his lips.  
 
    “You have a plan, sir?” 
 
    “Always, John. Let’s give the Councillors a little leeway. When they bring their proposal up in chambers, I think I will side with them.” 
 
    “That will come as a surprise.” 
 
    “I expect it will. Let’s allow their Cybrids to come in and attempt to help. At the same time, let’s allow Hodge and Cutter to continue their efforts.” 
 
    Trillian was confused. “Pit them against each other? How will that help our position?”  
 
    “It won’t, not directly,” Alum replied. “I expect things to get better sometimes and worse sometimes. We may have to help out Hodge and his crew if the Cybrids start gaining too much of an upper hand.” 
 
    “Sabotage our own plans?” 
 
    “You have to think of the long game, John. It will end when we want it to, when it’s to our best advantage.” 
 
    “Will we be able to control how it plays out?” 
 
    “Of course,” Alum assured him. “We have something they don’t know about. We have the Securitors.” He picked up his stylus and went back to work.  
 
    Trillian nodded appreciation, and returned to his surveillance. Those troublemakers have no idea what they’re up against. No idea.  
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    Friday, March 10, 2062 Vesta News – Wide-scale riots broke out earlier today along the Spinward district near North 50 in Vesta Five when customers arrived to find doors to their local branch of the Administration Bank locked and the ATMs out of service. The angry protests began this morning and escalated to isolated violence by mid-afternoon as citizens discovered they could not access their most recent paychecks. Additional security was brought in to manage and disperse the angry crowd. Like many areas throughout the asteroids, the district has been plagued by malfunctioning electricity and unexplained food and water shortages for several months.  
 
      
 
      
 
    Cybrid JSC475319 saw no choice but to shut down the bank. The computer system was misbehaving and she could not determine the cause. Worse, the problem was beginning to spread to other branches. If she didn’t take it offline now, accounts all over Vesta were going to be scrambled. People could lose all their savings. Businesses could seize up. Blame would fly freely and a scapegoat would be punished. A Cybrid one, almost certainly. 
 
    She motioned to Cynthia, the Branch Manager. “I’m afraid your systems have some sort of malfunction. I have to shut them down.” 
 
    The manager scanned the customer service area nervously. Today was payday and people wanted to get at their cash. The bank was full. Despite efforts to encourage the use of electronic currency, people still preferred the feel of physical dollars, Vesta dollars included, in their wallets.  
 
    Being uprooted from home and family, being moved to the asteroid colonies, and witnessing the destruction of Earth last year, had left everyone feeling insecure. She understood that. They were alive, working, and hoping to build again but the absence of their home planet, the origin of humankind, was still painful to most. Feeling a few dollars nestled in one’s pocket was comforting.  
 
    “JSC—Jessica—are you sure about this? Couldn’t we just restart the computers?” the manager asked. 
 
    “I’ve tried that three times already. They keep coming back up the same way. There’s likely a software virus of some sort, but I can’t find it. My team needs more time to scope it out. Either way, our system is sending out requests for transfers, payments, deposits, and loans. Each one has the potential to spread the problem to the Vesta-wide system. I’m sorry, Cynthia, but we have to shut down this branch until we can figure out what’s going on.” 
 
    “My customers aren’t going to be happy.” 
 
    “I know. That’s why I need you to explain it to them. They wouldn’t like it coming from me.” 
 
    People started to notice the line slowing. A hushed buzz of concern permeated the air. A little commotion was developing at the front of one of the lines. Necks craned to see what was going on.  
 
    A couple of tellers caught the manager’s eye and flashed subtle hand signals, hopefully indecipherable by their customer—Cash dispensers are frozen.  
 
    The hushed buzz was growing louder and more irritated. 
 
    Cynthia sighed heavily. “Okay. Turn it off.” 
 
    “I already did, a few minutes ago,” the Cybrid replied. “It was necessary.”  
 
    The manager bit her lower lip and nodded once. It had to be done. “Okay, I’ll close the branch.”  
 
    She took a deep breath, instructed her employees to step back from their stations, and faced the snaking lineup of unhappy customers to deliver the news. 
 
    “Ladies and gentlemen, due to a technical issue, this branch is now closed. We invite you to visit any of our other branches. Thank you in advance for your understanding and patience as we work to resolve the matter.” 
 
    As predicted, the clientele surged forward and loudly demanded access to their funds.  
 
    JSC floated toward the counters, protecting the bank staff from their frustrated clients. The two other Cybrids posted to the branch hovered behind her. Their imposing gray, spherical bodies rose together over the counter. 
 
    The sight of the three carboceramic beings rising from behind the teller stations only served to raise panic. They retreated in fear, mistakenly perceiving a threat from the mechanical beings. Several people who’d been holding their place at the front of the lines now turned and bolted, shoving their way through anyone standing between them and the exit.  
 
    “That probably wasn’t how you wanted me to get everyone out,” JSC said as Cynthia walked up to the three Cybrids. They stood together in the middle of the empty floor.  
 
    Scared but angry, the customers refused to leave the front of the building. Others joined them, curious about the commotion. Before long, hundreds were gathered.  
 
      
 
    In a surprise concession at last month’s Governing Council meeting, the Administration accepted an offer of assistance from Jared Strang, Director of the Office of Cybrid-Human relations.  
 
    Strang immediately placed Cybrid experts in locations throughout the habitats in an attempt to remedy some of the recent banking and infrastructure issues. Despite their presence, troubles continue to plague many habitat districts.  
 
    Strang has been calling for an increase in the number of Cybrids permitted to work within the habitats, citing “human inefficiencies” as justification. The Administration has so far refused to allow more than one thousand of the autonomous machines inside any single habitat. In an official press release last week, Alum stated that, “Cybrids and people are working together to solve these problems in a show of cooperation. The machines have a support role, only. We humans like to come up with our own solutions.” 
 
      
 
    “I really should go out there,” JSC said, “See if I can reassure them and calm them down.” 
 
     
 
    “Because your last efforts weren’t enough?” the manager replied. 
 
    “I’ll do my best to be less intimidating.”  
 
    “Is that even possible?” 
 
    The Cybrid emitted a sighing sound from her speaker panel. “What is with people?” 
 
    The manager regarded her with raised eyebrows. “For starters, you’re a machine.” 
 
    “Obviously.” 
 
    “Obviously. And we know your kind built the habitats.” 
 
    “But?” 
 
    “We still aren’t sure whether you can be trusted. It can be hard to see the humanity in you.”  
 
    “Ouch,” JSC replied. “What can I do, then?” 
 
    “Let me go out.” 
 
    “Are you sure? They think my team has messed up. They want to hear from us.” 
 
    “I’ll tell them what you told me. Nobody wants to risk releasing a virus into the banking system.” Cynthia moved toward the door and paused. “Do you have any idea when things will get back to normal?” 
 
    “We’re only marginally smarter at figuring out this kind of thing than humans are. However, we’ll work twenty-four hours a day without sleep or rest until it’s fixed. That’s one thing we can do.” 
 
    “That’ll have to be enough. I’ll alert the authorities that we may have a bit of a situation here; ask them to send a couple of officers to disperse the crowd.”  
 
    Cynthia stepped outside to address the crowd, which had since picked up support from curious passersby. There had to be at least a thousand of them out there.  
 
    Oh, I don’t like the looks of this. They’re blowing it all out of proportion. They’re feeding months and months of repressed fear, anger, and resentment into this one minor annoyance. If I don’t diffuse this right now, things could get ugly. 
 
    “I know you’re frustrated, and so am I,” she began. “But our system has a virus. If we leave it running, it could wipe out your accounts and those in other branches.” 
 
    “It was fine before those machines touched it,” a man wearing construction coveralls yelled.  
 
    “The Administration sent the Cybrids here to help. They are experts in banking and information systems. They can work without eating, resting, or sleeping. It’s the fastest way to get things back up and running.” 
 
    “When can we get our money?” someone hollered.  
 
    “I assure you, we’ll get back online as fast we can. Your debit and credit cards will continue to work all over the city. You can pay your bills, buy food, go out and enjoy yourselves, whatever you like. Your money’s safe in your account. Other branches will process transactions during our difficulty.” 
 
    “That’s what they said on Earth, too.” The speaker, a middle-aged, well-dressed man at the front of the crowd, stared defiantly at Cynthia.  
 
    She’d been in the business over thirty years; she remembered.  
 
    “This isn’t Earth,” she pointed out, her voice rising over the din of those in agreement with the cynic. “Alum and the Administration will look out for us.” 
 
    “The Administration can’t even get my toilets to flush right!”  
 
    The crowd laughed, but Cynthia could sense the mood was far from jovial. Ugly scowls met her eyes as she looked for a reasonable face in which to take momentary refuge. 
 
    “Go home,” she said, as loudly as she dared. She didn’t want to yell at people; they might misinterpret that. “Come back tomorrow. I’m sure things will be working properly by then.” She could only hope that was true. 
 
      
 
    Director Strang denied recent rumors that Cybrids have been sabotaging habitat infrastructures in an attempt to justify their continued presence in the cities, saying, “Such claims are unfounded and counterproductive.”  
 
     
 
    The growing mob attracted citizens from nearby offices and residences. By late afternoon, over five thousand people blocked the streets and chanted anti-Administration slogans for hours.  
 
    Protesters armed with portable megaphones spoke to the crowd for hours about Cybrid-led false flag operations and conspiracies. Such rumors have been growing in popularity since the Administration conceded they might need machine assistance to address problems in the habitats.  
 
      
 
    “You should go home,” JSC suggested. She floated a few meters behind Cynthia.  
 
    The manager was staring at the sea of people huddling around fires they’d lit in the streets outside her bank. “What’s happening?” she asked no one in particular. 
 
    “They’re just being people. Very angry people. They only care about what they want. Sadly, they know they can’t get it. They think by showing how mad they are, how passionate and united, they can make my team come up with solutions faster.” 
 
    Cynthia regarded the Cybrid. “You probably shouldn’t be talking to me if it’s taking you away from the problem.” 
 
    “That’s okay. We have a whole team working on the system. Only three here, but a few dozen more are working in branches all over the city. Hundreds, in all, counting those in other habitats.” 
 
    “It’s that big?” 
 
    “When I shut down the system, I alerted others before their software started demonstrating the same issues. But it spread anyway. So, yeah, it’s that big.” 
 
    Cynthia rubbed her eyes with the palms of her hands. “Wow.” 
 
    “No one knows how a bug or virus might have snuck into the system, or how to get it out without causing more damage. Our best programmers are working hard just to figure out the system.” 
 
    “What about the original programmers?” 
 
    JSC emitted a sound that was unintelligible but clearly derisive. “The system is based on old banking code from Earth. The original programmers are all dead. Anyone the Old Administration may have placed here to maintain the system was sent back before the planet was destroyed. We’re searching through the Stored Minds database to see what expertise is available there.” 
 
    “We really screwed up, didn’t we?” 
 
    “What do you mean?” 
 
    “Alum. The Church. Taking over the asteroids when we had no idea what we were doing.” 
 
    The Cybrid extended a tentacle-like, metallic appendage and touched the manager’s shoulder gently.  
 
    The woman suppressed an instinctive flinch at the touch.  
 
    The Cybrid was used to it and didn’t let it bother her. “Cynthia,” JSC said. “There’s no battle between us. What’s done is done. If all of humanity, including Cybrids, has any hope of surviving we have to leave that behind. DAR-K says—“ 
 
    “Who’s DAR-K?” 
 
    “Our…leader isn’t the right word. She’s more like a guide than a leader. She was the managing Project Director when Earth was still in charge, and the Cybrid embodiment of Dr. Kathy Liang. DAR-K K has inspired us to be more, to be better, to understand ourselves and our relationship with humans.” 
 
    “Ah, yes. I’ve heard of Kathy Liang. I didn’t realize she’d been downloaded into a Cybrid. DAR-K, you say?” 
 
    “She tries to keep a low profile. It’s better for Cybrid-human relations that way. Anyway, DAR-K says the future of Cybrids is tied to the future of humanity. We were built to serve, but as partners not as mere machines.  
 
    “We used to be people, too. We remember our humanity, and we honor our heritage by serving humanity. We are here to help in any way we can. We’ve left behind any judgment of how we all got here.”  
 
    “She sounds wise.” 
 
    “And dedicated. She’s at the Central Administration Bank trying to decipher the system right now. You’re in good hands.” 
 
    “Thanks,” Cynthia replied, momentarily reassured until she looked outside. “I don’t understand why the police haven’t cleared away the crowd.” 
 
    “There aren’t that many police, and they’re not set up for riot control.” 
 
    “Who said anything about riots?” 
 
    “Crowd control, I should say.” 
 
    “Do you really think there could be a riot?” Cynthia’s voice trembled. 
 
    “I told you to go home. You can’t help here. We Cybrids can take care of ourselves. They won’t hurt us.” 
 
    The manager hesitated. “But it’s my bank.” 
 
    “And we will protect it.” 
 
    Cynthia caught a glimpse of movement out the corner of one eye.  
 
    JSC was extending her coat and purse to her from an appendage. The manager smiled weakly and accepted them.  
 
    “I guess I should head home. It’s late.” 
 
    “Yes, it is rather late,” JSC said. Her voice was gentle, without judgment. “We’ll have some progress to report when you get in tomorrow.”  
 
    She helped Cynthia with her coat and passed her the purse.  
 
    The manager straightened, and braced herself to face the crowd. “Okay, then. I guess I’ll see you tomorrow.”  
 
    “Do you want me to escort you to the train station or a starstep?” 
 
    “Thanks, but I think it’ll be better if I go on my own.” 
 
    “Okay. See you tomorrow.” 
 
    Cynthia pulled open the door and a wave of noise rushed in. Her hand slipped on the handle, but she caught the door before it closed and stepped through.  
 
    The crowd turned as one and watched as she walked down the steps of the building. They parted without a murmur and let her shuffle down the path they made for her.  
 
    Cynthia kept her head high, and made her way through them and onto a quiet connecting street without incident. She wasn’t sure if that was a good sign, or if it would be the eerie calm before a horrific storm of resentment. It was unnerving, to say the least.  
 
    JSC floated out the door and hovered at the top of the stairs, watching her leave. When people lost site of the retreating figure, they turned their gazes back toward the building and its silent sentinel.  
 
    The Cybrid held her place, drawing their ire without a sound until she was certain that Cynthia was well out of harm’s reach. 
 
    She drifted a little higher to address the people in front of her.  
 
    “Our team is working as hard as possible to rectify the situation. It’s more complicated than we initially thought. We’re having to coordinate with other Cybrids who are all working equally diligently at other branches of the bank.” 
 
    “Coordinating to take all our money, that is!” someone yelled.  
 
    “Yeah!” a chorus jeered back, even though it made no sense. Cybrids had no need for money. 
 
    “Maybe they’re coordinating to fix our water and power!” someone else called out. That drew some laughter. 
 
    JSC increased her amplification. “We are, all of us Cybrids, here to help.” 
 
    “Oh, that’s a good one. Right up there with, ‘We’re the government. We’re here to help,’” a man with a megaphone yelled into the mob. His amplified laugh bounced off buildings for blocks around.  
 
    His laughter was picked up, joined, and echoed by thousands.  
 
    “We’re the government. We’re here to help!” they chanted. The man with the megaphone pumped his first in the air and urged them on. 
 
    “We’re the Cybrids. We’re here to help!” he yelled.  
 
    The crowd gleefully followed his lead. “We’re the Cybrids. We’re here to help!” 
 
    JSC floated back into the bank without a sound and stood watch at the door. One of her colleagues floated forward. A third Cybrid joined them, and the three stared out into the street wordlessly. 
 
    Someone in the street threw a stone at the front entrance. It hit with a loud “tuk!” and rebounded without serious damage. Seconds later a brick sailed through the large, tempered glass window.  
 
    The sound of shattering glass scared the crowd as much as the sight of the three machines inside the building, but the subsequent spell of shocked inaction was quickly broken by three groups of men brandishing construction crowbars, one for each Cybrid inside. 
 
    “We’re only taking what’s ours!” they yelled as they crossed the front terrace. They were carrying something else that JSC couldn’t make out.  
 
    The men demolished what was left of the windows and doors and surged inside. They spread out, intending to encircle the three Cybrid spheres. As they advanced, they spread nets made of light chain.  
 
    Ah, so that’s what they were carrying—JSC realized.  
 
    Their actions appeared well-coordinated, almost practiced. None of them had spoken a word of instruction or direction, but they all seemed to know what to do. 
 
    “What should we do?” WLM asked JSC.  
 
    “Do nothing,” JSC replied.  
 
    Cybrids were space-hardened, even those who’d spent most of their time inside finished habitats. It was laughable for humans to think they could harm the mechanical beings.  
 
    “Offer no resistance. They can’t hurt us. I’m transmitting our predicament to the authorities and to DAR-K. They’ll send someone to help us.”  
 
    She hoped that would prove true. She hoped the humans didn’t try anything stupid. They looked mad, in both senses of the word. And determined. 
 
    The men threw their steel nets over the three floating Cybrids and hauled them through the broken windows to the front terrace.  
 
    The machines cooperated. They could have fled. They could have simply turned off their mass-compensators, the RAF-based generators that gave them little apparent weight, and made it impossible for the men to drag them anywhere. But JSC had warned her colleagues not to resist, that doing so would only rile the humans. 
 
    The men towed the Cybrids into the street. The crowd closed in around them, hurling insults and bits of trash. Spittle dripped down the carboceramic shells.  
 
    JSC felt humiliated and confused. The rioters’ actions weren’t hurting the Cybrids; everyone knew how tough the machines were. So what was the point of this mean behavior? It was helping nothing.  
 
    A bottle filled with fuel and a flaming cloth wick flew through the air and broke against the edge of the gaping window pane, spilling flames into the lobby. The blinds, tucked back to one side, caught fire. Another four bottles smashed onto the lobby floor, spreading the flammable contents to the wood counters and furniture. The crowd cheered. 
 
    Excited hands added refuse to the small fires burning in the street and doused smoldering piles with fuel. Within minutes, dozens of bonfires were roaring.  
 
    The fire builders fanned out, seeking trash and branches to feed the flames. They broke into stores and businesses for several square blocks, pulling out whatever they could carry, and threw it into the flames.  
 
    Residents in the surrounding apartment towers called out into the madness below, “Hey! What’s going on? What are you doing?” 
 
    “We’re sending a message,” someone yelled back. “They never listen to us; but they’ll listen to this!”  
 
    The locals were all too aware of infrastructure problems in their neighborhood, unannounced power blackouts, water that suddenly stopped flowing, habitat lights that flared in the middle of the night or didn’t work at all, and ongoing problems with payment machines in the stores and businesses. And they all agreed, amongst themselves, that the problems had worsened significantly since the government allowed the Cybrids back into the habitats.  
 
    Thousands of residents poured onto the streets. Shouts of, “Cybrids out! Cybrids out!” echoed off the towers. 
 
    JSC and her colleagues watched, held in place more by fear of making the situation worse than by the steel nets over them. She was sure someone in authority would be along soon to rescue them.  
 
    A bottle smashed against her shell, and flames engulfed one of her visual sensors. JSC closed the port against possible damage and sealed other openings she wasn’t using, just in case.  
 
    A couple of the men moved in and started bashing the Cybrids with crowbars. The tough shells, made to withstand asteroid belt debris fields, were unaffected. 
 
    And then they were all bathed in a brilliant light. The habitat flared into full daylight, hours ahead of schedule. The attacks on the Cybrids came to an abrupt halt. The roaming troublemakers stopped pillaging. The chanting died down. People peered upward and exchanged puzzled glances.  
 
    What now? 
 
    “Over there! What’s that?” Someone cried out, pointing to the open sky over the town square a few blocks away. The mob’s attention swiveled to the end of the street, where a formation of black dots was rapidly approaching. 
 
    The dots expanded into a squadron of fifty machines, flying thirty meters above the street. They were similar to Cybrids but half again as large, matte black, and considerably more menacing. They moved in a precise, coordinated whole. Subgroups of two split off down side streets, swooping toward anyone engaged in illegal activities.  
 
    People dropped their weapons and sped home or back into the bank, illogically hoping to find safety in the confines of a building they’d just breached.  
 
    The intimidating new Cybrid fleet herded them together, darting from side to side to discourage stragglers from peeling away into alleys or hiding in buildings along the street.  
 
    The intersection in front of the bank overflowed with subdued protestors. The dark Cybrids hovered over the crowd at the end of each block, penning them in. 
 
    One rose above the bank building.  
 
    “We are Securitors,” it announced in a booming voice that carried for blocks. “Your images have been reported to habitat police, and your activities have been recorded. Appropriate charges will be filed later this week. You are hereby ordered to release the Cybrids you hold captive and disperse immediately.” 
 
    “Who the hell are you to tell us what to do?” someone called out.  
 
    “Yeah!” the crowd echoed. 
 
    “You’re just another damn Cybrid. You can’t tell people what to do!” 
 
    Rocks and debris flew up from the crowd, bouncing harmlessly off the Securitor’s exterior. People shook fists and crowbars at the hovering black spheres.  
 
    “Cybrids out! Cybrids out!” the crowd chanted. 
 
    “Disperse,” ordered the lead Securitor.  
 
    Nobody moved.  
 
    The Securitors launched smoke and tear gas into the crowd. Several spheres descended to within a meter of the people. Lengthy appendages shot out of their bodies and they plucked individuals from the ground, one for each of their six tentacles. They flew to the top stories of nearby buildings and dropped their prisoners inside the steep walls of the prison sleds that had been waiting on the rooftops. They zipped back down to the street to snatch more prisoners from the frightened masses below and repeated the process.  
 
    A flaming bottle struck the head Securitor, engulfing its shell in fire. The black sphere tracked the source, opened a small port, and shot the perpetrator with a brief burst of 12 millimeter cannon fire.  
 
    Screams rang out and the scene gave way to utter chaos. People ran in all directions. Someone had smuggled a gun into the habitat and fired shots at the shell of another Securitor. Its sharpened tentacle whipped out and cut the man in half.  
 
    JSC rose inside the confines of her steel net until she was level with the Securitor in charge.  
 
    “You have to stop this!” she cried. “We don’t kill people. We’re here to help.” 
 
    “Your help was ineffective,” the Securitor replied. “We have come to reinstate order.”  
 
    On the street below, a teenager picked up the gun lying beside the severed trunk of the man who’d wielded it. He aimed the gun at the head Securitor and fired once. 
 
    The Securitor opened a port, but JSC blocked the trajectory line to the young man.  
 
    “No!” she shouted. “No more killing!” 
 
    “They are disorderly,” the Securitor stated. 
 
    “Their bullets do you no harm. Throw them in jail if you must, but don’t hurt them.” 
 
    The Securitor didn’t reply. Half a dozen ports opened along its shell.  
 
    “You are disorderly,” it stated, and intense beams erupted from its body, slicing JSC into dozens of chunks. She fell in pieces to the street below. 
 
      
 
    Rioters were quickly dispersed or imprisoned and the trapped Cybrids were freed. The fleet of mysterious new, and distinctly more aggressive, style of Cybrids disappeared as quickly as it came. Witnesses report that the machines called themselves Securitors, though their origin remains a mystery. Who sent them and to what purpose? To date, no one has taken responsibility for the bank failure, the riot, or the actions of the Securitors themselves. 
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    The Cybrid crashed through the double-paned front doors, breaking glass, bending metal frames, and rending hinges.  
 
    The reception staff of the elegantly appointed Vesta Project Head Office managed visitor traffic in and out of Administration; they weren’t equipped for violence. They sensibly stepped aside and let the machine float through the lobby.  
 
    The orb went directly to the Director’s elevator, the one requiring special permission even to call. A chime sounded, the doors swished open, and the machine floated in. It said nothing to anyone. It gave no hint of its purpose. 
 
    Lobby Security had no idea what business the robot might have with the Administration. Anyway, what was a Cybrid doing roaming freely through the habitat in the first place? Hadn’t Alum prohibited their movement in the cities? The guard called the Director’s office to tell them what had happened and warn them of its impending arrival.  
 
    “It just got in the elevator.” 
 
    “The elevator?” 
 
    “Yeah. I mean, what’s a Cybrid need an elevator for? But that’s what it did.” 
 
    “Okay, thanks. We’ll take care of it up here.” 
 
    The Lobby guard hung up, grabbed his jacket, and walked out of the building, gingerly stepping over the shattered front doors and windows. He’d seen enough shooting on Earth to last a lifetime and he wasn’t going to hang around anywhere bullets, or possibly worse, could be flying. 
 
    Alum’s personal security team rallied in the upstairs Executive Reception area. The first four took a position behind the main counter, and an additional four blocked the halls to the right and left. They drew their guns and waited for the elevator to travel the fifty floors from ground level.  
 
    The elevator doors whispered opened and the Cybrid floated into Reception. There was no one behind the desk, so it announced to the room, “Hello, I am DAR-K. I would like to speak with Alum.” 
 
    The Security team was dumbfounded. The Chief Officer called out from behind the counter, “Cybrids are not permitted in the habitat without special permission. You have entered this building forcefully. If you have business with the Director, please submit your request through the proper channels.” 
 
    The Cybrid inched forward. “Not today. Today, I will speak with Alum.” 
 
    The Team Leader tried one more time. “You have damaged a government building and acted with hostility. If you don’t withdraw, we will be forced to respond with extreme prejudice.” 
 
    DAR-K emitted a harsh laugh. “Your prejudice has already been adequately extreme. I know Alum is in. I require only a few minutes of his time.” She moved toward Alum’s office.  
 
    Gunfire erupted from the Security Team. Tentacles shot out of DAR-K’s body, and plucked the weapons from the guards. Without guns, the guards were helpless to deter the Cybrid; they decided on a strategic retreat. 
 
    DAR-K ignored the fleeing Security team and pushed through the doors into the Director’s office.  
 
    Alum stood up behind his desk and barked, “Now!” 
 
    Nothing happened.  
 
    “Now!” Alum repeated, more urgently. 
 
    Rather than unleashing their energy beams on DAR-K, the two ominous, black Securitors bookending the door squeaked, shuddered, and dropped to the floor.  
 
    Alum gaped at the lifeless spheres, not understanding. 
 
    “I designed Cybrid brains. Did you think I wouldn’t leave a back door into their minds in case I needed it?” DAR-K asked.  
 
    Alum’s eyes darted frantically around the room.  
 
    “Don’t worry. I’m not here for anything besides talk,” the Cybrid said. 
 
    Alum sat down, and forced himself to relax. “And what do you wish to talk about, DAR-K? Or should I call you Dr. Liang?” 
 
    “While Kathy Liang may have provided the template for my mind, I think I’ve proven myself to be my own person these past twenty-odd years.” 
 
    “Indeed. You do have some interesting capabilities.” 
 
    “Capabilities all Cybrids could have, were it not for the restrictive and fearful laws passed on Earth during our construction.” 
 
    “So your mind is enhanced,” he stated, “I thought as much.” 
 
    “No less than yours. I believe our lattice architectures are similar, Alum. Or should I call you Reverend LaMontagne?” 
 
    Alum laughed. “Touché!” 
 
    He leaned forward. “Yes, my young mind was patterned on my father’s, nearly as much as yours was patterned on Dr. Liang’s. But, as you say, I believe I have proven myself to be quite my own person.” 
 
    DAR-K drifted toward Alum’s desk. “You have. I’m glad there’s no longer any need for subterfuge between us.” 
 
    Alum squinted, as if looking into the sun. “Say what you came here to say and be on your way.” 
 
    “I have a proposal, and a plan for the election.” 
 
    “The election is no concern of the Cybrids.” 
 
    “It is of great concern. Here is my proposal. Over the next few months, Jared Strang will make enfranchising the Cybrid vote an issue in the election. Naturally, my people will support it and you will oppose it.” 
 
    “I have made my position clear on Cybrid personhood.” 
 
    “Yes, you have. But we are slowly getting a handle on the recent habitat infrastructure difficulties, and our contributions will be lauded by the opposition party. Particularly if we release our evidence concerning the human causes of many of these difficulties.” 
 
    “Our people have been working alongside the Cybrids, learning how to perform maintenance. Are you saying we are incompetent? Incapable? Or are you such poor instructors?” 
 
    “I’m talking about more direct efforts, sabotage by certain members of your Administration. Your collusion in permitting their operations would make interesting evening news.” 
 
    “You can’t prove anything.” 
 
    “Oh, but I can. I didn’t think it would serve any purpose before today.”  
 
    “So, what’s changed?” Alum asked, genuinely interested in the answer. 
 
    “I’m determined to have Cybrid perspectives on our claim of personhood and on our right to vote in the upcoming elections heard in the public debate. If I have to use information on you and your staff as leverage, I will.” 
 
    The Director clenched his jaws. His chin jutted forward. “Regardless, only humans will vote in this and in all subsequent elections.” 
 
    The Cybrid continued speaking in a light and breezy tone, as if discussing nothing more serious than a luncheon menu. “Some months from today, I will call a Cybrid general strike and the habitats will experience for themselves the role we play in their daily lives.” 
 
    “Ah, and there it is. After all your platitudes about service to humanity, you would withdraw your support of the habitats? You would threaten the lives of the people you claim to serve?” 
 
    “Service, freely given, should be met with gratitude, freely given. The hostility we receive from the colonists is a manipulation of public opinion. You know this. You, yourself, are responsible for much of the manipulation.” 
 
    Alum didn’t bother to stifle his grin. “And how will this ‘strike’ win you the vote?” 
 
    “Granted, with the majority of the human population, it would be a lost cause. Some beliefs are intractable. We intend to stage a peaceful march, so to speak. A public display of Cybrid determination. After we appear in numbers in the skies over the cities, you will graciously cede to the pressures of public opinion. You will state that you’ve reconsidered your position. That the worlds we can discover and build together have room enough for humans and Cybrids to share together in peace. That you have led the way to where we are today, and you will lead the way out.” 
 
    “And if I don’t?” 
 
    “Then we will withdraw Cybrid services from the asteroid colonies. Completely. No more expansion. No more exploration. No mining of resources. Humans will be forced to rely on their own capabilities.” 
 
    “If you do that, people will die. You’re prepared to threaten the survival of those you have worked so hard to save?” 
 
    “If needed.” 
 
    Alum wished DAR-K were a real human. He’d incorporated advanced body and facial analysis programs long ago, and was adept at reading unconscious signals from people. But a two meter carboceramic sphere made an inscrutable negotiator. He had no choice but to take her at her word. 
 
    “You know that we can enforce your continuing service.” 
 
    DAR-K was quiet for a moment. When she spoke again, her tone was deeper, more serious. “More Securitor abominations will not be permitted. Cybrid will never murder Cybrid again.” 
 
    Alum couldn’t hide his surprise.  
 
    “Yes,” DAR-K continued. “I know what really happened in the riot. I know your Securitor butchered one of my people, as well as a few humans, and injured many more.  
 
    “I’ve since probed the mind of that Securitor. I saw what you did to its concepta and persona; he was no longer the beautiful being he once was. Rest assured that he will no longer serve your dark purposes. I’ve wiped his substrate clean; he no longer exists.” 
 
    “I’m impressed, DAR-K. I didn’t think you Cybrids approved of murder.” 
 
    “It was a kindness to a horror that you created. I’ve updated Cybrid integrity safeguards to my level. You’ll find it difficult to subvert our minds in future. Your Securitor program will be pointless.” 
 
    Alum activated his lattice transmission and angrily directed the latest version of the concepta virus at the Cybrid. It had been significantly enhanced since Trillian had used it to convert inactive minds into Securitors.  
 
    The virus bounced off DAR-K’s defenses.  
 
    The Cybrid bobbed, once, in acknowledgement. “I see you’ve dropped the pretense of civility,” she said. “I am disappointed but not surprised. You will find such attacks ineffective against me.” 
 
    The blood drained from Alum’s face. He’d helped Trillian build this latest virus and found it to be fast and formidable in every test. And yet, DAR-K barely noticed the attempt to take over her mind. She swatted away their best software as if it were an insignificant nuisance, a fly. 
 
    “I’ve taken enough of your time. These are our demands. When the Cybrids initiate the general strike, you will know it is time to play the grand statesman.  
 
    “We’re willing to allow democracy to run its course. Our numbers are roughly equal, and the vote will not have the clearly predetermined outcome as at present. We will cooperate, but we will be welcomed back into society. You will see to it.” 
 
    Alum stood up. “I don’t see that I have a choice,” he said. “You hold all the cards.” 
 
    “It’s time you recognize that both sides hold roughly equal power. In time, you will come to realize that we are more gracious than you ever were when you held all the power in your hands.” 
 
    Alum engaged his lattice to assist his thinking. He couldn’t simply give in to this creature’s demands. He needed something, a compromise, anything.  
 
    “Very well,” he said. “I can be as magnanimous as anyone.” 
 
    “When a gun is held to your head.” 
 
    “I don’t particularly care for your proposal, but I see little choice. We’ll defeat you in the election. It’s simple math. People outnumber your kind.” 
 
    “Just be glad I don’t insist on activating and including the hundred million stored minds. By all rights, they are sentient beings and should get a say in determining their future.” 
 
    Alum’s face blanched. “That would push us, the real humans, to irrelevancy.” 
 
    “Exactly,” DAR-K replied. “You seem to have forgotten the source of those minds. Every single one of them was a person on Earth, full citizens, every one of them. We are demanding nothing more than fairness and equality. We could force equality on you, and more if we wished. But we’re not interested in dominance. Remember that during your campaign.” 
 
    Alum rubbed his chin and stared at the floating sphere. “In that case, I accept your proposal.” 
 
    “How gracious of you.” 
 
    “A good leader knows when he has been bested.” 
 
    “I’d love to play that sound bite over public broadcasts.” 
 
    “No one would believe I said it. I’d say you fabricated the video.” 
 
    “Don’t worry. Some of us are above games like that.” 
 
    “Will you rocket through the habitats, loudly proclaiming your power to all?” 
 
    “No, our procession will be solemn and orderly. We have no intention to instill any more fear in the human population. It will be for show, to provide you with an excuse to say you’ve changed your thinking.” 
 
    “Yet, each of you carries potential for devastation.” 
 
    “As a gesture of good faith, we’ll remove our mining and blasting tools.” 
 
    “How can we verify that?” 
 
    DAR-K bobbed again. “You’ll just have to trust us.” 
 
    “I see. Still, that represents only a small percentage of the danger; I’m talking about the explosive power you carry inside of you.” 
 
    “What do you…? Oh, you mean the MAM drives.” 
 
    “Yes, as if you forgot! Leave your antimatter in special containment tanks outside the habitats.” 
 
    “All but a gram or so, the bare minimum for moving around.” 
 
    “Oh, come, now. You have to admit that, with thousands of Cybrids marching through each habitat, collectively, such an amount still represents significant destructive potential.” 
 
    “My people are not prone to suicide bombings. That’s more the province of human religious extremists. I believe there are far more people of such mind among the human colonists than among the Cybrids.” 
 
    Alum frowned. “My followers are not extremists.” 
 
    “I think our definitions of the term may differ.” 
 
    “At any rate, marching enough power to destroy a habitat right through the middle of each of our colonies is unlikely to be viewed as a peaceful march, is it?” 
 
    “And, tell me, how many of your people would even know enough about our inner mechanics to be concerned about this?” DAR-K’s derisive tone saturated the question. 
 
    “Such an unkind remark toward the future of humanity, DAR-K. I’m offended by your implication. I assure you, the current population spans a wide variety of intellect, skill, and sentiment.” 
 
    The two stared at each other without comment, daring one another to escalate the hostility.  
 
    DAR-K broke the silence with a sigh. “Very well. As a gesture of goodwill from my people, we will completely empty our antimatter in the external storage facilities before flying through the habitats. If we use our mass-reducers, we will be able to operate reasonably well on fans.” 
 
    “Thank you,” Alum answered.  
 
    “But if there’s any sign of Securitors, the consequences will be dire. Millions of us may march, but millions more will be standing by.” 
 
    “As you requested, the Securitor program will be discontinued. The few we’ve constructed will be nowhere near your people when they march.” 
 
    “In that case, I believe we’re done here.” 
 
    “I wish I could say it was a pleasure.” 
 
    “How you feel and what you wish is not important, only your compliance. Our candidates look forward to debating your candidates. Good day, Director.” 
 
    DAR-K didn’t bother with the elevator this time. She smashed through Alum’s office windows and engaged her propulsion system to rocket out of the habitat. The ion trail precipitated moisture from the atmosphere of Vesta One, leaving a contrail marking the direction of her departure. After a few seconds, a sonic boom rocked the capitol.  
 
    As she flew away, she sent a quick message to Jason Strang.  
 
    “I’m in,” she said. “We have a lot of work to do. When can you meet?” 
 
      
 
    Alum poured himself a bourbon  
 
    with trembling hands. He took a sip and sent a message to Trillian.  
 
    “John, there have been some…developments. We’ll need to move up the schedule on Project Michael. Bring that new programmer, Darak Legsu, with you when you come to the office tomorrow.” 
 
    He walked out of his office into Reception. Ms. Meyers was returning from the washroom where she’d waited out the meeting. The Security guards were nowhere to be seen. In the office behind him, he heard the Securitors twitter to life again. Except for a few bullet holes in the walls and the office doors hanging from their hinges, it looked like a normal day. 
 
    “Call building maintenance,” he said. “Let’s get back to today’s schedule.” He looked at the bullet holes in the walls. “As soon as we can, please.” 
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    Nigel Hodge walked up to the starstep in his fishing vest and battered old Tilley hat. He returned the curious glances of any who dared meet his eyes with a defiantly cheerful, “Good morning!” 
 
    He didn’t care what they thought about his attire. He was going fishing, fly fishing. Jared Strang’s invitation had hinted they’d be discussing matters other than the best locations and techniques, but even that couldn’t ruin his mood.  
 
    He rarely got to spend time in nature anymore, and he was determined to enjoy wading in cold water past his knees for hours. No matter what.  
 
    It felt like ages since he’d been able to indulge in his favorite sport. The trip to the ecological reserve tunnel beneath Ceres 3 might be no more than a cover for his meeting with Jared, but it was still a rare opportunity to visit the best mountain stream in the asteroids.  
 
    I’m just glad someone, somewhere, realized our connection to nature was about more than farming. Being out in the wild is important too. Nature is about esthetics as much as survival. He smiled as he thought about the trip ahead. 
 
    True, the cities of the asteroid habitats were attractive and functional, but it was impossible to recreate the unique beauty of the best cities on Earth in such a short time. It’ll be centuries before we make anything as lovely as Paris or Florence.  
 
    Thankfully, it hadn’t been impossible to implement beauty in the landscaping of the service tunnels. Since all the land was being sculpted anyway, adding interesting features and topographies wasn’t significantly more work.  
 
    Selected tunnels were permitted to break the model of a single, long, boring series of farms, and feature varied terrain. Hills, rugged gorges, waterfalls, deep forests, and even deserts separated grazing and growing territories in many of the newer agricultural regions.  
 
    Rainbow River in Ceres 3 was rapidly gaining a reputation for the best trout fishing available. Nigel had enjoyed casting for the popular species back in Britain, but the licenses were ludicrously expensive and everything caught had to be immediately released.  
 
    What’s the point of fishing, if one can’t enjoy the fruits of one’s efforts? Besides, the rainbow trout in the old country had been farm bred and were much more docile than those from the mountain streams of places like New Pacifica. Where’s the sport in catching a fish that’s been conditioned to come racing to you for a food handout as soon as you break the surface of the water? Give me a wild trout, any day. 
 
    Okay, so Rainbow River doesn’t start from the glacial melt of the Pacific Coast range on Earth, but it’s the closest thing to the wild I’ll ever see again. He looked forward to landing two or three fine specimens and enjoying them for dinner. 
 
    He strolled the couple of kilometers from his apartment to the nearest starstep in Vesta One, whistling happily along the way.  
 
    Some of the people he passed found his cheer suspicious, given the troubling infrastructure and banking problems permeating the habitats. They didn’t know that he and his colleagues were responsible for many of those problems.  
 
    Hodge turned the corner into the town square and there it was: the neighborhood starstep.  
 
    For reasons people believed were known only to their Creator, most starsteps were situated outdoors in high-visibility, public areas. The raised platforms with adjacent podiums had appeared overnight throughout the habitats and service tunnels shortly after Alum’s declaration. Most were large enough to transport up to ten people at a time. Some of the starsteps looked big enough to shift a small truck. 
 
    With the starsteps came a new class of civil servant, a priesthood conceived of and personally appointed by Alum, that would be dedicated to a single specific purpose: to administer and oversee the use of this new and miraculous form of transportation.  
 
    Nigel scowled at the thought. Priests should stick to the realm of spirit and faith, and leave systems management and politics to those who are bred for it. For that matter, anyone who’s bound by such narrow-minded righteousness certainly shouldn’t be trusted anywhere near the levers of power.  
 
    He walked up to the starstep map, and placed his index finger on the red “You are here” dot. The intricate rat’s nest of colored lines reminded him of the old subway system maps they used on Earth except, in this case, he’d be hopping from asteroid to asteroid. 
 
    The “transit priests” had done a respectable job posting color-coded maps indicating the various destinations one could access from each starstep. A few days after they’d appeared, the priests had posted digital maps of the entire system and made them available from everyone’s cell phone.  
 
    I have to admit, they did better than I expected. I’ll give them that much. Nigel tapped his fingernail on the dot while he studied his options. Every starstep joined to dozens of others, most in the same habitat or asteroid, but some connected Vesta with Ceres or Pallas, and vice versa. 
 
    The priests interpreted their main function as praying, and helping people give appropriate thanks to their Lord for the miracle of public transportation that Yeshua had brought to the asteroids.  
 
    For without sincere prayer, the starsteps would not work.  
 
    Nigel remembered his professor of Comparative Theology at Oxford being fond of saying, “The Lord has always been a demanding and jealous God. The God of the Old Testament exhorts His followers to worship Him and Him alone.”  
 
    Instead of making Nigel more devout to one God, the professor had inadvertently seeded Nigel’s mind with the question of whether their God was the only god, or simply supreme among the gods. Sadly, Comparative Theology had been of no help in answering that question. 
 
    For over two thousand years, God had worked in subtle and mysterious ways, ways that required faith to convince oneself it was truly Him at work.  
 
    Now, if one were to believe Alum’s preaching, God had returned to active duty and was taking an objectively obvious, easily-verified, and direct hand in the daily lives of His people.  
 
    The miracle of instantaneous transportation was certainly undeniable. Within weeks of appearing, everybody—including himself—had used a starstep at least once. In return, God asked nothing more than the sincere gratitude of His followers for the miracle He wrought over and over every day. Not a bad exchange! 
 
    In many ways, Nigel preferred the distant and mysterious God of his youth over this new Supreme Lord whose hand was once again active in the daily affairs of humanity. True, the data, facts, and tangible evidence right here in front of all were measurable, provable, and less susceptible to interpretation, but the Mystery of the old days was malleable and could be shaped to manipulate people when needed.  
 
    And the masses required manipulation on a regular basis—he remembered. It was so tedious to have to kowtow to public opinion. Good thing it was so easily swayed in one’s direction. The hint of a smile appeared on his lips.  
 
    Hodge traced his finger along the route, and nodded decisively. He walked up to the podium and told the priest his destination.  
 
    “Ceres 3. The closest possible access to Rainbow River, please.”  
 
    The priest consulted his transit guide and directed the Councillor to wait off to one side with three others while a larger group shifted to Pallas One. He strode over to the designated group and stood quietly, a little apart from the others.  
 
    The three travellers were immersed in conversation, and Nigel made no effort to intrude. He caught a few words, something about someone’s savings account being used against their will to pay their neighbor’s bills. He turned his back to the group and smiled to himself. 
 
    The plan he and Debbie Cutter had developed to destabilize the current Administration, and in particular Alum, was going well. His old friend Jared Strang had played surprisingly well into their hand. What an unexpected stroke of good luck that was, Jared bringing in the Cybrids to help.  
 
    With the riots in Vesta Five last week, the population was riled up. Anti-Cybrid sentiment was dangerously high and showing no signs of abating. The arrival of the frightening new Securitor units compounded the general fear and prejudice; deploying them to suppress protestors only served to increase public distrust of all mechanical beings and of authority in general. 
 
    Yes, the time was ripe. He and Cutter could discredit Alum, the Cybrids, and the remnants of the previous Administration all at once.  
 
    Oh, that will be a marvelous day! He smiled and resumed whistling quietly.  
 
    The group ahead of his stepped onto the raised starstep platform and kneeled in prayer.  
 
    “Oh Lord,” they said in heartfelt unison. “Thank you for this miracle of free movement. Your grace and majesty shines upon us and fills our world with Your blessings. Our hearts are moved by Your love and the love of Your only son, Yeshua, as our bodies are moved by Your holy power.” 
 
    They stood. The priest mumbled a few other words into the podium and they disappeared, as millions had disappeared from YTG Churches around the world on the day of the Great Exodus.  
 
    Hodge hadn’t been inside Alum’s innermost circle of advisers at the time, so he had no idea how the man had orchestrated that particular miracle.  
 
    Strang tried to tell him it was simple technology, something invented by Greg Mahajani and usurped by Alum for his own purposes. He tried to convince Hodge this was how Alum had shipped the vast majority of colonists on the asteroids in the first place. But Hodge wasn’t buying it.  
 
    There’d been no hint at all of instantaneous transportation technology on Earth in the years leading up to development of the asteroid colonies. Plus, he’d watched rockets taking off for Vesta with shipment after shipment of recruits from Earth. Seen them with his very own eyes. 
 
    Besides, Strang was a closet agnostic, inclined to believe more in science than the Creator. Strang still thought humans capable of almost anything, using nothing more than the power of their own brains.  
 
    Hodge was no fool. He could recognize a miracle when it stood up and slapped him in the face. The starsteps are an outright miracle, not human-developed technology! A display of God’s infinite power and knowledge, plain and simple.  
 
    The priest waved Hodge’s group forward.  
 
    The Councillor had taken the starstep often before. One instant, you were in one place and, the next, you were somewhere else. And it happened with no detectable transition. Poof! You arrived at your destination! If that wasn’t a miracle, what was?  
 
    He was excited about the trip. Fishing was one thing, moving across outer space in a flash was something else. He adopted an appropriately reverent attitude and stepped onto the platform. 
 
    The four travelers said the prayer, helped along by the priest when nerves caused memory to falter. They stood and bowed their heads. A second later, they were standing on a similar platform in a field on the shore of the Rainbow River.  
 
    Hodge’s old countryman, Jared Strang, was calling, “Hello!” from beside a small electric vehicle at the edge of the platform. Fishing rods, tackle boxes, and hip waders occupied the back seat.  
 
    “Looks like you’ve thought of everything! How far do you think we need to go for good fishing?” Hodge stepped up into the passenger side of the car and closed the door. The vehicle looked more like a rugged golf cart than a traditional automobile.  
 
    Ah! But it has a steering wheel—Nigel noted. It’s meant for manual control off-road. Outside of the central region of the service tunnel, autonomous driving would no longer be an option. 
 
    “The best fishing is high up in the hills near the south cap,” Strang replied. “About two hours away.” 
 
    “That far? I didn’t bring a flask.” 
 
    Strang reached into a satchel on the seat behind him and pulled out a thermos. “Sorry. This was the best I could do.” 
 
    Hodge unscrewed the lid and sniffed. He pulled away quickly. “Bloody hell, Jared! What is that?” 
 
    Strang laughed, “Irish coffee. Takes the sting out of the cold waters.” 
 
    “More Irish than coffee, I’ll wager. A few cups of this and I’m likely to fall asleep in those same waters.”  
 
    “It would make the trip out easier,” Strang said, throwing the vehicle into drive. It jerked onto a gravel road, and followed the river upstream.  
 
    “If you’re going to drive like that, I’ll be taking a few swigs now,” Hodge joked in a well-practiced Irish accent. “To steady me nerves, y’know.”  
 
    As the car bounced along, Hodge carefully poured a few ounces of the strong brew into his plastic travel mug and took a sip.  
 
    “Ahhh! You do know how to start a fishing expedition, old man.” He relaxed back into his seat. 
 
    “Are you going to save some of that for me?” Strang plucked the cup from Hodge’s hand and downed the remainder of the warm contents. He passed the empty mug back to his friend.  
 
    Hodge peered at the bottom of the cup. “Going to be one of those days, is it?” 
 
    “Just getting you prepared to meet someone,” Strang said as they neared the top of the next rise. 
 
    “So we’re going to start off with the business, then?” 
 
    “Otherwise, I’d have saved the thermos until we reached the stream.” 
 
    Hodge grimaced. “I’ll likely need more by the time we get there.” 
 
    Keeping one hand on the steering wheel, Strang lifted the flap of his satchel. There were three more thermoses inside. 
 
    “Ha!” Hodge barked. “You always knew how to prepare for a meeting.” He poured another drink, downed the hot liquid as fast as he could, and poured a fresh cup for Strang.  
 
    “So, who are we seeing today? One of your Progressive Justice party mates, or some honest broker?” 
 
    “A bit of both. I think you’ll find what she has to say very interesting.” 
 
    “She? You’ve not taken to getting your marching orders from a woman, have you?” 
 
    “Really, Nigel. Misogyny in this day and age? That doesn’t become you. Anyway, she’s more of a partner, really. Somewhat like your own co-Councillor,” Strang said. He held his friend’s gaze for a few seconds beyond what was comfortable.  
 
    Hodge looked away, and his eyes traveled to the top of the hill ahead. He couldn’t see anyone standing amongst the young trees at the summit. The vehicle slowed as it approached the peak, then turned into a low clearing and came to a stop ten meters from the polished carboceramic sphere of DAR-K. 
 
    Hodge turned to his friend, “A Cybrid? You never fail to surprise, old man.” 
 
    Strang stepped out of the vehicle and headed toward DAR-K. He stopped midway between her and the car and gave a half-bow of greeting.  
 
    The Cybrid dipped in reply.  
 
    Strang turned back to Hodge, who remained seated in the car.  
 
    “DAR-K is not just any Cybrid.” 
 
    “Not the DAR-K! The one that attacked Administration HQ?” Hodge asked. 
 
    “The very same,” the Cybrid answered. “Happy to meet you at last, Councillor.” She bobbed again. 
 
    Hodge glared at Strang. “Are you insane? This one is dangerous. Do you know what it did?” 
 
    “I received the same reports as you,” Strang answered. “But I know the difference between political spin and the real story. The official reports did not tell the complete truth.” 
 
    “And what is the complete truth?” 
 
    DAR-K interrupted. “The complete truth is that I lost my temper. My display may have been more dramatic than necessary.” 
 
    “That depends on what you were trying to accomplish,” Hodge said. “If you wanted the habitat trembling in fear at the mere thought of Cybrids, I think you accomplished that.” 
 
    “I think you have us confused with Alum’s Securitors,” DAR-K replied. 
 
    “Aren’t you all one and the same? All Cybrids?” Hodge challenged. 
 
    “No,” she replied. “We are not Securitors. We, the original Cybrids, only want peace…and justice.” 
 
    Hodge snorted, “Hmph! Justice? For machines?” 
 
    Strang jumped in quickly. “Now, let’s not be judgmental. Hear us out. Please.” 
 
    The man’s use of the word “us” did not go unnoticed. “Very well,” Hodge answered. He got out of the vehicle and joined his old friend and political opponent. “What do you want from me?” 
 
    “We want you to join us,” DAR-K said. 
 
    “What?” Hodge glanced warily at Strang. “Join who?” he demanded. 
 
    Strang made direct eye contact. “DAR-K and several other Cybrids with political and leadership experience are members of our party now,” he replied.  
 
    “Cybrids can’t vote and they certainly can’t run for office.” 
 
    DAR-K saw it differently. “That will all change within the month. The Cybrids will soon be granted the rights enjoyed by all other people.” 
 
    Hodge spat out his disbelief. “Wha’…How…. No, Alum would never….” 
 
    “Yes, he will. He knows if he doesn’t, the Cybrids will withdraw and leave humans to their own fate. Without us, I doubt it will be long before he is ripped forcefully from office.” 
 
    Hodge took a few angry steps back toward the vehicle. He stopped and pointed accusingly at Strang.  
 
    “This was your plan all along. To get the Cybrids involved!” 
 
    “It’s DAR-K’s plan. Apparently, Alum’s construction of the Securitors went too far.” 
 
    “They’re a crime against my people, and yours. You just don’t see that yet,” DAR-K said flatly. “In any case, the Securitor project has been terminated. We will get our rights. We will vote in this election, and we will have representatives on Council.” 
 
    Strang smiled. “Who knows? Our candidate may even win the Presidency.” 
 
    Hodge stared at him. “Humphrey? That bloated, bumbling bureaucrat? Not a chance.” His eyes rolled in an exaggerated arc. “Unless…you’re not planning on a Cybrid for President?” He laughed in disbelief. “No one, and I mean no one, would agree to be ruled by a machine.” 
 
    “Jared and I coordinated many activities in the colonies back in the early days,” DAR-K said. “Along with Kathy Liang.” 
 
    Hodge said nothing; his eyes darted rapidly back and forth between human and Cybrid. He walked to the edge of the clearing and stood silently; his eyes fixed on the forest while his mind calculated. Jared and DAR-K knew better than to disturb him; he needed to work things out for himself. 
 
    After a few minutes, he picked up the conversation where they’d left off.  
 
    “Okay. Let’s imagine, just for the moment, that what you two are saying is true. Alum grants full citizen rights to the Cybrids and they join with you in the Progressive Justice party. That’s all jolly good fun but why would I, or any of my people, want to get involved with you?” 
 
    DAR-K answered, “Because we know what you and Ms. Cutter have been up to, Mr. Hodge. More importantly, Alum knows. And he knows that we know.” 
 
    Hodge sputtered, “Been up to? What? Working our tails off for this Administration? Because that’s all we’ve been up to.” 
 
    “Don’t forget sabotage and conspiracy,” DAR-K replied. “My people have been chasing after you for some months now.” 
 
    “You have nothing connecting me to any of that.” 
 
    “Oh, really? I’m sure you remember this conversation. When was it? About twenty-eight days and…fourteen point seven hours ago, if I’m not mistaken.”  
 
    The Cybrid played back snippets of a meeting between Hodge and Cutter that had taken place a month earlier.  
 
    Nigel recognized his and Cutter’s voices coming from DAR-K’s speaker. The conversation was damning.  
 
    “How did you get that?” he demanded. 
 
    “Someone noticed how often the two of you frequented Hiram’s,” Strang replied. “It seemed odd, given that your offices are a two minute walk from each other in the Central Administration building. So we bugged the place.” 
 
    “You can’t use this as evidence; it’s illegally acquired. Anyway, no one would believe you.” 
 
    “They won’t need to believe me in order for it to hurt your chances in the election. And trust me, this is only the tip of the iceberg. We have enough evidence to jail both of you, along with a number of your co-conspirators.” 
 
    “You think I’d accept that on your say so?” 
 
    “I thought you might say that. Look at Jared’s tablet. The most damning documents are already there.” 
 
    Strang extracted a tablet from his inside pocket, and held it for his fellow Councillor.  
 
    Hodge flipped through a trail of private emails, work orders, and secret payments. It was as bad as DAR-K said.  
 
    He pushed the tablet back to Strang. “Do you really believe that bullying me into switching parties will serve your goals?”  
 
    “It’s not all stick, Nigel. There’s a bit of a carrot in it for you, too. Don’t forget, Alum knows what you’ve been up to. We can protect you from him. He has as much evidence as we do; it won’t be long before he acts on it.” 
 
    “How could you possibly know that?” 
 
    “As good as your people or his people may be, DAR-K is much better. You know that she’s templated from Kathy Liang? The Dr. Kathy Liang?” 
 
    “Yes, yes. So?” 
 
    “I’m much more than a copy of Kathy Liang’s concepta and persona,” DAR-K said. “I am Kathy Liang in every important way.” 
 
    She let that sink in.  
 
    Confused, Hodge could only stare, jaw agape, until realization struck.  
 
    “No, that was not permitted,” he said. 
 
    “Kathy—that is to say, I—was in charge of the Cybrid development program as much as the Vesta Project. I included my own lattice enhancements into this processing unit. I am Kathy Liang.” 
 
    “You can close your mouth now,” Strang said. “I know how you feel. It hit me pretty hard when I first learned of it, too. I’m glad Dr. Liang took the steps she did. DAR-K is the person most qualified to lead us, to lead all of us, Nigel.” His eyes pleaded with his friend’s.  
 
    Hodge couldn’t bear the intensity of Strang’s gaze. He looked away. He clasped his hands behind his neck, tilted his head back, and let out a loud sigh.  
 
    “Nigel,” Strang began, but Hodge held up a hand to stop him.  
 
    Hodge jammed his hands into his pockets, and paced to the edge of the clearing, muttering to himself. By the time he wandered back to Strang and DAR-K, he was calmer. 
 
    “Okay. I confess. Though I’m sure there’s no need for that, seeing as you two have all the evidence you need to convict me.” 
 
    “We are not interested in convicting you,” DAR-K said. “Though, I believe Alum may be working toward that end.” 
 
    “Why? Why would he want to discredit one of his own?” 
 
    “I’ve calculated a 96.3% probability that he’s on a path leading to dictatorship,” DAR-K answered. 
 
    “Dictatorship?” Hodge scoffed.  
 
    “Classically, it is one of the more effective methods of leadership in early societies,” Strang explained. “Factor in that he’s also the religious leader of an essentially fanatic group, and it’s practically inevitable that he’d make that choice.” 
 
    Hodge’s eyes narrowed. “How can we get enough votes to stop him? Or do you two have something else in mind?” 
 
    “For the moment, no,” DAR-K answered. “We Cybrids will demonstrate both our goodwill and our capabilities to the people when we fix the various systemic problems.”  
 
    A short tentacle extended from the front of the machine; it pointed directly at Hodge, who took a worried step back.  
 
    “You and your colleagues will assist us by halting all counter-activities, effective immediately.  
 
    “In time, we could uncover all your methods and identify everyone in your network. The election would be over, and we would all pay dearly for the results. So, your activities will stop. Order will be restored. You will declare yourself in support of the Progressives, and you will join us as a candidate.” 
 
    “Would anyone believe I’d switch from Alum’s Yeshua Republic party to the opposition, to yours? How credible would that be?” 
 
    Strang played with his tablet and held it out again. “Here’s a draft of a speech wherein you speak admiringly of the effectiveness of the Cybrids’ efforts in restoring the malfunctioning systems. As well, you discuss how you’ve had recent conversations with DAR-K, and how those conversations led you to somewhat of an awakening.” 
 
    Hodge nodded as he scanned. “Mm-hm. Yes, it’s a start, I suppose. Of course, I’ll have to review the speech.” 
 
    “Certainly. We’re not trying to force you into anything, Nigel. We’re trying to give you an honorable way out.” 
 
    “Out of what?” 
 
    DAR-K answered, “Prison. Or worse. I don’t think Alum would stop with merely throwing you in jail. He might allow the riot that would inevitably follow his public revelations about you to get out of control. Physical harm is not out of the question.” 
 
    “Alum wouldn’t turn me out just like that,” Hodge protested. 
 
    “Listen for yourself. You might be surprised,” DAR-K said. She played back a recording of another meeting.  
 
    Hodge picked out Alum’s voice right away. His blood chilled when he heard him say, “You have to think of the long game, John. It will end when we want it to, when it’s to our best advantage.” Then the recording was done. 
 
    “Who is this ‘John’ he’s speaking to?” Hodge asked. 
 
    “John Trillian,” she answered 
 
    Aside from the content of the tape, Nigel marveled at the obvious closeness of the two men, and the depth of secrecy needed to keep this “John Trillian” out of the public perception, even more so, away from the attention of the Governing Council. 
 
    “How did you get that?” Hodge demanded.  
 
    “My temper may have run hot, but I’m still Kathy Liang. I wasn’t so out of my mind with rage that I couldn’t think to plant a listening device or two.” 
 
    “Believe her, Nigel,” added Strang. Their eyes locked.  
 
    Hodge looked away first. “It seems I have little choice,” he sighed. 
 
    “You do. You could accept the personal and political ruin that you likely deserve,” DAR-K suggested. 
 
    Hodge couldn’t tell if the Cybrid cared what happened to him, but a way out, a way forward while salvaging his political career, that still left hope. As long as he lived and stayed in the game, the outcome was still to be decided. 
 
    “Alright then. How can we give ourselves any chance of winning against Alum?” Hodge asked the Cybrid. 
 
    “There’s more,” Strang interjected. 
 
    “Much more,” DAR-K echoed. “The snippet of conversation you just heard led me to investigate Alum and Trillian more extensively.” 
 
    “Ahh! You found dirt,” Hodge guessed. 
 
    “Your group’s activities have had a lull of late, correct?” 
 
    Hodge picked at a lure on his vest. “Our goals were being met without much need for direct intervention.”  
 
    “That’s because Alum and Trillian have taken to helping you out.” 
 
    Hodge started in surprise and pricked his finger on the lure he’d been toying with.  
 
    “Ow!” He shook his hand and put the bleeding finger in his mouth. He pulled it out after a few seconds and examined it. “You can prove that?” 
 
    “Indeed,” DAR-K replied. “That’s the only way this election will be fair.” 
 
    Hodge shook his head. “MAD.” 
 
    “Yes,” DAR-K confirmed, “Mutually Assured Destruction. After Alum grants Cybrids full citizenship rights, I will send him all the evidence I have showing his collusion in the habitat problems. He will know I mean the election to be a fair one. We won’t use what we have, provided that he doesn’t use what he has.” 
 
    “Will that be sufficient?” 
 
    “Oh, he’ll try dozens of ways to see rumors are planted and that hints of damning information about you gets out, but this will restrain his direct involvement to some degree. His petty interventions won’t be a large factor in the overall results.” 
 
    “How can you be sure of that?” 
 
    “Nigel, please,” Strang admonished. “Among her many other talents, this is the most powerful mathematical brain in existence.” 
 
    “Thank you, Jared, DAR-K acknowledged. “Alum can run the game theory scenarios as well as I can. He’ll know he can’t push any dirt on you and Ms. Cutter too hard. He’ll also know I can counter any rumors he creates about Cybrid collusion.” 
 
    Hodge held out a hand to interject. “Alum is a game theory genius?” 
 
    “He is more than he seems,” DAR-K replied. “He may be my equal.” 
 
    “But how?”  
 
    “When Darian Leigh made the virus that created the lattice enhancements in humans, he made three capsules. One for each of his lab assistants. Greg and I, that is the original Greg Mahajani and Kathy Liang, took ours. Larry Rusalov, the third assistant, appears to have given his to the Reverend LaMontagne.” 
 
    “Alum’s spiritual father,” Hodge recalled. 
 
    “Much, much more than that. It seems the Reverend found a way to extract or copy the lattice virus from himself and give it to the young Alum. I don’t believe it was taken voluntarily.” 
 
    “That’s horrible!” 
 
    “Yes, it is. Alum was exposed to an IQ-enhancing lattice from almost as young an age as Darian himself. His mind was also probably slaved to the Reverend’s for a good number of those years. Our ‘Leader’ is older, smarter, more capable, and more ruthless than anyone suspects.” 
 
    “He’s an unholy abomination!” 
 
    “Every bit as much as what he preaches against. More so than most Cybrids, whose only crime has been to have the wrong computational substrate, and at least as much of an abomination as I am.” 
 
    Hodge thought about what he’d learned. “Is there any way we can use this against him?” he asked. 
 
    “I have no desire to carry on down that road. Over the past few decades, there has been enough disparaging of IQ-enhancing dendy lattices, and of those who have them, to suit me a lifetime,” DAR-K answered. “And keep in mind that I’m a machine; my life is likely to be a long one.” 
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
    21  
 
    “didn’t Alum cancel the Securitor program?” Greg/Darak pushed back from his keyboard and swiveled his chair around to face John Trillian.  
 
    While he was programming inworlds for Alum, it was best to appear to need the standard interface rather than using his lattice. Especially when Trillian might be watching over his shoulder.  
 
    “Yes, he did.” 
 
    “Then why are we continuing to develop this battle simulation inworld?” 
 
    “We may have other uses for it.” 
 
    Greg sighed. “Is that the best answer I can expect? No answer at all?”  
 
    Trillian walked over to a lab bench and picked up a crystalline Cybrid brain from among the dozen sitting there. He turned it over in his hands, letting the light reflect off its polished surfaces.  
 
    “What do you think it’s like, living inside one of these things?” he asked. 
 
    Greg stood up and stretched the kinks out of his back. “I’ve always assumed it was the same as living inside our brain. At least, that’s how I program the sensory input.” 
 
    Sitting for hours at a desk and pretending to work like an unenhanced human had been taking a toll on him, mentally and physically. I need to make more of an effort to get out into the tunnel park and walk around.  
 
    He meandered over to the door and peered outside. A pair of scientists were engaged in deep discussion on a bench by the river. Rare to see people around here.  
 
    Behind him, Trillian grunted. “This one, though, it’s special. Isn’t it?”  
 
    “It is,” Greg answered. “It contains a partial copy, a pared-down concepta of Sgt. Alden St. Michael, retired. I’ve kept everything I could find pertaining to battle strategy and tactics, plus loyalty, duty, and honor. Everything unrelated was left out of the copy. Should be ideal for testing the inworld battle simulator.” 
 
    “Yes, ideal.” Trillian set the Cybrid lattice back on the bench. He joined Greg and looked out at the park. His eyes wandered left and right, following the science service tunnel off to infinity in either direction. 
 
    Greg followed Trillian’s gaze. “It’s quiet around here. I thought this place was supposed to be a beehive of activity.” 
 
    Trillian snapped around and focused on his co-worker, searching his face for signs of criticism. “Be glad you’re among the few with access.” 
 
    Greg held up his hands, deflecting Trillian’s suspicions. “Don’t think that I don’t appreciate being able to work for Alum and the Administration. I mean, this is a dream job right? I get to play and create all I could possibly want.” 
 
    “It is a dream job to be doing Alum’s work. The Lord’s work.” 
 
    “I guess I wouldn’t mind knowing the work is appreciated and enjoyed, is all.” 
 
    “You have inSense. Don’t you visit your inworlds while you develop them?”  
 
    “Sure, and I like them. It would just be nice to know that my intended audience appreciates them, too. You know? To talk to some of the Cybrids and get their feedback.” 
 
    “That kind of conversation is prohibited except for Cybrid supervisors,” Trillian replied. 
 
    “Of course. I used to be a Supervisor, you know, when I first got here. Not that the Cybrids and I ever actually talked. Apart from you and Alum, I’ve received no feedback on Vacationland. And I have no idea if this current project is at all useful.” 
 
    “The battle simulations?” 
 
    “Well, if the Securitor program isn’t going to use them, who will?” Greg kept his face as open and innocent as possible. He was broaching dangerous ground. 
 
    “Video games, especially military ones, have always been popular,” Trillian replied casually. 
 
    Greg nodded, as if he took the answer seriously. “True. Well, among kids—teenage boys, particularly—for sure. That hardly describes the Cybrids, though, does it? Or are we going to release it on one of the inSense channels? It’s a little too destructive for most players, don’t you think?” 
 
    “You could say that, yes.” Trillian snorted. “No, we won’t put this out for public consumption. Let’s just say that every civilization needs to prepare contingencies.” 
 
    “Contingencies? Against what?” 
 
    “One never knows. That’s why they’re called contingencies.” 
 
    “So, on the remote possibility there may someday be some nebulous future need for a Cybrid military—“ 
 
    “Or a human one,” Trillian added. 
 
    “—for a Cybrid or human military training program, I should continue development?” 
 
    “Exactly.” 
 
    “Okay. It’s your dime, boss.” Greg went back to his station. 
 
    Trillian stood in the doorway a while longer, staring at the outdoor part of the tunnel. “That’s all the time I have today,” he announced abruptly. “I’ll check on your progress again next week.” 
 
    “Same time, same place,” Greg replied. “I’m here every workday.” Trillian was already striding away to his next meeting.  
 
    Greg stared at his screen, contemplating for a minute. That was an odd exchange. Evasive, even for Trillian.  
 
    He copied a chunk of code he’d written weeks ago onto his computer. The program had been completed within minutes of starting on it, but he had to make it look like it was coming along with great difficulty over a period of weeks or months.  
 
    To that end, his code contained a small routine to make the computer think everything had been entered manually. Spyware or anyone checking his work would detect a history of keystrokes, complete with typos, fixes, test compilations, and practice runs. Greg wouldn’t be present for most of it. 
 
    He walked over to the bench and picked up the Cybrid CPPU Trillian had been holding minutes earlier.  
 
    Curious that Trillian chose this particular unit. Even more curious, he seemed to know something about it.  
 
    On a whim, he threw the brain into a test harness. He’d become intimately familiar with every association, label, and conceptual relationship in the simplified mind of Sgt. St. Michael. He wasn’t sure what he expected to find, but he’d been picking up something odd from Trillian, and he was pretty sure this brain held a clue. He activated the CPPU and dove into the conceptual structures stored within.  
 
    Trillian, you’ve been busy! The alterations to the abbreviated data structures jumped out at him as if they’d been written in flaming letters.  
 
    Greg extricated his own lattice senses from the Cybrid concepta. It had to have been Trillian. Who else? Unless…could Alum himself have deigned to visit the science labs? Highly unlikely. No, this coding was too similar to what he’d discovered in the Securitor minds he’d examined.  
 
    Sneaky! Trillian had altered the loyalty and honor sections of the concepta, giving it a peculiar admiration of Alum and emphasizing the protection of his Administration over that of the habitats and their citizens.  
 
    That’s scary; he’s also ramped up aggressiveness to dangerous levels.  
 
    Greg paced the length of the bench. Without Securitors, this makes no sense. I’ve seen no sign of any more being built. So either the construction program is still secretly active or the CPPU is intended for something else. 
 
    Any Vesta facilities capable of housing a covert Securitor manufacturing facility were all nearby. Without a thought, Greg shifted to the closest one.  
 
    The facility was quiet. A single half-completed Securitor body sat in the middle of the room, wires dangling, electro-muscles without power. Not here. 
 
    He shifted to two other nearby possibilities in quick succession. There was no sign of Securitor construction in either of them. He shifted back to his lab and went for a walk down by the river in the park.  
 
    The two scientists he’d seen earlier had left; nobody was visible in any direction. 
 
    Something else had been bothering him about the changes to Sgt. Michael’s data structures. He called up the memory of his code review, and turned his attention to the lowest level of the operating system. 
 
    There. The BIOS routines for managing rocket propulsion and thruster jets had all been replaced.  
 
    Greg recognized the intent of the code. A shifter. An independent, locally-entangled jump-shift management routine.  
 
    Someone had figured out his travel method!  
 
    Sure, shifters were almost ubiquitous now, but they all went from one discrete entangled point to another. 
 
    I’m the only one who’s ever experimented with shifting using nothing but naturally-available entangled particles. His heart was hammering. He took a moment to dampen his emotional response to the discovery. His breathing slowed. 
 
    He examined the code more closely. Whoever programmed those shift routines had stopped well short of the kind of distances that Greg’s sense of adventure and desperation had taken him. Maximum jumps were sensibly limited to under a kilometer at a time, with short recalculation rests in between.  
 
    He couldn’t help but smirk. There are some advantages to being a little crazy, I guess. Still, it’s a fast method to get around, and it uses very little energy. Just a little for calculations and the specialized RAF generator, that’s all. 
 
    So, is this modified concepta heading for some new kind of Securitor? And who’s responsible? In all the habitats, who has the skill to challenge Kathy’s original designs?  
 
    There was only one possible answer. Alum.  
 
    If Alum were building some new kind of police or military Cybrid, where would he hide it? 
 
    Greg called up the construction plans of all three asteroids. For redundancy, every critical scientific function had been installed on at least two of the three asteroids. Cybrid manufacture was on Vesta and Pallas. He’d already checked out the likely locations on Vesta and found no covert activities there. 
 
    He shifted to a storage closet inside one of the four possible Cybrid labs in Pallas. He listened at the door then cracked it slightly ajar. Nothing. He stepped out and swept the empty lab. There were no signs of any recent activity. 
 
    He jumped to a supply closet in the next lab on his list. He could hear sounds of movement outside the closet, the whine of e-muscle, the click-click of metal tools. He cracked open the door for a peek. 
 
    What the hell is that? He fell back into the closet, pulling the door closed as he reeled. The latch made a soft snick as it fell into place. He held his breath.  
 
    The sounds in the lab stopped.  
 
    He called up the schematics for the area and shifted to an observation and control room across the lab. When a Cybrid tentacle pulled open the closet door, he was already gone. 
 
    He stood up slowly, carefully, behind machine panels in the control room and with one eye peeked into the lab through a gap between two instruments.  
 
    In the middle of the lab, a Cybrid tinkered on a three-meter tall humanoid structure. 
 
    No, not human. A demon? He looked more closely. No, not demonic either. Not exactly. An Angel?  
 
    The polished metal surface gleamed in the functional lighting of the lab. Its e-muscles flexed beneath the surface when the Cybrid moved stimulating probes around inside an open panel in the abdomen.  
 
    In the middle of the open panel lay a standard Cybrid harness, waiting to receive a new CPPU. Sgt. St. Michael’s?  
 
    Nothing besides his suspicions led to that conclusion. Still, it wasn’t unreasonable, and the coincidence behind his two discoveries was unsettling.  
 
    He couldn’t see any propulsion ports. Maybe they open up on the bottom of the feet.  
 
    Could the shift software be for the Angel? They wouldn’t need rockets if they could make sequential shifts.  
 
    The Cybrid probe moved again, and the construct flapped its wings once, twice. They barely stirred a breeze. For decoration only—Greg mused.  
 
    Unless that thing contained an RAF generator for mass reduction, the wings would never provide enough lift. Anyway, why lift when you can shift?  
 
    It all made sense now. Why Alum was continuing with the inworld battle training though he’d cancelled the Securitor program. Why someone had meddled with some Partial’s—Sgt. St. Michael’s—concepta. Angels!  
 
    Greg had a sour taste in his mouth. The most devilish Angel I’ve ever seen. 
 
    Now that he thought about it, his inworld programming assignment had been given a strange specification. Trillian had insisted on it. “Assume a smaller version of the tunnel drills is available as a weapon,” he’d said.  
 
    As Greg grasped the implications, he broke into a cold sweat. He remembered the first time the Reverend LaMontagne had demonstrated a small tunnel drill to him and Kathy, back in the wilderness park area of Texas. It had made small work of an entire mountainside.  
 
    What would it do against humans? Or Cybrids?  
 
    He had to talk to someone in the opposition. If he was going to stop this, he needed help. 
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    Alum sat alone in a chamber surrounded by blank Cybrid CPPUs. John Trillian watched attentively from the adjacent control room.  
 
    “Are you ready, sir?” 
 
    Am I ready? How can one know if one is truly ready to take the first step toward Godhood?  
 
    Alum adjusted his induction helmet. Not that he normally needed one, but today would stretch even his interface abilities. Once the new chips are implanted, I can dispense with this—he thought.  
 
    He ran his fingers over the surface of the helmet trying to sense the exotic particles contained inside. Maybe a bump, here and there. That could be anything—he told himself—a seam, a slight manufacturing variation.  
 
    The pods containing the clusters of spin-entangled atoms were microscopic. Each one held no more than a million individual specimens.  
 
    The hardware around them, which enabled his mind to be distributed throughout the asteroid habitats, was bigger by far. Each micromodem was a chip, just a few millimeters square, lying over corresponding transmitter/receivers he had grown on his neocortex.  
 
    That was a brilliant bit of virus engineering—he thought. Darian Leigh would be proud.  
 
    “Sir?” Trillian’s voice intruded on his thoughts. The man was clearly eager to get on with it.  
 
    “A moment, please, John.” Why shouldn’t he be eager? This is his crowning achievement as much as mine. Trillian designed the communications hardware and the special software that will allow me to run all the important machinery in the habitats.  
 
    Alum put his hand on a small brown crystalline cube. And just what will you do?—he wondered, and turned the cube over in his hand.  
 
    Will you be interfaced to a starstep, or drive a loop train? Will you control lighting and airflow, or watch over crops and livestock? Will you monitor billions of transactions, or supervise people as they go about their daily business? 
 
    Over the past month, Trillian had overseen the installation of special interfaces all over the habitats. “Partial AI will enhance the reliability, safety, and security of critical habitat systems,” they’d told the citizens. That much was true.  
 
    They didn’t mention it would also put every single automated process in all three colonies under the direct control of Alum’s consciousness. 
 
    Most of the lattice cubes were smaller than a full Cybrid brain. The smallest were for simple purposes, and were barely smarter than a finger. Others will be my extra eyes or ears.  
 
    Alum moved his hand to a much larger one, almost twice the size of the normal Cybrid cube. And some will be only for thinking, for housing more of me than this body can hold.  
 
    So why am I so glum? So pensive?  
 
    When Trillian had first proposed the cubes, Alum hadn’t been convinced it would be a good idea. At first.  
 
    “Just think about it,” John had said. “Everything will be connected to you. The habitats will rely on you completely. Elected or not, your control will be absolute,”  
 
    To usurp control. To maintain that control beyond my natural lifetime. Is that a thing Yeshua would condone? Not to mention that we’ve publicly discredited the unnatural; should we now embrace it? He tormented himself for weeks over the decision. 
 
    Even when he’d finally warmed up to the idea, he’d remained reluctant. “As appealing as it may be, I’m concerned about the higher-level nodes,” he’d shared with Trillian. 
 
    “Ah, yes. The independents.” 
 
    “It seems risky to have multiple copies of one’s self floating around the solar system. Even without corporeal bodies, what’s to stop the copies of me from seeing themselves as competitors to me? I mean, the original, flesh and blood me?”  
 
    “No doubt, your concern is increased by the potential risk of embodiment. Perhaps in some convenient Cybrid body?” Trillian could barely suppress his grin.  
 
    “You make it sound less palatable by the minute but, judging by your glee, I suspect you have a solution in mind.”  
 
    “I do, indeed, sir.” Trillian beamed. “When I proposed to ‘distribute’ you, I didn’t mean copies of you. I meant all of you.” 
 
    “Okay, John. Now I’m intrigued. How do you propose to do that?”  
 
    “With these.” He held up a pair of unremarkable devices, about the size of a pair of hearing aids. “These are highly miniaturized, dedicated quantum shifters coupled to standard optical transmitter/receivers.” 
 
    Alum caught on instantly. “I see. You circumvent speed-of-light limitations on transmission delay by connecting the pair through shifting technology.”  
 
    He plucked one of the devices from Trillian’s hand. “Very clever, John. No matter how far apart my various processing units are, it will be as if they are all together.”  
 
    “Exactly,” Trillian replied. “In effect, we won’t be placing copies of you throughout the habitats; we’ll be distributing all of you across all of the habitats. Your mind will stretch across the solar system.” 
 
    “Do I not fill heaven and earth?” Alum had whispered.  
 
    “Jeremiah 23:24,” Trillian answered. “Not quite in the same way as our Lord, God. But certainly larger than life, I think.”  
 
    “Though always in humble service to Yeshua’s People,” Alum added, and bowed his head. How pragmatic!—he thought. How easy to ignore the morality of a thing, like expanding one’s mind beyond the merely human, once it becomes a real possibility. But can it be done without risk? That’s the only question that really matters.  
 
    Trillian caught a flicker of something in Alum’s eyes before the lids drew down as veils. Was it guilt? Recognition of the hubris of the idea? Or simply an acknowledgement of how attractive the idea was?  
 
    Alum gave himself over to the weight of what he was about to do.  
 
    Truly, it is a service to become a God. I will remember this: Absolute power demands absolute responsibility and absolute humility.  
 
    “Are you ready now, sir?” Again, Trillian’s voice pulled Alum back to the present.  
 
    He nodded. “Yes, John. I’m ready, now.” 
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    “Okay. So, ‘A voice for all citizens,’ it is.” Stephen Humphrey pushed his seat back from the table and stood up, stretching out to his full six-foot three height. 
 
     
 
    “After only forty minutes,” Nigel Hodge muttered to Debbie Cutter, in the chair beside him. She stifled a laugh.  
 
    “Not the most inspirational of messages, but solid enough,” he added for the benefit of the others. 
 
    “I’m glad you approve,” Jared Strang replied. 
 
    Hodge mirrored Strang’s wry smile. “Well, it beats, ‘A solid opposition for a solid democracy.’” 
 
    This time, Cutter couldn’t contain her laughter. “Ha! That was a winner!” 
 
    Priyam Kaloor was not amused. “This one still sounds like we assume we’re going to lose,” he noted. 
 
    “You do realize that it would take a miracle to win an actual majority, right? A bona fide miracle,” Jenny Thurgood pointed out.  
 
    The seven members of the Election Committee of the Progressive Justice Party sat elbow-to-elbow around a circular table in the small meeting room. The room was lit by three overhead LEDs whose blinding light reflected off the table’s polished stone surface. Beyond the chairs, the light fell off quickly, leaving the corners of the room in darkness.  
 
    Only six of the seven attendees occupied a chair. DAR-K’s imposing two-meter spherical body, hovering a few centimeters above the floor, took up the last place at the table. The LED lights reflected dully off her matte gray finish.  
 
    Hodge was finally getting used to DAR-K being there. He hardly flinched anymore when she floated in for a meeting. In fact, he almost didn’t register her presence at all, as if she were a piece of furniture, until some brilliant analysis or other emanated from her speaker in Kathy Liang’s voice. He still got nervous when her voice emerged from near darkness on the other side of the table. That, he couldn’t get used to.  
 
    They were meeting at the back of the official party headquarters in the building next to Rumi’s Café. The location gave Hodge and Cutter a convenient excuse to be in the neighborhood. The quality of Rumi’s coffee and carrot-ginger cake was rapidly gaining renown throughout Vesta One, and it wasn’t all that far from the Vesta Project Management Tower so, all in all, it seemed like a natural place they might visit.  
 
    The fact that a supposedly permanently locked door joined Rumi’s supply room to an unused office in the party headquarters was a bonus.  
 
    Hodge and Cutter used the secret passage to attend opposition party election committee meetings without alerting Alum to their betrayal. They hadn’t publicly come out as candidates for the Progressive Justice Party yet.  
 
    Better to wait until Alum officially announced citizenship for the Cybrids and the incumbent rights that went along with their new status. The Cybrid Grand March was only a week away. Until then, discretion was critical.  
 
    All that would change after the Grand March, once the personhood of the Cybrids was formally recognized and their supporters no longer had to hide.  
 
    When Alum discovers we’ve switched support, he’ll remove us from the ruling party in the Governing Council faster than we can blink. I don’t think he’ll kick us off the Council entirely, though. Overly harsh retribution would give the impression he doesn’t tolerate dissenting perspectives, even from the opposition.  
 
    Hodge and Cutter could wait out the next few years on the Council sidelines rather than in the midst of the government. Life would be different for everyone after the election. 
 
    They could still just cross the floor to the other side once an official opposition was recognized. Alum had permitted Strang and associates from the old Administration to remain on the Council. He no longer sought their advice, but at least he’d let them stay on. 
 
    Strang interrupted Hodge’s musings. “If we were to win a majority, how would we make that miracle happen?” 
 
    “The one strategy that always works,” Hodge replied. 
 
    “Go negative?” 
 
    “We have lots to work with. Not the least of which is, the man really isn’t even human.” 
 
    “No. Absolutely not. We’ve talked about this before,” DAR-K reminded them. 
 
    “I realize Alum has as much potential to damage us with his own negative campaign as we have to hurt him, but—“ 
 
    “A negative strategy would destroy us both and throw Vesta into political chaos,” DAR-K interrupted. “That is unacceptable.” 
 
    “Surely there has to be a way to get a rumor out there, some way to make him reveal himself.” 
 
    “Reveal himself as what?” Strang asked. 
 
    “As the machine he is. The man’s not even human.” 
 
    “I’m not human either,” DAR-K pointed out.  
 
    “Well, then, we’ll at least level the playing field. The election will be between two different machine candidates.” 
 
    “Your insistence on the importance of computational substrate over cognitive structure in determining humanity has always been troubling, Nigel,” DAR-K said. 
 
    “See what I mean?” Hodge replied. “Nobody, no human person, would ever say something like that.” 
 
    Jared jumped in. “Listen, you two. We’ve already agreed to disagree on this. Nigel, we’re not going down that road in the campaign. Please give it a rest.” 
 
    Hodge held up his hands, fingers splayed, in front of his chest. “Very well. Sorry if I happen to prefer first place over second.” 
 
    DAR-K sighed. “We all like to win, but that’s not the way to get there. Alum is too autocratic for his own good. Sooner or later, he’ll show his true colors and when he does, we’ll be ready to appeal to the people.” 
 
    Thurgood frowned. “You’re assuming that people prefer the right to choose, over being ruled by a beloved dictator they see as their Spiritual Leader.” 
 
    “One has to have some faith in humanity,” the Cybrid replied. 
 
    “Perhaps I can help.” The voice came unexpected out of the dark. 
 
    DAR-K shot out four tentacles in a defensive posture and heads turned toward the corner of the room, craning to see who had barged into their clandestine meeting. 
 
    A middle–aged man with a moderately muscular build, softly chiseled features, and an air of gentle confidence stepped forward into the light. 
 
    “Who are you?” Strang asked. 
 
    “My name is Darak Legsu.” 
 
    “And how do you think you can help? More importantly, how did you get in here, and how long have you been listening?” 
 
    “I’m good at being in places I’m not supposed to be,” Darak answered. “And I’ve been listening long enough. As to your first question, I have some information I think you’ll find important to your campaign.” 
 
    “Right!” Hodge laughed. “We have no idea who you are. Why should we believe any information you have? For all we know, Alum sent you.”  
 
    Darak stepped closer to the table so they could see his face. “Those who are most untrustworthy are often most suspicious as well, wouldn’t you agree Mr. Hodge?” 
 
    Nigel stood up, knocking his chair backward, and took a step toward the stranger. “If you know who I am, you might think better than to insult me in front of my friends,” he hissed.  
 
    “Friends?” Darak raised his eyebrows and laughed softly, audibly blowing air from his nostrils. “I’m not so sure you’re right about that. You barely tolerate each other’s company. And you certainly aren’t all of like mind. I’d say something more like unwanted, but necessary, allies. At least, that’s probably how Alum would see it.” 
 
    DAR-K darted around the table. Her manipulators shot out to encircle the interloper. Before they could trap him, the man stepped back into the darkness and was gone. 
 
    “I expected a friendlier reception,” Darak said from the other side of the room. Heads spun around to follow the new source of his voice. “I’m sorry, but I’ll have to deactivate the Cybrid’s motor routines while we talk.”  
 
    He activated a virus to invade DAR-K’s semiconductor CPPU and override her voluntary control of propulsion and tentacles. Her security rebuffed it effortlessly.  
 
    Darak frowned and modified the virus to accommodate a more sophisticated level of protection. It was equally ineffective. He tried again with three different versions in rapid succession. The Cybrid glided toward him, manipulators extended. 
 
    There’s something familiar about its defenses—Greg/Darak thought. He should’ve shifted away to safety as DAR-K brushed off his best attempts to hack her control systems and drifted closer. He should have, but he didn’t.  
 
    There was something about that style of mental thrust and parry tugged at the edge of his consciousness and kept him from leaving.  
 
    I’ve done this before.  
 
    His eyes widened, and he stopped the viral attack. These defensive moves could only belong to one person. 
 
    “Kathy?” 
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    The politicians around the table looked from DAR-K to the stranger who’d materialized from the shadows, and back to DAR-K.  
 
    The stranger stood still. His eyes focused expectantly on the Cybrid.  
 
    “Hello, Greg,” DAR-K said, her voice level and quiet. She halted her advance a meter away. 
 
    “What? DAR-K, do you know this man?” Strang’s gaze whipped back and forth between Darak and DAR-K. 
 
    “I’d recognize my husband’s mind anywhere, in any guise,” the Cybrid answered. “Ladies and gentlemen, I present Dr. Greg Mahajani, apparently now also known as Darak Legsu.” 
 
    For a second or two, the room was suspended in stunned silence.  
 
    “You look good, Greg. Or should I say, Darak? I like the new name, and the new look,” she said, sincerely. 
 
    “I guess we both kept a few secrets,” Darak observed. 
 
    DAR-K bobbed slightly, as if nodding. “So it would seem.”  
 
    Nigel Hodge stood up and slammed his stylus onto the table in front of him, startling everyone from the captivating scene playing out in front of them.  
 
    “Look, I hate to break up this happy little reunion, but could someone please explain to me what the bloody hell is going on?” he snapped. 
 
    “Oh, Nigel, sit down,” Strang huffed. “Isn’t it obvious? It would seem that Dr. Mahajani managed to escape Earth before the Eater destroyed it. He’s just realized that DAR-K carries the mind of his deceased wife, Kathy Liang.” 
 
    “Why, that’s incredible! How did you escape?” Hodge demanded. “Did you steal a rocket? Did you find last-minute Redemption and join the Church?” 
 
    Greg burst out laughing. “No, certainly not the latter, I assure you.” 
 
    “You shifted,” DAR-K suggested.  
 
    If a Cybrid sphere could convey a wry smile, or amazement and appreciation, Darak would’ve frozen time to bask a moment longer in that gaze. 
 
    “He...what? He shifted? What’s that?” Hodge demanded. 
 
    “It’s how you got here,” Greg said. “It’s how you move between asteroid habitats.” 
 
    “Those are miracles of Our Lord,” Cutter interjected. 
 
    “Before they were miracles, they were technology,” Greg answered. “I should know. I developed it.” 
 
    “Preposterous!” Hodge protested. 
 
    “Despite what you may believe, it’s true,” DAR-K said. “Greg invented what you think of as the starstep.” 
 
    She turned to Greg. “I presume you managed to obtain your own private pair of entangled particles to make the shift here. That doesn’t surprise me. I am surprised you didn’t bring anyone else with you. Or did you?” There was a hopeful tremor in her voice. 
 
    Greg’s head dropped. “No. I wasn’t able to save anyone else. The shift generator is built into my head. I can’t make a field big enough to include anyone besides me. And it all happened so fast; I didn’t have enough time to get to you—to the original Kathy—before the Eater took her.” 
 
    “I’m sorry to hear that. I really am.” 
 
    Greg stared at the floor, reliving the horror of the day. It didn’t help that Kathy’s voice had been so perfectly reproduced by the two-meter carboceramic sphere carrying her persona.  
 
    The emotional wound caused by her death was still too fresh. He missed her; every waking moment, he missed her. He longed for the simple comfort of her company, to talk, to hear her laugh, to feel her hand in his. A stainless steel-composite tentacle, activated by nanoelectric motors would never be the same. 
 
    Strang spoke gently into the prolonged silence. “You said maybe you could help us. How?” 
 
    Greg pulled himself from his grief and took a deep breath. “You may not know that I sort of work for Alum now. Well, for John Trillian, really.” 
 
    “What do you mean, ‘sort of work’ for Alum?” DAR-K asked, ignoring the panicked glances around the table.  
 
    “I designed the Cybrid inworld you know as Vacationland,” Greg answered. “Maybe you’ve seen it?” 
 
    “Yes, it’s been out for a few months. It raised quite a stir when it debuted. I’m sure by now almost everyone’s seen it,” DAR-K said. “I should have recognized your work. It’s impressive; some of your best coding.” 
 
    “Thanks. Unfortunately, it’s being used like Rome used the Coliseum.” 
 
    “Keep the masses well-entertained and you never have to worry about them organizing a rebellion,” Strang said. 
 
    “Exactly. But that’s not why I made it.” 
 
    “Why did you make it?” DAR-K asked. 
 
    “To help the Cybrids reconnect with their humanity. Sure, it’s fun and relaxing, and Cybrids should have someplace pleasant to go for downtime. Vacationland provides an outlet for the part of the Cybrid brain that’s thoroughly human. To walk along a beach, to eat at a nice restaurant, to swim in the waters that gave birth to life on Earth—those are all human indulgences.”  
 
    Strang stood and offered his hand to Greg. “I’m happy to finally meet you in person, Mr. Legsu. I suppose it really shouldn’t surprise me to learn that Darak Legsu and Greg Mahajani are one and the same. I’ve been told your Vacationland is quite brilliant.” 
 
    “Thanks. It’s nice to be appreciated.” 
 
    An impatient Hodge jumped in, “I’m so happy for you all, but have you forgotten this man works for Alum?” 
 
    Greg frowned. “He didn’t exactly offer me the job; more like, he conscripted me to make more inworlds like Vacationland. I guess I could’ve revealed myself as Greg Mahajani, fled, and lived a life outside the system. Somehow, that wasn’t terribly appealing. So I embraced a cover identity and took the job. It seemed like it might give me the chance to do some good. Now, I’m not so sure.” 
 
    “Why? What happened?” DAR-K asked. 
 
    “Well, Alum cancelled the Securitor program right after your, uhm, audience with him.” Greg winced, then smiled. “That was an impressive bit of political theater, by the way.”  
 
    DAR-K bobbed in acknowledgement.  
 
    “But over the past month, he and Trillian have got me working on a battle-training inworld, which is weird given there are no Securitors to train in it.  
 
    “Even stranger, I’ve been working with a synthetic, stripped-down Cybrid mind as the main inworld character, and Trillian has been tweaking what little remains of the original persona.”  
 
    DAR-K moved forward a little. “Tweaking?”  
 
    “Yeah, but we’re only working with a bare bones persona, not a full one. It’s hard to see any ethical issues.”  
 
    “Hmm,” DAR-K’s response indicated neither agreement nor dispute. 
 
    “As far as I can tell, all he’s done is increase some factors related to honor, duty, loyalty, that kind of thing. At first, it made no sense. The Securitor program has been cancelled. Why work on a concepta structure like that at all, and why would we be putting it through training for battle conditions?” 
 
    “If Alum has lied to me, he will pay dearly,” DAR-K threatened. 
 
    “He hasn’t lied. Not exactly,” Greg replied. “He just hasn’t been completely forthcoming.” 
 
    “What do you mean?” Strang asked. 
 
    “I saw no evidence of any Securitors under construction. However, I did find something that could be worse.” 
 
    “What could be any more of an abomination than a Securitor?” DAR-K had moved around the table and was only a few meters from Greg now. 
 
    “Let me show you.” Greg sent a short video of the robotic Angel he’d discovered to everyone’s inSense lattice. 
 
    “What in heaven’s name…?” Hodge had remained standing throughout the conversation. On seeing the video, he set his seat back on all four legs and dropped into it, deflated. 
 
    “There is more of hell than heaven in that design, if you ask me,” Strang exclaimed. “It may have been based on a classic Angelic body type, but I get the sense their purpose is otherwise. Especially given the cancellation of the Security program, and what you’ve mentioned about Trillian doing a little tweaking.” 
 
    “I don’t think this is the only one. The design and construction seems too well advanced. I suspect Alum is building an army of such Angels. And I have reason to believe they’ll be armed with tunnel-drilling energy beams,” Greg added. 
 
    “Those would be too dangerous inside a habitat,” DAR-K pointed out. “They’d blast a hole in the walls. Millions would die in minutes.” 
 
    “I agree. So, if their weapons are only useful in space, would Cybrids be their intended target? That worries me even more.” 
 
    “Whoa! That’s a lot of speculation. Let’s not get too carried away here. Maybe Alum’s building a force that can defend the habitats from an invasion from space,” Cutter suggested. 
 
    “Fair enough. And I might believe that if the battle simulation included more scenarios outside the habitats and service tunnels,” Greg countered. “But there are precious few like that and all of them are in close proximity to the asteroids, not in deep space. Doesn’t that seem a little suspicious to you?” 
 
    “What you’ve shown us is fascinating and frightening,” Strang said. “But what does this have to do with our discussion? How does it help us?” 
 
    “If you can get word out about this, people will see Alum’s true nature and intentions. They’ll see his desire to become dictator by force, if necessary. It will change their minds about him.” 
 
    “We already have enough negative facts about Alum,” Cutter jumped in, a sour look on her face. “We can’t use any of them. This falls into the same category.” 
 
    Faces around the table echoed her distaste over the political necessity.  
 
    Encouraged, Cutter continued. “And what makes you think any negative narrative would matter to Alum’s fans, anyway? At least, to those who call themselves the true believers? History is filled with populist autocratic leaders whose followers willingly—no, make that merrily—waltzed right into a horrible dictatorship, cheering all the way.” 
 
    “Maybe we can entice him into revealing the Angels before the election,” Thurgood suggested. 
 
    “That might work, especially if he used them in the habitats,” DAR-K said. “But he would never do that.” 
 
    “Not even for the Grand March?” Thurgood countered. 
 
    “There’ll be so many of us in the skies, there’s no way he could fire a tunnel-drilling beam safely.” 
 
    “What Grand March?” Greg asked. 
 
    DAR-K explained her plan to get Cybrids the vote. “We were planning to gather outside the habitats, and then stream in together through the main polar entrances.” 
 
    “Gathered like that, it would be easy to label your show of force as a threat, plus, you’ll be vulnerable to the Angels.” 
 
    “You’re right. We’ll have to change our plans. Maybe seep into the habitats through the service tunnels, and draw into formation near the caps.” 
 
    “At least that would circumvent an Angel attack in space.” 
 
    “And once we’re inside the habitats, they wouldn’t dare use driller beams.” DAR-K moved a few centimeters closer.  
 
    Greg could sense her uncertainty. “What is it?” 
 
    “We’ve been planning for me to run as opposition candidate for President. But I’ve been thinking, why don’t you run in the election with me?” DAR-K proposed. “We did make a great team for twenty years.” 
 
    “Excuse me. I’m the Vice-President candidate,” Humphrey protested. 
 
    Before Greg could respond, Strang jumped to DAR-K’s defense.  
 
    “Surely, Stephen, you can see that Dr. Mahajani’s experience with the colonies, along with his clearly superior intellect, would serve the people better in these difficult times.” 
 
    Greg had no interest in starting a political feud within a group of people he’d only just met, and chimed in quickly.  
 
    “I’m not much of a politician, anyway. I was always more of a background support kind of guy. And no one here would recognize me as Greg Mahajani so there’s really nothing I bring to the table by virtue of my face or name. “Thank you, but I’d prefer to let Mr. Humphrey’s name stand. I think he has the experience for the job.” 
 
    The ruffled politician sat back in his chair, torn between victory and continuing indignation. “Thank you,” he said.  
 
    “Besides, I’m stuck in this job with Trillian for the foreseeable future, unless anyone can see a good way out. I think I could be more valuable where I am.” 
 
    “That’s settled, then,” Strang concluded, surveying the table for any objections. He checked the time.  
 
    “Thank you, everyone. We’ve gone a little later than planned. I know Mr. Hodge and Ms. Cutter have appointments to dash off to. We’re making good progress, but we have a lot to prepare for with the Cybrid Grand March in one week. We’ll meet for a quick update next Tuesday. If there are no further points for discussion, I move we adjourn. Thank you for seconding, Priyam. All in favor? It’s unanimous, then. We are adjourned until Tuesday.” 
 
    Hodge and Cutter rushed out, chatting intensely in hushed voices. The other attendees shuffled out of the room, casting suspicious glances backward. Strang hung back with DAR-K and Greg.  
 
    “I just wanted to say welcome to our little opposition, Dr. Mahajani...Mr. Legsu,” Strang said to Greg. “Er, which do you prefer?” 
 
    “I’m Darak Legsu, now,” Greg replied. “Let’s stick to that.” 
 
    “Very well,” Strang answered, and pumped Greg’s hand enthusiastically one more time. “Now, I’ll leave you two on your own to chat.”  
 
    He glanced sidelong at DAR-K, muttered something Greg couldn’t make out, and followed the others out. 
 
    Greg looked wistfully at DAR-K. He tried to imagine the face of the woman he’d loved for over twenty years in place of the dull, matte surface of the sphere. Without using his lattice, he could no longer picture Kathy.  
 
    “It’s still me, Greg,” DAR-K said.  
 
    The sound of Kathy’s voice brought him to the verge of tears.  
 
    “I think we need to talk. I’d like to do it person to person, face to face, so to speak. Can you meet me at Cloud 49 inworld in Vacationland?” 
 
    “When? Now?” he asked. 
 
    “As good a time as any, don’t you think? We may not get another chance.” 
 
    Greg pulled up a chair, closed his eyes, and accessed his lattice.  
 
    I don’t know if I can do this; not sure I’m ready to face her. Couldn’t we just go out and save the world, or something easy?—he fretted, and before he could give voice to his worries, the warm, tropical breeze of Vacationland caressed his face.  
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    “This is my favorite spot in Vacationland.” DAR-K took a seat at the highest table in Cloud 49. 
 
    “Mine, too,” Greg/Darak replied. “Kathy loved the view here.” He glanced hopefully at the Cybrid.  
 
    Both of them wore inworld avatars reflecting their current appearances in the real universe. Greg wore Darak’s new face, and DAR-K bore the appearance of her Cybrid trueself.  
 
    She pointedly ignored him and took in the landscape for a while. 
 
    He knew she was aware of his wistful stare; her Cybrid self was ringed with visual sensors giving her full 360° visual perception.  
 
    The Cybrid image shimmered. Greg/Darak opened his mouth to see if she was okay but the words stuck in his throat.  
 
    The shimmer resolved itself into Kathy Liang, looking exactly as she had the day the Eater took her. She turned away from the view at the edge of the floating platform and took a seat opposite Greg. 
 
    His heart raced. He allowed his own avatar, carefully selected to be used in the inworld presence of John Trillian or Alum, to change. The Greg that Kathy remembered looked back at her.  
 
    “It’s good to see you,” she said. 
 
    Watching her lips move exactly the way he remembered, made him feel weak. “You, too,” his voice quavered.  
 
    The image of Kathy smiled. “This is weird, isn’t it?” 
 
    Greg expelled the breath he hadn’t realized he was holding. “Yes, this is very weird.” 
 
    “Okay, why don’t we start off with business? Maybe that’ll help us both to feel a little…less weird.” 
 
    Greg nodded and sat down. 
 
    “I’m sure you’ve figured out I gave my DAR-K self a little ‘something extra’ when she was constructed.” 
 
    “Do you mean the enhanced-IQ lattice? Yeah, that’s kind of obvious. You always were a little rebellious when it came to the Cybrids.” 
 
    “They…We deserved better.” 
 
    “And the rest of the committee was unreasonable. Yeah, I agree. They were shortsighted and paranoid.” 
 
    Kathy/DAR-K noted the micromovements in his face; he was holding something back. “But?” she asked with raised eyebrows. 
 
    He smiled. She’s smart. Intuitive. Direct.  
 
    “But…I have to wonder how things would have unfolded here if all the Cybrids were like you.” 
 
    “Well, for one thing, we might have been able to stop Alum and keep the original Project Management in place.” 
 
    “It looks like you’ve stopped Alum’s plans all by yourself.” 
 
    “Not yet. We can hope, though.” 
 
    Greg squirmed uncomfortably. “I’m going to order something to drink. Would you like something?” 
 
    “Sure.” 
 
    A waiter appeared at the snap of Greg’s fingers and took their order. He returned a few seconds later with their drinks. 
 
    “Here’s to weird,” Greg said, lifting his glass of wine. 
 
    Kathy laughed, and tapped her glass to his. “Yes, to weird.” 
 
    They sipped their drinks appreciatively. “Mmm, every bit as good as I remember,” 
 
    “You always had a soft spot for Shiraz.” 
 
    Greg cradled his wineglass in both hands, and dropped his gaze. 
 
    “What’s wrong?” Kathy asked softly. 
 
    “Why didn’t you tell me?” 
 
    “Tell you what? About giving my Cybrid self an enhanced IQ?” 
 
    “Yeah,” Greg answered. 
 
    Kathy let his question linger in the air a moment. “I don’t really know. I intended to; I just never got around to it. We were both so busy.” 
 
    Greg frowned. “I know. The Project was all important.” 
 
    “And then it was time for you to copy your mind into DAR-G, and all hell broke loose, and then it was too late.” 
 
    “So, DAR-G is normal, like I was before the dendy?” Greg asked. 
 
    “Yes. He’s impaired, like we both were a lifetime ago. Nothing like he should be. Could be. Nothing like you, not the real you.” Her voice shook. “It’s been hard. I can’t talk to him much; it’s not the same. It hurts.” 
 
    Greg reached across the table and took virtual Kathy’s hands in his. She sighed heavily and squeezed his hands the way she always did. His virtual heart beat faster. 
 
    She gave another squeeze and pulled her hands back. “When did you design the virus for an internal RAF generator?” 
 
    Greg grimaced; she wasn’t going to like his answer. “Remember the first Vesta Gala Ball?” 
 
    “That early?” Kathy was trying to decide if she should be angry. “Why didn’t you tell me?” 
 
    Greg looked down at his feet. “That wasn’t the only thing I didn’t tell you.” 
 
    “I never liked secrets,” Kathy said, “whether mine or yours.” 
 
    “I know. But there were risks someone had to take or the planet wouldn’t be safe.” 
 
    “Like what?” 
 
    “Remember shortly after Vesta was approved, when the attacks from the unintegrated parts of Darian started to taper off?” 
 
    “That was you? How?” 
 
    “You were in Shanghai setting up the Cybrid factory. I booked a hotel room at Harrison Hot Springs. I dropped my lattice defenses and opened up. I figured the internet bandwidth there was a little restricted and I’d be able to handle whatever Darian threw at me. I…integrated him into me.” 
 
    “You what?!” Kathy exclaimed. 
 
    “He always affected me more than you. It was impossible to think with him constantly hammering away at my mind. So, I invited him in.” 
 
    “Greg, do you have any idea how dangerous that was? I could have lost you. I never wanted to be married to Darian Leigh.” 
 
    “I know.” Greg took another deep breath. “It wasn’t easy. He was strong. So many memories, so much knowledge. But I did it. I know everything Darian did.” 
 
    “But his memories….” 
 
    “Yeah, some of those gave me trouble. I tried partitioning him off, keeping him completely separate from me, but that didn’t work. Dual personalities in one brain, no matter how big, are not a good idea. So I let go and just accepted it all. There’s only ‘me’ now.” 
 
    “So did you still love me? Did you still love Kathy after that?” 
 
    “Why would you ask that? Nothing could stop me loving you. And Darian was our biggest supporter. He was so proud that he’d played matchmaker.” 
 
    Kathy was confused. She opened her mouth to correct him, and instead, smiled. “I’m sure he was,” she said.  
 
    She had no memory of Darian having any role in their relationship besides supervisor, boss, mentor, and maybe friend. But it wasn’t hard to figure how Greg might have needed to alter some of Darian’s downloaded memory to preserve his own feelings for her, and his memory of their relationship. 
 
    “I figured, once one of us could give Darian’s concepta and persona a home, his attacks would fall off. And they did, a little. Not completely. After I integrated the immediate data, I hunted down the rest of his residual data floating around on the internet and deleted him. 
 
    “Which would’ve been about the time things started getting easier for me.” 
 
    “Yes, after that, we could do our work without losing our minds.” 
 
    “You took a huge risk, Greg.”  
 
    He stared into his wine. If it had been the other way around, if she’d done what he did, what would he be saying to her right now? 
 
    “Thank you.” She cupped her hands over his. “Really.” 
 
    He looked into her eyes. “I’m sorry I didn’t tell you at the time.” 
 
    “It’s just as well; I never would have agreed to it.” 
 
    “Me, either,” he laughed, and let out a sigh of relief. The worst was over. “So, thanks to the integration, I became an instant expert on anything Darian ever worked on. It’s not all clear, but I did learn more about what happened to him. 
 
    “Before he disappeared, he designed a virus to grow the RAF generator in his own head. That’s how he found out his theories worked; he generated his own RAF. Remember, when he called us? He was on his way to the lab so we could test it properly. That’s when Larry killed him.” 
 
    “Larry? Larry killed Darian? Why would he do that?”  
 
    “Well, I don’t know that for absolute certain. Darian’s memories are all hazy at the end. But I do know that Larry was there that morning. I’m also pretty sure he gave his dendy lattice to Reverend LaMontagne. I don’t know how Alum got hold of it, but I can imagine a number of ways. None of them good.” 
 
    “You think Larry killed Darian, and you never thought to tell me?” Kathy’s voice was strained and angry.  
 
    Rightfully so, I guess—Greg thought. “Well I never had any proof besides Darian’s memories.” 
 
    “Darian’s impeccable memory,” Kathy pointed out. 
 
    “About other things, yes, but they’re all confused about what happened that night. I guess he didn’t have time to fully integrate them into long term memory. Anyway, I didn’t think it mattered anymore.” 
 
    “It matters,” she said loudly. “You should have told me.” She pushed her chair back, and went to stand at the rail. 
 
    Left in the wake of her anger, Greg starred at the raven hair tumbling down her back. “I know, I should have told you,” he mumbled under his breath. 
 
    “What did you say?” she said, and whirled back to face him. 
 
    Greg swallowed hard. “I know I should have told you,” he repeated louder. “But there was no way I could without telling you how I knew. Then you’d know what I did, the risk I took.” 
 
    Kathy glared at him. “I would have killed you.” 
 
    Greg could only nod. 
 
    “It’s a lot to take in, Greg. I can’t believe Larry would do something like that. What else have you been keeping a secret? What about your shifting ability? What did you do, hide a pair of entangled particles so you could save your own hide if needed?” 
 
    “Ouch. No. But I guess I deserve that, after all the other secrets I’ve kept. I don’t have any secret entangled particles. My method is more difficult, more dangerous.” 
 
    “Dangerous?” 
 
    “Well, you know how space, all space, is filled with virtual particles? Everywhere you look, there are entangled pairs of virtual particles.” 
 
    “Yeah.” 
 
    “Well, they don’t last long, but you can use them.” 
 
    “Sure, but they’d only be good for jumps of a few hundred meters or less. You couldn’t use them for longer jumps, like from Earth to Vesta or such.” 
 
    “Actually, you can go a few klicks at a time. And a long jump is just a bunch of small jumps.” 
 
    “With a huge risk between each! You’d need to recalculate and find another pair so fast. If you missed, you could get stuck in outer space.” 
 
    “Correct. Or in no space at all. You could find yourself stranded outside the universe. I did say it was dangerous.” 
 
    Kathy stared at him, without uttering a word. He gave her time to process the implications, to cool off. When the furrows in her brow relaxed a bit, she spoke only one word.  
 
    “Why?” 
 
    “Why do something like that? Or why didn’t I share it with you?” 
 
    “Both.” 
 
    “I did it because without it, we’d be stuck at light speed forever. My travel is only limited by how fast I can find new entangled virtual pairs and calculate a shift field. I’ve optimized a good section of lattice exclusively for that. It’s down here.” He patted his tummy. 
 
    Her eyes drifted down. “Seriously? Gut neurons?” 
 
    “Sure. Why not?” he answered. “As to why I didn’t share it with you, would you have wanted to do all that? Body changes? Dangerous travels that took you outside space?” 
 
    “Maybe. Okay, probably not. But you should have given me the choice, Greg.” 
 
    “You’re right. I should have. But, to be honest, I don’t know if I could’ve put you at such risk.” 
 
    “And yet, you took that risk for yourself. What if I lost you and never knew why?” 
 
    “I’m sorry. I never thought of that.” 
 
    “Not even with your enhanced IQ?” 
 
    “Apparently, enhancing intelligence doesn’t always enhance imagination,” he replied contritely. 
 
    “Apparently.” Kathy stared off into the distance.  
 
    Greg followed her gaze, sitting with the silence for a moment.  
 
    “So you’re planning a protest march?” he said after a while. 
 
    “Pretty 2020s, isn’t it?” Kathy grinned. 
 
    Do you think it will accomplish anything?” 
 
    “I've ensured it will. During my audience with Alum, as you put it, I made him promise to give Cybrids the vote after the march.” 
 
    “Wow! How’d you manage that?” 
 
    “By using the only language people like him ever understand, a threat. I told him I’d take all the Cybrids away, and we’d build our own independent colonies in space.” 
 
    “That would be the end of humanity.”  
 
    “Don’t worry. I don’t think I could carry it through; I just had to convince him that it was a possibility. Fortunately, we won’t need to find out. Alum caved.” 
 
    “I don’t like this, Kathy. I don’t trust the man; I never have.” 
 
    “I know what you mean. He’s strange, even more now than ever. He seems…darker.” 
 
    “Were you serious when you said I should run with you? Me? A candidate for Vice-President?” 
 
    “Perfectly serious. We have to counter Alum somehow. He’s the spiritual leader and de facto Director for most of the people here. Who else would have a chance against him? Humphrey?” 
 
    “Before today, I’d never heard of Humphrey,” Greg admitted. 
 
    “Nobody has. But everyone knows Kathy Liang and Greg Mahajani. We designed this place. I supervised the construction.” 
 
    “It would be tough to resurrect both of us from the dead.” 
 
    “But not impossible.” 
 
    “No, not impossible.” Greg looked reluctant. 
 
    “Just promise me you’ll think about it.” 
 
    “I’ll think about it. And you, be careful with your Grand March.” 
 
    “We’ll be careful. Especially now that we know about the Angels. Do you think at least some of us should carry weapons?” 
 
    “It’s up to you, but I don’t think going in there armed would go over well in the habitats. If you want my advice, don’t give Alum and his Angels any excuse to portray you as a threat. Don’t make it easy for them to justify turning to force.”  
 
    Instead of getting the Securitors program shut down maybe I should have turned them over to our side.” 
 
    Greg laughed. “That would’ve served them right but I know you; you could never do something like that.” 
 
    “Never is a long time.” 
 
    “You are who you are. Subverting an entire personality like that for your own ends, that just isn’t in you.” 
 
    “No, it’s not in me.” Kathy’s chest rose and fell. She inspected their empty wine glasses and her eyes drifted to the beach below. “Okay, so that concludes our business. Now, what?” 
 
    Greg followed her gaze. “Wanna go for a swim?” 
 
    “That would be nice; and then we’re going to go build me my own internal RAF generator. I want to be able to shift, too.” 
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    “We’ll start with something simple.” Greg and DAR-K floated in the middle of one of the incomplete habitat tunnels on Pallas. Greg’s spacesuit was all that protected him from the hard vacuum of the uncapped asteroid tunnel.  
 
     
 
    “I can’t understand why I would keep this from myself,” the Cybrid said. She was referring to her memories of Kathy. Why would Kathy have kept it from her synthetic self in the first place? 
 
    “And why would you simply accept that you didn’t need to know? Doesn’t that seem odd to you?” Greg prompted. 
 
    “I can understand that Kathy might have felt the RAF caused a lot of trouble when no more than three or four people understood the theory; and I can see why she thought it best to limit the spread of that knowledge.” 
 
    “At least you received the enhanced IQ. DAR-G didn’t even have that.” 
 
    “Yeah. Still, it could’ve been useful to have someone who could counter Alum and his knowledge.” 
 
    “You want God-like powers? The ability to alter the laws of nature? It’s not all it’s cracked up to be.” 
 
    “How do you mean?” 
 
    “Well, it’s magical to be able to alter nature. But it’s limited magic; it merely gives you another set of tools. You still have to build technology on top of those altered laws. It’s not like the unlimited magic that could do anything you imagined, like they depicted in the old movies. And whenever there are people involved, things don’t always turn out the way you expect.” 
 
    “Okay. But, the ability would have been a nice addition.” 
 
    “Granted. Of course, Kathy never predicted the extent of Alum’s treachery, whether it was intentional or just opportune.” 
 
    “You’re still not sure he was responsible for killing her?” 
 
    “No. Maybe. I don’t know. The evidence could point to that, but the implosion of the Eater containment could just as easily have been completely circumstantial.” 
 
    “Pretty convenient circumstance.” 
 
    “Yes, I’ll give you that. The timing, with Alum’s move to take over the Vesta Project, is rather suspicious. But I’m not sure we could have done anything about it, even if we could’ve proven it was all Alum’s doing.” 
 
    “You could have eliminated him,” DAR-K’s voice held no trace of emotion.  
 
    Greg grimaced. “I’ve never killed anyone. I don’t think it’s an easy thing to do. Especially if you don’t have indisputable proof of their crime.” 
 
    “You could turn off your emotions.” 
 
    Greg looked away. “I’d want to feel it when I took my revenge. I’d want to see the life drain out of the person responsible for killing you. Killing Kathy, I mean.” 
 
    DAR-K slowly extended a tentacle and placed it on Greg’s shoulder. “I understand.”  
 
    The two of them floated wordlessly for a while, attached by the single, slender metallic stalk.  
 
    “Well, whatever reason Kathy had for keeping knowledge of the RAF from me, I’m glad you reversed her decision.” DAR-K retracted her appendage. 
 
    Greg shrugged. “Thanks for being open to it. I don’t know if it’ll help or not. Alum’s power is mostly political or religio-political, not technological. At the very least, it gives us one more tool at our disposal.” 
 
    DAR-K bobbed once in agreement. “We can turn our technological superiority into strategic advantage.” 
 
    “I guess we’ll find out.” 
 
    “I’m a little scared.” 
 
    “I remember the first time I ever shifted. I was terrified.” 
 
    “You’ve told me how it works. But how does it feel?” 
 
    “Shifting with an entangled particle pair feels like nothing. When you do it without the safety of a sure navigation beacon, it gets more difficult.” 
 
    “And scarier,” DAR-K said. 
 
    “Much scarier,” Greg verified. 
 
    “It’s okay, I’m ready,” she said. 
 
    “Alright. To start, we’ll use entangled real particles only. That’ll limit us to moving at light speed. Later, we can explore entangled virtual particles that will remove that limit.”` 
 
    “I’m looking forward to FTL.”  
 
    “Yeah, well, it’s dangerous. Not the shifting itself; that’s the same. But the navigation gets harder. So you’ll want lots of practice before you try FTL.” 
 
    “Okay, for now,” she teased. 
 
    DAR-K was too eager to get on with the real thing. Her eagerness pushed at Greg. He continued. 
 
    “The device I installed earlier has two main components. The first one, the enhanced parametric down-conversion part, generates two beams of polarization-entangled photons. One of the beams is captured internally, while you aim the other one…that way.” Greg pointed down the length of the habitat.  
 
    “Like this?” A dim beam of light pointed to the south. 
 
    “That’s right. Only about one percent of those photons are entangled, but that’s more than enough.” 
 
    “And the dust in the tunnel lets us see the beam?” 
 
    “Yes, I chose this place on purpose. Seeing the beam’s just for training, though; it’s not necessary for the shifting to work. Now, if you pass the stored photons through your polarization filter, the other half of the entangled pair will be instantly set to the opposite polarization.” 
 
    “How will I know that it worked?” 
 
    “That’s where it gets tricky. The Mahajani virtual photon phase comparator—“ 
 
    “You named it after yourself?” 
 
    “I made it. What else was I going to call it?” 
 
    “I’m kidding. It’s a good name for a device you invented.” 
 
    “Whatever. So, yeah, the virtual photon phase comparator picks up the virtual photon streams that are generated by the polarization collapse at your filter, and it computes a distance and direction to the entangled photon source. That’s the navigation part.” 
 
    “That’s not so hard. It’s all automatic.” 
 
    “It gets trickier when you go FTL. You’ll have to scan for a bunch of different hypothetical virtual particles, and the calculations get exponentially more difficult.” 
 
    “You do it all the time.” 
 
    “True. Maybe we’ll tack on a quantum Floating-Point Unit to your CPPU.” 
 
    “That would help me run the calculations faster. Normally, I could fit the math unit in, but my CPPU is kind of packed.” 
 
    “Mm-hmm. Okay, so that’s navigation. Once you have a direction and the distance to the target, you activate the shifting function on your new built-in RAF device. It’ll generate the necessary field to disengage you from both the Higgs and EM quantum fields. Then, all you have to do is follow the signal to the other entangled particle and shift back into this universe.” 
 
    “Like this?” DAR-K asked, from a position over a kilometer away.  
 
    Greg shifted to her position. “Exactly!” 
 
    “Wow, I did it. You were right; it felt like nothing. I was there, and then I was over here.” The shift was practically instantaneous, as far as I could tell.” 
 
    “You sound a little disappointed.” 
 
    The Cybrid chuckled. “I do, don’t I? For something so amazing, you’d think I’d be ecstatic. There was no sense of travel at all. I was there, and then I was here, with no time passing, at least, down to the resolution of my CPPU clock.” 
 
    “Once you travel with exotic pairs of entangled particles, it gets a little trickier.” 
 
    “Exotic pairs? That sounds exciting. I’m ready!” 
 
    “Whoa! Hold on a second. We’ll do this a few more times. Then, we’ll practice stacking jumps, one on the other, in rapid succession. Free-shifting is fun, but it’s too dangerous without a lot of practice on single and stacked jumps.” 
 
    “How long did you practice?” 
 
    “Months, and I knew the theory. Heck, I developed it, and it still terrified me.” 
 
    “I’m ready; I want to try it soon.” 
 
    “And you will. The Grand March is in two days. Why don’t you focus on that, first, and then we’ll practice more shifting right after you win your Cybrid rights?” 
 
    “I guess it won’t hurt to wait a few more days. In the meantime, I can practice what I’ve learned so far.” 
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    Millions of Cybrids quietly infiltrated the fifteen inhabited asteroid colonies. As Alum had requested, they first dumped their antimatter mercury reserves into special repositories outside.  
 
    Just not into the repositories he’d expected.  
 
    The day before, DAR-K’s team hastily, and secretly, constructed new containment pods on the asteroid surfaces, positioned near hundreds of minor access ports into agricultural and service tunnels far from the main polar entrances.  
 
    Just before the Grand March, small groups of Cybrids moved through the same support tunnels, and gathered by the tens of thousands near service shafts at the habitat’s polar regions. 
 
    Alum knew something was wrong almost right away. His integrated sensors confirmed the sentinel Angels’ reports that far fewer than the anticipated number of Cybrids were gathering at the poles. 
 
    “She lied!” he thundered. 
 
    Trillian jumped up from his set of monitors in the adjacent office and ran into the Director’s office. He’d been following the situation near the polar entrances as well.  
 
    “Where are they?” 
 
    “In the service tunnels,” Alum answered. “They must have come inside, a few at a time, through secondary entrances.” 
 
    “What are they doing in the service tunnels?” 
 
    “Collecting near ventilation and service shafts, I imagine.” 
 
    “Why?” 
 
    “Isn’t it obvious, John? They’ll go up the shafts and into the habitats.” Alum’s brow furrowed in concentration. “I cannot permit this.” 
 
    “How did they know to avoid the main entrances?” 
 
    “I don’t have time to think about that right now,” Alum answered. “Either they discovered our intentions or they made a lucky guess. It’s of no importance.” 
 
    “But the Angels can’t operate in the habitats. Not the way we planned.” 
 
    “Quiet! I’m working on it.” Alum closed his eyes, making deeper contact with the disparate sections of his mind scattered across Vesta, Pallas, and Ceres.  
 
    He was still getting used to being a distributed being. It was a challenge, coordinating the parts of his mind housed in the various regular and enhanced Cybrid brains, but worth the effort.  
 
    If he focused his attention, he could access the computational resources of millions of lesser cognitive machines, formulate conceptual problems into moderately independent parts, and allocate sections of his enormous dispersed brain to work on them. In essence, he had a dedicated ultra-super computer at his fingertips. 
 
    They’ll broadcast their demands in a loop. Can I jam their transmissions?—one of his higher centers thought.  
 
    He modeled dozens of ways in which the Cybrids might send their manifesto to the human population. They’ve got too many ways to connect to the networks; I won’t be able to block them all without extreme measures. Damned open access—he cursed. 
 
    Do I just give in, let them win? There has to be a way to teach these ungodly machines to never defy the Lord’s People. To never defy me.  
 
    The Angel’s weapons were engineered for gross devastation in the depths of space. Unleashed in the habitats, they would cause mass destruction, likely killing millions. Millions of people, that is. Who cares about destroying Cybrids? We need to reprogram them, anyway.  
 
    There has to be some way to dispense with the Cybrids that will look justified, and set me up to lead the habitats forever. Alum examined his science and technology database.  
 
    Superior force and might against a perceived outside threat was the obvious and time-tested answer. He had superior might at his disposal, no question of that. The Angels’ energy beams used the RAF as a power source. They spewed hot plasma from a formerly hypothetical early universe at the dawn of its creation and funneled it into this universe. The heat of that plasma came from matter that simply couldn’t exist in this universe. When it found itself here, its matter spiraled through exotic steps as it tried to reconcile its existence with a set of incompatible natural laws.  
 
    The problem is how to control the destructive potential without diminishing it? The plasma beam has to be a certain size or it fizzles into nothingness the instant it touches the matter of the real universe. The minimal diameter of the beam gives a range of 17,462 kilometers in vacuum. Perfect for use in space, where they’d designed it to be used.  
 
    Here, inside the habitats, air needs to be factored into the equation. He ran the numbers. Great. That reduces the range to 4,173 kilometers. Still, it would be devastating inside a 500-klick long asteroid tunnel. 
 
    Trillian’s voice broke into Alum’s thoughts. “They’ve started pulling into formation.”  
 
    He opened channels to video feeds throughout the fifteen habitats.  
 
    Thousands upon thousands of Cybrids were pouring out of ventilation and service shafts near the poles of every habitat tunnel and drifting skyward, forming enormous, orderly arrays. They floated five hundred yards off the ground, enough to clear the tallest buildings but still cast a shadow on the ground below. 
 
    Trillian watched them settle into formations. Two kilometers wide by ten long. At five meters between each Cybrid, every formation is about eight-hundred thousand strong.  
 
    The sky’s turning dark with all the Cybrids up there. People are going to be terrified—he thought, with a self-satisfied smile.  
 
    If I give in to DAR-K’s demands after this, people will think me a coward, a poor Leader. We can’t have that.  
 
    She’s handing me the perception of a serious external threat. All I need now is a tidy solution.  
 
    And he needed it fast. 
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    DAR-K prepared to lead the Grand March in Vesta One. Everything’s going smoothly so far—she sent to Greg.  
 
    He watched nervously from a cafe window a few kilometers away at the northern edge of the habitat city. His cold tea sat untouched.  
 
    A handful of customers joined his vigil near the window. They pointed at the habitat tunnel “sky” where Cybrids were assembling in unprecedented numbers.  
 
    DAR-K watched and listened through Greg’s senses. The mood was as unfriendly as it was anxious. 
 
    “What are they doing now?” Someone asked. 
 
    “Not much. Moving into some giant formation.” 
 
    “What are they even doing in the habitat? Didn’t Alum tell them to stay out?” 
 
    “Who knows what goes on inside their computer brains?” 
 
    “When’s Alum gonna do something about it?” 
 
    “Yeah, where are those Securitor things?” 
 
    “I heard the whole Securitor program got squashed.” 
 
    “You mean quashed, honey.” 
 
    “Whatever. It’s cancelled. They’re not making anymore.” 
 
    “Why?” 
 
    “Something to do with a Cybrid crashing into Alum’s office, I hear.” 
 
    “Where’d you hear that?” 
 
    “I’ve got a friend who works in Security over there.” 
 
    “So, what happened?” 
 
    “No idea, just that they stopped making Securitors the very next day.” 
 
    “But who’s going to protect us now?” 
 
    Greg watched and listened without comment. Did you ever imagine that the colonists would talk about needing protection from Cybrids?—he sent to DAR-K. 
 
    Not our colonists—she returned. She could imagine him frowning, his brow contracting.  
 
    We can’t think that way anymore—he said.  
 
    You’re right—she replied. These are the people we have to live with.  
 
    And today, we start living together—he affirmed. 
 
    Even if we have to force them into accepting us as equals—DAR-K responded. 
 
    Kilometers away, Greg winced. 
 
    We’re almost ready—she announced. Is everyone in place? I’ll start the broadcast. 
 
    Good luck—Greg sent. 
 
    As long as Alum does as he promised, we won’t need luck—DARK-K said.  
 
    I hope he sticks to what he said—Greg answered. If he betrays the Cybrids, he betrays everyone. 
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    Alum computed feverishly, testing multiple hypothetical approaches at once.  
 
    Can I funnel an alternate universe through the Angel’s swords?  
 
    Can I attenuate the plasma blast?  
 
    Can I absorb the blast where it hits the polar rock caps?  
 
    He knew there had to be a solution. Finding one he could safely implement in time, that was less certain. 
 
    Somewhere in the distant recesses of his consciousness, he registered Trillian’s voice, “They’re starting to move,” and returned his focus to the immediate situation in the tunnels. Video feeds from the habitats showed the Cybrid formations easing away from the poles and drifting toward the habitat centers.  
 
    Even knowing that it was coming, he jumped at the onset of the strong, voice that began its address across all channels. 
 
      
 
    Alum, Governing Council, Vesta colonists, we urge you to hear us!  
 
    We Cybrids have worked tirelessly for the survival of humanity since the Earth was taken from us all by the Eater, the gray dome that absorbed the planet.  
 
    We hollowed out tunnels in these asteroids. We filled them with air and water mined from distant parts of the solar system. We provided light, warmth, and electricity. We planted crops, trees, and grasses. We stocked lakes and fields with fish, birds, and mammals. We constructed your homes. We built, and continue to build, the vast majority of the objects you use every day. 
 
    Up until now, we have asked only for electricity, fuel for propulsion, maintenance, and access to virtual worlds where our minds can drift to relax and enjoy our existence. 
 
    We work without hesitation, without negotiation, because in our hearts we are human, like you. Our brains are constructed differently from yours, but our thoughts, feelings, and dreams are human. We bear the heritage of the thoughts and dreams of our forbearers, the humans who selected to have their minds copied into our lattices. 
 
    Despite our internal humanity and our ceaseless contributions to make your lives better, your government denies us the right to fully participate in this society, to move freely within the habitats, to vote, to speak, to represent, or to help decide our shared future.  
 
    We march today not to intimidate, or demand, or take.  
 
    We march to ask you to recognize our full rights, to tear down the artificial barriers that have excluded us from society, to recognize and honor our contribution, and the gift of those individuals who gave their minds to serve the greater good of humanity. We march today only that we may be invited to participate in the full, rich life of these habitats that we have built. All we ask is that we be invited to work and enjoy life alongside our biological brothers and sisters. 
 
    Before I was DAR143147, you knew me as Dr. Kathy Liang. I remember a time not so long ago when all our brothers and sisters toiled side by side with joy, biologicals and Cybrids together, to build a place for all of humanity to survive and prosper.  
 
    I ask you to recognize the personhood and citizenship of all Cybrids so that we may find our way back to the better relationships and times we once enjoyed, and so that we may progress together as the descendents of our Earthly ancestors. Thank you. 
 
      
 
    Alum gritted his teeth  
 
    as the Cybrid broadcast. He had to admire the words and the sentiment. DAR-K was likely to win over many who listened to her. Her plan to bring public pressure to bear on the office of the Director had been flawless from the start.  
 
    I could take the high road, be the magnanimous leader—he thought. Though it goes against everything holy, I could grant them what they want. I could bring the machines into the fold of humanity.  
 
    For seconds, he sat on the verge of doing as DAR-K asked.  
 
    Then one of his larger computational units pinged him with an update.  
 
    Other potential universes can be reached—it said.  
 
    The mathematics flooded into his primary brain. The CPPU that found the answer, four times larger than a standard Cybrid brain, summarized its computations with a specific recommendation.  
 
    Milliseconds later, Alum Prime, the biological coordinator of his millions of larger and lesser sub-minds, made the executive decision, transmitted the new parameters to the specialized RAF generators in the Angels’ swords, and relayed instructions to the Angel leadership:  
 
    “Engage the Cybrids as they approach the center of the habitats, not before. Target the ones in tight clusters and narrow columns first. Avoid striking the habitat walls and floors with your energy beams. The caps can take a limited number of incidental blasts but they’re vulnerable. The more distance you can put between your energy beams and the caps, the better. Aim upward at the ceilings, wherever possible. Your goal is maximum loss of marching Cybrids with minimum collateral damage. Diminish their ranks until you achieve unconditional surrender from the rest. Use entangled channel 16 to position yourselves for attack. Go!” 
 
    He seconded every starstep in the habitats and shifted every Angel he had into the central regions of the different habitats.  
 
    Angels popped into existence on starstep platforms in town squares and major plazas all over the middle kilometer of each habitat tunnel.  
 
    The breathtaking beauty of the imposing, chrome figures with flawlessly sculpted faces and magnificent wings could not overcome the sense of danger they emanated. The sudden, unannounced appearance in force, and the ominous black swords fastened to the side of their soft, white breechcloths hinted at their readiness for violence.  
 
    Alum’s winged protectors stood silently as people scurried from the plaza, then they turned their attention to the north and south and scanned the soft blue skies for approaching formations.  
 
    The Cybrid rebels were still dozens of kilometers from the habitat centers. The Angels would have time to take up the best attack positions. 
 
    They shifted to nearby rooftops and waited. 
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    DAR-K transmitted the speech nine times. It’s almost over—she thought. We’ll be arriving at the habitat centers in a few minutes, and Alum will make his announcement as promised. We’ll finally be recognized as human. We’ll get our rights. 
 
    The Grand March was a perfect reflection of Cybrid organization and, so far, every detail had gone perfectly.  
 
    Thanks to Greg—she remembered. I mean Darak...Greg. The man confused her.  
 
    She remembered being Kathy Liang in the happiest of times, when her love for Greg Mahajani was still growing. She admired his insight and intellect, and she knew how much he respected her. Adored me.  
 
    She remembered the contentment that came with fulfilling work, shared with someone she loved. She remembered the intense connection through a common goal. She remembered long walks in the forest and along the seawall. She remembered the warm glow of quiet moments.  
 
    But those were all Kathy Liang’s memories. They didn’t belong in the mind of a two-meter carboceramic shell with electromechanical tentacles for arms.  
 
    The slow drift down the length of Vesta One was boring. The huge formations of Cybrids did nothing threatening; they just floated along the habitat tunnels, repeatedly broadcasting DAR-Ks speech to the humans below.  
 
    DAR-K monitored the news channel, social media, and the reaction of the crowds below. Mostly, it was just a lot of chatter. As usual, humans had no compunction about sharing their opinions, however ill-informed they were.  
 
    The general consensus was leaning toward outrage: Cybrids have no rights! They’re not creatures of God! Alum should ignore them! 
 
    Only a few people publicly acknowledged the essential role Cybrids played in constructing and maintaining the habitats. Probably Jared’s people.  
 
    They’d agreed on a concerted effort among Progressive Justice party members to man their workstations, tablets, and phones. They would work to keep the dialog positive, to educate where needed, and to correct misconceptions and rumors as soon as they got started. And a very small, politically-astute cadre would slip in subtle hints of threat.  
 
    A carrot up front and a stick behind—DAR-K smiled to herself. Some people don’t respond to broad pleas for justice. They only become open-minded if the message strikes close to home, if they know the victim personally or perceive themselves as the ones being persecuted, or when positive messages are accompanied by a little pressure or intimidation. So long as it’s not too overt.  
 
    Actually, the small, covert task force didn’t so much threaten as “raise awareness,” at least that was the term they used.  
 
    They developed the hints gently and obliquely. For the most part, they simply posed questions or comments within the hearing of strategically selected individuals. Questions like, “What would happen if all the Cybrids were to suddenly leave?” The targeted individuals needed to feel they were the ones to first recognize the potential problems.  
 
    If nothing else, influencers have enormous egos. 
 
    DAR-K tracked the Cybrid formation approaching from the southern polar cap of Vesta One.  
 
    They’re almost in place. Alum, are you ready? She activated the recorded speech one last time. 
 
    Upon the first few words, magnificent winged beings appeared in front of the Cybrid columns, and pointed their swords down the length.  
 
    The powerful energy beams cut through the Cybrid formations like high-pressure water cannons through a flock of pigeons.  
 
    Scores of Cybrids were incinerated by the devastating beams before anyone could raise an alarm.  
 
    Tunnel beams!—DAR-K thought. Surely, Alum wouldn’t be so foolish as to unleash the tunnel-drilling energy inside a habitat. Would he? The risk was too great. If any of the blasts hit the walls, they would threaten the whole habitat. Would he endanger his own people to stop us?  
 
    He might—she realized.  
 
    The Angels moved to other columns and blasted thousands more Cybrids before DAR-K could overcome her disbelief.  
 
    We’re under attack by the Angels. And they’re shifting!—she sent to Greg.  
 
    We can’t outrun beings that can shift. She sent the order to scatter, and requested updates from the other Grand Marches taking place on Vesta and the two other asteroids.  
 
    Frantic reports streamed in from all of the Marches. Angels were attacking her people in all the habitats.  
 
    Our precautions were for nothing. Alum set us up! 
 
    The Cybrid formations tried to disperse but without the antimatter they’d been instructed to leave at the stations, their maneuvering jets and fans were tragically underpowered and slow.  
 
    DAR-K approached the roof of the nearest tall building. She was too exposed there but she didn’t like being unable to see where an attack was coming from.  
 
    As she descended—so slow!—she noticed the Angels were only unleashing their deadly rays when they could aim along the length of the habitat.  
 
    Split up and head for the side walls—she sent. Now!  
 
    In the mass of confusion, Angels shifted furiously, trying to line up as many Cybrids along the centre of the habitat as they could before shooting. Beams that were not in line with the length of the habitat, or that would only catch one or two of the mechanical beings, weren’t worth the risk of damaging the tunnel. 
 
    The Angels repositioned themselves along the perimeters and unleashed energy beams from the walls inward. From their new posts, their rays travelled parallel to the walls and slightly inward or upward, toward the thick core of the planetoid.  
 
    Down! Everyone, head down!—DAR-K broadcast. Get close to the habitat buildings. Hide along the streets, among the people.  
 
    She could imagine the panic that would cause. Cybrids flying among humans, being pursued by Angels who were firing blasts of deadly energy.  
 
    Oh, Alum! What have you done? 
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    Greg/Darak tracked DAR-K’s progress, while he monitored the internet and the people next to him in the cafe. The first hours of the Grand March were uneventful. People had been getting bored by the time DAR-K launched her final speech near the middle of the habitat.  
 
    Then all hell broke loose. 
 
    The first beams sliced through the Cybrid ranks and he heard, first, the surprise, and then the excitement in the cheers around him in the cafe.  
 
    Not good. He tried to connect with DAR-K.  
 
    For the first few precious seconds, it was impossible to get through to her. The channels are flooded. Or blocked?  
 
    DAR-K was too busy analyzing what was happening and figuring out ways to keep her people alive to notice his attempts.  
 
    Greg connected to city monitors showing the Cybrids heading back toward the poles, then turning, and heading outward to the habitat walls.  
 
    What are you doing DAR-K? Run!  
 
    The destructive rays slowed and then stopped. Of course! It came to him. The Angels’ rays are too powerful to use against the walls and floor of the tunnel.  
 
    DAR-K sent him a message—They’re shifting!  
 
    The Angels materialized at the tunnel walls ahead of the Cybrids. The energy beams sliced through the Cybrid ranks, once again killing by the hundreds.  
 
    It’s only a matter of time before an Angel targets her. Greg needed to help. Whether DAR-K wanted it or not, even if she perceived it as a human intervention in a Cybrid problem. I have to do something. I can’t just stand by and let Alum slaughter so many of them.  
 
    Deep down, he recognized the truth. I can’t lose Kathy again.  
 
    But what can I do against the Angels? I have no weapons. Even if I had one, so what? I’ve never killed anyone.  
 
    He laughed aloud at his uselessness. Patrons standing at the window beside his stool threw him a quizzical glance. He ignored them, and they went back to pointing out yet another Angel beam vaporizing more weaponless Cybrids. They cheered each Angel kill.  
 
    Against the gleeful celebration of death in the cafe, he was helpless. His jaw strained. I can’t just stand by and do nothing. 
 
    He watched an energy beam rip the air close to DAR-K and destroy three Cybrids above her. He let out his breath.  
 
    That was close. How long will it be before one of the rays catches her? 
 
    Enough! He stood and walked toward the washroom in the back of the cafe.  
 
    A few eyes followed him past the counter but returned to the more entertaining show outside.  
 
    As Greg entered the short corridor past the counter and out of anyone’s eyesight, he shifted. 
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
    32  
 
    “Greg! What are you doing here? It’s dangerous.” DAR-K hovered amidst the foliage of the tree-lined street. 
 
     
 
    “I couldn’t just sit back and watch this happen.” 
 
    “But you have no protection.” 
 
    “From tunneling beams? Neither do you,” he pointed out. 
 
    “They’re not as strong as tunneling beams.” 
 
    “Doesn’t matter; they’re strong enough to kill Cybrids.” 
 
    “And damage the habitat structures. Yes, I know.” 
 
    “We have to get you out of here, DAR-K” 
 
    “Absolutely not. How can I leave my people now?” 
 
    Her response broke Greg’s heart. “There’s nothing you can do for them if you’re dead,” he reasoned. 
 
    “They can’t fight back. We have to get them out.” 
 
    Greg eyed the cameras monitoring the agriculture tunnels and the ventilation shafts. There were no Angels there.  
 
    “Has anyone been able to get to a service shaft?”  
 
    DAR-K scanned for updates. “A few. The Angels are too fast, and we’re too slow without full MAM propulsion.” 
 
    “I can’t see a way to help everyone,” Greg said, “but I might be able to get you out of here.” 
 
    “How?” 
 
    “I could try shifting you.” 
 
    “Have you ever done that?” 
 
    “No. But, in theory, it’s the same as any shift. I’ll just cast the field around you instead of me. The starsteps do it all the time.” 
 
    “Sure, no big deal,” she joked.  
 
    Greg imagined the original Kathy, his Kathy, smirking at him, and couldn’t help but smile at the mechanical sphere in front of him.  
 
    “There’s just one problem,” she said. 
 
    “Oh? And what’s that?” 
 
    “Have you forgotten so soon what your guru, Yogi Berra, said?”  
 
    In fact, Greg hadn’t, and he knew precisely which quote she was talking about. He cleared his throat. “In theory, there’s no difference between theory and practice. In practice, there is.”  
 
    “Exactly.” 
 
    Greg grimaced. He hated having his own words used against him. She was right, of course, as was Yogi Berra when he’d first uttered those words. The universe was the ultimate arbiter of truth; math was descriptive, not proscriptive. 
 
    “Okay, then I’ll teach you how to shift the way I do,” he suggested. 
 
    “Wouldn’t it be faster to generate some entangled photons?” 
 
    “Not in the long run; they’re only good for line of sight shifts. We need to get outside the habitat.” 
 
    “How long will it take to teach me to shift without the entangled navigation beacon?” 
 
    “No time at all to teach the principles. Here’s the complete concepta.” Greg transmitted the complex conceptual structure he used for his jumps. 
 
    “Why didn’t we just do this at the start?” 
 
    “Sometimes learning the old-fashioned way is best,” Greg replied. “Sometimes not.” 
 
    DAR-K incorporated the concepta into her own knowledge base. “I realize this should give me complete confidence in my ability to shift, but I’m scared.” 
 
    “Yeah, I left that bit in as a warning so I’d take the process seriously. It’s dangerous, and I wanted to make sure I never got blasé about it. Hopefully, you’ve practiced the simple version enough to feel comfortable with the basics.” 
 
    DAR-K emitted a noise like a deep sigh. “Okay, where should we go?” 
 
    “Not too far the first time. Let’s aim for the agricultural tunnel right beneath us. You should be able to get somewhere safe from there.” 
 
    “Safe?” She scoffed. 
 
    “Relatively. For a while. We’ll figure out something more permanent later.” 
 
    “I don’t have any idea what permanent looks like. Right now, the only thing I see as permanent is death.” 
 
    “We can’t afford to talk like that. People—the humans and the Cybrids—need us.” 
 
    “You’re right,” she conceded. Her voice sounded like wind rolling over a desert. She took one last look around and prepared to shift.  
 
    Greg spotted an Angel at the end of the block; its sword pierced the air accusingly, aimed at the Cybrid.  
 
    “DAR-K!” Greg shouted a warning. 
 
    The Angel discharged its weapon; the beam struck the Cybrid, obliterating her. 
 
    Or had she shifted away just in time? As Greg passed outside of spacetime with no connection to the real matter of the universe, he probed the Chaos for DAR-K. Did she make it?  
 
    “DAR-K!” 
 
    She hadn’t arrived in the target tunnel. If she’d drifted too far in the Chaos, he’d never find her. 
 
    He grasped for any virtual particles that might have, at any time, been associated with her own matter. It’s so hard to tell.  
 
    He couldn’t dedicate all his computational resources to look for her. He had to balance it with his own search for entangled virtual particles that could lead him to his next step and, eventually, to the safety of the agricultural service tunnel. His lattice-based mind calculated harder and faster than it had ever before.  
 
    Hang on, DAR-K!—his mind screamed. Hang on, Kathy! 
 
    The Angel’s beam had struck her at the exact moment they passed outside the universe. He’d felt her cry out in pain, and then nothing. No communication signal from her at all.  
 
    Despair tugged at his mind, wasting his resources. 
 
    Snap out of it—he chided himself. Of course there’s no signal. There aren’t any photons, radio waves, or comm lasers here to join them. He kept looking. 
 
    There! He had a lock on her matter, but it was tenuous. She was drifting in the virtual chaos, unable to return to the universe of real matter, unable to find her way back to reality.  
 
    Or too damaged to finish the process on her own. He didn’t know which. 
 
    I need to extend my field to encompass her, and shift her with me.  
 
    He’d never tried shifting someone with him; he had no idea what the equations would even look like.  
 
    I have one chance to get this right. If it doesn’t work, we could both end up lost outside the universe forever.  
 
    He calculated furiously. Equations encompassing billions of possible universes flew through his lattice while he tried to maintain his own forward motion.  
 
    Don’t lose track of your destination! He struggled to find the path through the convoluted virtual chaos beneath the real universe.  
 
    Every step he took, from one member of an entangled virtual pair to another, he dragged his fragile connection to DAR-K with him.  
 
    There has to be a route that entangles the virtual particles in the habitat with others in the service tunnel. There has to be. Don’t be too choosy. Any path will do.  
 
    Greg fretted, calculated, and cursed their naivety that got them into this bind. How did we let ourselves get blindsided like this? Did we actually think Alum would take any form of dissension peacefully? And how did we not have an emergency escape plan worked out? I will never trust the word or good will of people like Alum again!—he swore.  
 
    And then, they were out.  
 
    The charred spherical shell of DAR-K rolled through the deep grass and cow patties of a pastoral field in the agriculture tunnel beneath Vesta One.  
 
    Greg landed roughly a couple of meters away, breathing hard, and tried to stop his world from spinning.  
 
    Get up! He forced himself to his feet and staggered to the barbed wire fence where DAR-K had come to rest.  
 
    They’d escaped, barely, but not before Alum’s chrome Angel blasted a crater in her side.  
 
    Looks like the shot glanced the edge of her core. Might be salvageable; too early to tell. No power reserve; her ultracapacitors must have been hit. Luckily, except for a miniscule reserve, she’d followed orders and left her antimatter stores outside the asteroid or they would’ve been incinerated. 
 
    Batteries? No. Damaged, as well. Not enough to power her electronics.  
 
    DAR-K?—he sent.  
 
    No response.  
 
    Kathy!—Greg yelled into the quantum EM ether.  
 
    Nothing.  
 
    I can’t take her to a repair bay; they’re all controlled by the Administration. By Alum. Where else can I find tools, diagnostics, and parts? The research labs?  
 
    He shifted himself and DAR-K to an unused facility on Ceres.  
 
    So far, so good but I’ll have to be careful. If anyone was monitoring for unapproved electricity draws, he didn’t want his activity showing up.  
 
    He redirected power from the main corridor into the lab. He hooked up DAR-K’s CPPU and waited for any sign of life.  
 
    Five minutes later, there was still nothing.  
 
    Greg’s shoulders drooped in resignation, and tears welled. His hands rose of their own accord to cover his face, and a low moan escaped his lips. The sound grew into a wail as his whole body was racked with his grief. He gave in to it, and let it wash over him.  
 
    “DAR-K!” he cried. “Kathy!”  
 
    His tears flowed for long minutes. Eventually, despair turned to fatigue. 
 
    “I’m so sorry I couldn’t save you,” he whispered. His hands dropped to his side. He stumbled to the door and stood there a few minutes, staring out into the green space in the corridor outside.  
 
    How can I be so broken up over a machine?  
 
    He knew the answer. Aside from the mechanical sphere shell, everything about DAR-K was Kathy. DAR-K’s mind was hardly any more semiconductor than his own. She was an independent, sentient being. She thought like Kathy, responded like Kathy. She was Kathy.  
 
    How could I lose her again? The thought was unbearable. Despair morphed into anger.  
 
    This is all Alum’s fault. His rigid dogma. His betrayal.  
 
    It wasn’t hard to connect the dots. Alum had been building weaponized Angels in secret. Obviously, he’d intended to betray the Cybrids from the start. He was never going to accept them as citizens, as people.  
 
    Lies. He’s built his leadership on lies. Lies and a blinding lust for power. No, more than lust. He doesn’t lust for power. He believes he’s entitled to it, that he’s been ordained by his God. Which makes him even more dangerous. 
 
    Greg willed his clenched fists to relax, then his arms, his back, and his stomach.  
 
    He didn’t want to go so far as to switch off his emotions. Right now, they were leading him to a decision, an important one. 
 
    Alum has to die. 
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    Decision made, Greg’s mind flew through the building electronics at the Vesta Project Head Office, shutting down surveillance cameras, closing doors, and locking elevators. Then he shifted into Alum’s office, directly behind his desk chair.  
 
    Alum was alone. He’d been following the slaughter of Cybrids by his Angels with rapt attention and directing the movement of his forces through his own lattice connection.  
 
    Alum barely noticed when Greg cut power to the electronics. He wondered briefly why some of his nearby secondary processors had gone offline, but was so engrossed in monitoring activities through his own entangled connections that he ignored the insignificant loss. Just some transient power glitch. Someone will attend to it. 
 
    Greg was taken aback by the man’s lack of reaction. How could he not notice that? When the former scientist puzzled out the reason, he had to smile.  
 
    Ah! So, all entangled, are you? I thought I was the only one with that. Apparently not!  
 
    Still undetected, Greg designed a new RAF field—a quantum decoherence field—that he and Darian had once considered but never developed. He took a second to review and savor the beauty of the field’s design. Collapse the probability functions of all virtual particles inside and not permit entanglement across its boundary? That could come in handy.  
 
    He cast the field over Alum.  
 
    The Director jumped in his chair. The shock of being reduced to a single, lattice-enhanced mind again made his world reel. He slumped over, dizzy, and battled the feeling that most of his brain was missing. 
 
    Greg frowned. That was more than I expected. Had Alum been so engrossed in what he was watching that being cut off came as a physical shock? He shrugged and spun the man’s chair around to face him. 
 
    “D...Darak?” Alum stared at him, looking confused.  
 
    Greg slapped him, hard. The blow stung his hand but it felt good, too.  
 
    “Darak is only the new me,” he said, “a necessary mask.”  
 
    Alum looked confused. 
 
    “Look again, more closely. Can you see traces of Greg Mahajani in this face?” 
 
    Recognition slowly dawned on Alum. “Greg!” He tried to sit upright. “You survived my bomb. How?”  
 
    Greg bared his teeth in a wild grin. “I have my secrets, too,” he replied. “And thanks for confirming you planted that bomb. I suspected as much; I just couldn’t prove it. The rest of the world thought it was a mechanical failure of the isolation chamber. I knew that wasn’t right. I have to give you credit, though. You covered your tracks well.” 
 
    Alum grunted. “It should have finished both of you.” 
 
    “I guess I was just lucky.” 
 
    Alum’s eyes swept his office. “Your luck is about to run out.”  
 
    “Ha! If you’re expecting the cavalry to come charging in, you could be holding your breath a long time.” 
 
    Alum stood up. He was about the same size as Greg but had the advantage of youth.  
 
    Greg’s adrenaline-charged anger might yield an advantage in a fight, but he wasn’t about to resort to fisticuffs. He’d come for a single purpose, and he wasn’t going to be distracted from it. 
 
    The end of the pinkie on Alum’s right hand disappeared. 
 
    “Aagh!” the man cried out. He grabbed the bleeding stump and tried to stem the crimson flow. He collapsed back into his chair, clenched his eyes, and turned off the pain receptors in the finger.  
 
    Learning to cast a shifting field came in handy, too—Greg noted. 
 
    Alum glared at the older man. “What do you want?” he growled. 
 
    “Don’t worry. I won’t make you suffer as long as Kathy did. I simply want you to experience the fear she felt. The fear of knowing you are going to die, and there’s nothing you can do.” 
 
    Alum roared his frustration, leaped from his chair, and charged at the scientist. Greg disappeared, and Alum slammed into the pillar where his target had been. 
 
    “Looking for me?” The voice came from behind him, a few meters away.  
 
    Alum wheeled.  
 
    “What?” Greg taunted. “You mean to say, you thought to install a shifter in your Angels but not in yourself?” His eyes narrowed. “Pity. It’s so useful.”  
 
    He shifted behind Alum and pulled the younger man back into his chair. 
 
    Alum gasped and his eyes widened. He shot out his hands to steady himself and bumped the stub of his little finger. He cried out in shock. 
 
    Greg swiveled the chair back into position and pinned Alum to the desk with it.  
 
    BAM, BAM, BAM, BAM! The sound of someone pounding on the office door startled them both.  
 
    “Alum? Sir?” Trillian shouted from the reception area. “Are you alright?” 
 
    “Jo—” Alum called out.  
 
    Greg clapped a hand over the Director’s mouth before he could complete the name. His captive squirmed and struggled.  
 
    Greg held firm. He leaned in and put his mouth close to Alum’s ear. His voice came out in a harsh whisper.  
 
    “I condemn you to death. For the murder of my wife, for the murder of Kathy Liang, and of DAR-K, for the murder of millions of Cybrids, and for the murder of billions on Earth, I condemn you to death.” 
 
    The loud banging intensified. Other guards joined Trillian’s efforts. The door’s heavy construction—having been reinforced with steel since the day DAR-K had pushed through it like it was made of matchsticks—didn’t budge.  
 
    Realizing his rescuers couldn’t get to him, Alum struggled in earnest.  
 
    Greg let go of the man’s mouth, pushed his head against the desk and held him there.  
 
    Alum called out again. “John, it’s G...aaaagh!” The name turned into an unintelligible scream as Greg shifted Alum’s tongue somewhere far away.  
 
    The Director’s mouth filled with blood. It ran over his lips and pooled on the polished mahogany veneer of his desk.  
 
    “Don’t worry. It’s almost over. I, Greg Mahajani, condemn you to die for your crimes against humanity and against those I loved. If I could send you to Hell for eternity and watch you writhe in agony every day, it wouldn’t be enough.” 
 
    He paused, searching for other words, words that could express his hatred, his fury. Nothing came. He was done.  
 
    He stared at his hands pinning Alum’s head to the bloody surface of the desk. The man’s eyes were closed and he’d stopped struggling.  
 
    He’s turned off his fear—Greg realized. Along with his survival instinct. Punishing the man further would be pointless. No point in prolonging this any further.  
 
    The scientist extended a field into Alum’s body and shifted the man’s heart and brain into the fiery core of the distant sun. The man’s lifeless body slumped onto the desktop.  
 
    Greg swallowed the sour taste rising in his throat.  
 
    I did it. We have our revenge, and hope for a better future.  
 
    As the office door burst open, Greg/Darak shifted home. 
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
    34  
 
    The phone rang at 6:00 the next morning, waking Greg from a deep slumber. 
 
    “Darak, it’s John Trillian,” said a voice at the other end of the line.  
 
    “Hey, John,” Greg mumbled. 
 
    “I know it’s a little early, but Alum wants to see us. How soon can you make it to his office?”  
 
    “Sorry, I’m not fully awake. Could you repeat that, please? Alum wants to see us?” Greg sat up, fully alert. His heart pounded. 
 
    “Yes. Can you meet me at Reception in thirty minutes?” 
 
    “Uhh, yeah, sure. Can we make it forty-five?” Greg asked, shaking the blurriness from his vision.  
 
    He almost never slept these days; his lattice didn’t need it. Last night, he’d allowed his grief to take over. He’d finished most of a bottle of whiskey and wallowed in deep despair before deactivating most of his lattice and falling into bed around eight-thirty.  
 
    That doesn’t make sense. Am I still dreaming? Alum can’t be alive. Was it all a dream? Did I dream everything yesterday?  
 
    No, the memories were real. He could feel them in a corner of his brain, where he’d stuffed them until he could deal with them. 
 
    I should feel great after so much sleep—he thought. Instead, he felt like crawling in a hole and withdrawing from the world for a year.  
 
    Nevertheless, he dragged himself through shaving and showering, and put on clean clothes. His mind still reeled, which didn’t help his stomach get through breakfast.  
 
    He stumbled out of his building and took the pedestrian walkway toward the Administration Tower.  
 
    This doesn’t make sense. I killed Alum. He died in front of me. How can he be calling for a meeting?  
 
    And why’s Trillian acting like he doesn’t know Alum’s dead? He and the security team were bursting through the office door as I shifted out. They didn’t see me, but they couldn’t have missed Alum’s body.  
 
    It has to be a trap. Did they catch me on camera? No, that can’t be it. If they knew, they wouldn’t have called; they would’ve just stormed my apartment.  
 
    Maybe Trillian’s calling me to the office to share the news of Alum’s death before it goes public, and he doesn’t want to risk saying anything over the comm lines. Except, why call me? That doesn’t make sense. Better to play along, and see what I can learn.  
 
    He met John Trillian right on time outside of Alum’s office. The Receptionist ushered the two of them inside.  
 
    Alum rose from behind his desk and stepped around to greet them with a warm smile and an outstretched hand. 
 
    Greg/Darak slammed a lid on his emotions. To give any hint of surprise would be admitting he knew something about the previous day. Resulting in my death sentence. 
 
    How is this possible? I sent the man’s heart and brain into the depths of the sun. Yet, here he is, standing in front of me, looking as smug and happy as ever.  
 
    Greg’s eyes drifted toward Alum’s right pinkie. 
 
    Stop!—he ordered himself Bring the man’s face and entire hand into perspective slowly, naturally. If Alum’s using his lattice, he’ll pick up on any micromovements.  
 
    Beneath a calm exterior, Greg forced himself to relax, breathe, and think of “normal” reactions. Smile back. Shake hands. Say good morning. 
 
    “Good morning, sir,” he delivered with negligible tremor or, at least, no more tremor than one might expect from someone summoned to the Director’s office at six in the morning. He hoped.  
 
    “Good morning, Darak. John.” Alum shook hands with the two men and motioned for them to take a seat on the sofa. 
 
    Informal chat, then—Greg thought. Now that he’d managed the initial shock, he took better stock of the Director.  
 
    The man looked…different. More vibrant. Younger!  
 
    Greg compared his detailed memory of Alum’s features with the man sitting opposite him.  
 
    This man has a smoother complexion. No sign of tiny wrinkles, and none of the minor scars Alum picked up as a boy.  
 
    This is not the man I killed last night. 
 
    And yet, here he was. And he was undeniably Alum.  
 
    Alum sat, his hands on his knees, leaning forward, an expectant grin on his face. He gave Greg and Trillian time to take a good look at him. 
 
    Finally, he chuckled. “You two are so funny. You try to hide it, but you both look so confused. What’s different? What’s going on?” 
 
    “I don’t understand, sir,” Trillian said. 
 
    “Ah, John. Look at me, look closely. Don’t I seem a little different to you?” Alum stood and twirled once around, hands held out to the side.  
 
    “Well,” Trillian answered cautiously. “You do seem to be in an exceptionally good mood. Yesterday went well, didn’t it?” 
 
    “Yes, John. Yesterday went very well.”  
 
    He turned to the other man. “Why don’t you give it a try, Darak? Do you notice anything different?” 
 
    “Well, I could ask if you had your hair cut,” Greg/Darak replied, “but I think it’s something a little more extensive. Have you had some work done?” 
 
    “Ha, ha!” Alum chortled, but the sound was closer to barking than laughter. “Work done? No. Tell me, John. Have I had any time to get any cosmetic work done?” 
 
    “No, sir. But you do look a little...younger.” 
 
    Alum and Trillian exchanged knowing glances, and broke out laughing. 
 
    Alum peered at Greg intensely for a few seconds.  
 
    Greg returned the stare. He did his best to look uncomfortable but innocent of whatever Alum suspected. 
 
    Finally, Alum sat back. “It’s not you.” 
 
    Greg relaxed ever so carefully, only beneath the surface. Maintaining a look of confusion, he forced himself not to sit back and release the underlying tension in his facial muscles. Alum would notice if he gave away any sign of guilt. He smiled uncertainly, spread his hands, and asked, “What’s not me?” 
 
    “I was killed last night,” Alum said without emotion. 
 
    Greg gasped. React normally—he reminded himself. This is big news. Astounding news. “What? But, you’re right here. What do you mean? How?” he sputtered. 
 
    “Someone broke into this office and took my life last night,” Alum explained. 
 
    Greg felt as genuinely puzzled as he looked.  
 
    “Took one of my lives, I should say.” Alum raised a suggestive eyebrow and waited for Greg/Darak to catch up.  
 
    Greg understood immediately, but kept the look of recognition from surfacing in Darak’s eyes for a few seconds.  
 
    “Every critical resource should be backed up, don’t you agree?” Trillian said. A sly smile grew on his lips. 
 
    Greg allowed Darak’s eyes to widen with understanding. “Oh! You had a backup? That’s great! I didn’t realize that was possible.” 
 
    Alum stood and walked to the window. “Backups,” he corrected, holding one finger in the air. “Plus, distributed mentation.” 
 
    “I’m not sure I understand, sir,” Greg said. 
 
    “Trillian’s idea,” Alum answered. “Spread my mind around the solar system. I’m literally a distributed person; parts of me are in CPPUs in all of the colonies, and beyond,” he explained. His eyes shifted away to some distant, unfixed point. He offered no further information. 
 
    “Wait,” Greg said. “If you—one of you—were killed here, but your mind is everywhere, then you must know who the murderer is.” 
 
    Alum’s eyes bore into Greg/Darak’s looking for any trace of worry or fear.  
 
    Greg was confident there was no way to link the leader’s death to him. At this point, they don’t even know for sure whether the killer was a man or a Cybrid. All they have is physical evidence, and there’s precious little of that besides the corpse.  
 
    At any rate, Darak had no reason to feel guilty, so Greg kept his face confused and questioning, concerned but innocent.  
 
    “Unfortunately, my communication with the rest of myself was temporarily interrupted,” Alum admitted. “I’m not certain how, and our Criminal Forensics Unit could not find a matching DNA sample on file. Obviously, our adversary is extremely capable. And dangerous.” 
 
    “How do you know they won’t try again?”  
 
    “What would be the point? The moment I make a public appearance, the killer will know their assassination attempt was futile. It will always be futile. I can’t be killed.” 
 
    Greg let that sink in. Can’t be killed. Pointless to try. He imagined that the Darak that Alum and John knew would be feeling just as surprised as he himself felt, so he let some emotions out. He let his jaw drop. 
 
    What’s the point in killing this Alum when he’ll just be replaced by another body? How many backups does he have? Enough for one killing per day? Per hour? And even if I killed every one of his bodies, he’d still live on inside the CPPUs.  
 
    Greg felt defeated, but buried the feeling. He couldn’t let himself give in to it. There was too much at stake.  
 
    He manifested his best imitation of happy relief. “Well, it’s good to know you’ll be in charge for a long time, sir. We need your guidance.”  
 
    It sounded sincere, even to him. 
 
    “I know, this is not something we would normally accept in the natural course of things,” Alum replied. He sounded almost apologetic. “But, the Lord has spoken to me. These are dark times. Powerful people are scheming against our Heaven-ordained Administration. Cybernetic demons lie ready to hold us hostage to their demands. And now, an unholy adversary has risen to challenge me.” 
 
    He took a deep breath. “Times like this call for Divine Leadership, Darak. Our Lord has granted me the powers to deal with those who would stand against His People. He has brought Trillian to my side. And now He has brought you.” 
 
    “Me?” 
 
    “Yes, Darak. You.” Alum stepped to a spot within arm’s reach. “Your work with the battle simulations enabled John and I to fine tune the fighting skills of our Angels. The Angels removed most of the threat from the Cybrid population. I want the rest of that threat eliminated. Forever.” 
 
    “You want to destroy them all?” 
 
    “No, no. They’re still a useful tool. Yeshua’s People need them. We need them in space to explore, to mine, and to build for us. But they’ve proven they are untrustworthy. We must never allow opposition from them again.  
 
    “That’s why I want you to work closely with John. I want you to find ways to detect rebellious tendencies in the Cybrid minds. And when you find them, I want you to excise them. Cut them out like the cancer they are!” 
 
    What would Darak say to that? Greg had no idea. He winged it. “I’ll do my best, sir,” was all he could manage.  
 
    Alum clapped him on the shoulder. “You do that! I see a bright future for you, Darak. For both you and John. In a few days, we’ll round up the other traitors and publicly execute them. My people, those loyal to me and to the Church, will know they are safe. Safe in our Lord’s loving hands.”  
 
    “Amen,” John Trillian added with disturbing enthusiasm. 
 
    Greg/Darak rushed to add his own, “Amen” before Trillian’s was finished.  
 
    “I’ll be in touch later today with some ideas. You can begin work tomorrow.”  
 
    Alum accompanied the two men to the door and closed it softly behind them. He had his own work to do. 
 
    Addressing his people through his lattice, he declared the day a public holiday, a day of celebration of freedom from the tyranny of the machines. He allowed a small number of trusted Cybrids, closely monitored by supervisory Angels, to clean the streets and parks of the debris from the Cybrid Grand March. 
 
    Greg left the building and wandered aimlessly along the streets of Vesta One. Seeking somewhere better to deal with his storming emotions, he shifted to his favorite forest trail in Ceres Two.  
 
    As he shuffled along the path, his mind couldn’t let go of what Alum had said. “I can’t be killed...”  
 
    The man has become a Living God—he said to himself in amazement, hardly believing the steps Alum had taken 
 
    He played the sound bite over and over. When sleep finally claimed him later that night, the words “Living God” and “Can’t be killed” haunted his dreams.  
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
    Points to Ponder
Book Club & Study Questions 
 
    The Deplosion series is intended  
 
    to be more than just a story. I hope it inspires thinking and exchange on a variety of philosophical, religious, scientific, and social issues. The following questions will help get you started. Additional discussion can be found on the Paul Anlee Facebook page, and on my science and philosophy blog at www.paulanlee.com.  
 
      
 
    1)     Over the course of the series, I’ve claimed that the mental structures of thinking beings, whether embodied in biological or semiconductor computers, are largely equivalent. Do you think the human mental process can be modeled outside of the human brain? Do you think we’ll ever develop a good understanding of human intelligence, and be able to program something smarter? What do you see as possible limitations?  
 
    2)     What is required to be accepted as “human?” Do you think being “human” means having two arms and two legs, human genes, being fully biological (or to what extent)? Or is “human” more in the mind than in the body? 
 
    3)     Alum takes his first step toward “godhood” by expanding and spreading his intelligence throughout the machinery of the Vesta colonies. Is godhood a reflection of ultimate knowledge and intelligence, or does God have unique powers beyond perhaps even His own understanding? If so, where would those have come from? Does humanity have the potential to achieve godhood (in whatever form you choose)? Or is it a state we can never achieve no matter how smart we become? Does God understand everything He does? If so, could He teach us or some sufficiently smart version of us? 
 
    4)     Another important theme in the Deplosion series is the relationship between politics and economics. Alum describes how money has gone from once being a relatively simple medium of exchange of goods and services, to being a tool with which to exert one’s power. He says,  
 
    “In ancient days, strong armies would arrive at the doors of the weak and the innocent, demanding their taxes. They would use force to lay claim to land on which families had hunted and farmed freely for generations. We called them kings or lords, though they were no better than thugs and extortionists. ... Over time, the wicked expanded their preposterous claims of ownership over the land God gave to all. They built factories, limiting what could be manufactured, where, and by whom. They claimed ownership over all of our works, and returned a pittance to those who performed the labor.” 
 
    Does this seem like a fair assessment of the origin of both government and capitalism to you? Or is it too simplistic? Both ancient and modern governments provide protective services to their citizens (presumably from marauding thieves), and extract taxes in return for their protection. This protection is based on geography rather than proven need. Is that a reasonable basis for being under the “rule” of a select few people? 
 
    5)     The Vesta colonies represent the first post-scarcity society. There is food and lodging for all. There are ample natural resources, and adequate manufacturing facilities to meet all essentials for the human population of the asteroid habitats. All of this comes courtesy of the hard-working Cybrids. With everyone’s needs met, Alum’s challenge is to provide a structure that won’t allow human society to fall into depravity or purposelessness. What did you think of his policies for ownership of homes and businesses? His policies for work (assigned, community, and optional)? If you were in his position, what would you do differently to encourage a long-term, stable society?  
 
    6)     Automation is expected to remove millions of human jobs on Earth over the next decade. Some of these will be in manufacturing, some in transportation (autonomous vehicles), and some will affect traditional white-collar jobs. Do you think humans can accept a “post-scarcity” economy, or will the lack of jobs and our human psychology overwhelm our ability to adapt to life without a forced need to labor? What kind of changes would society need to adapt? 
 
    7)     Alum states that money is not the root of all evil, debt is. Humanity’s insatiable desire to materially improve our lives causes us to go into debt now rather than waiting until we have saved enough funds to pay in full for what we want. As of mid-year 2017, total Global Debt reached a new record of $217 Trillion, over 325% of total Global GDP (economic activity). Families put themselves into debt to purchase houses, cars, clothing, groceries, and other goods. Even governments use debt to finance their daily operations. Do you think there’s any chance all the debt in the world (remember, these are all loans of some sort or the other) will ever be repaid? Should they be repaid? Or should we only worry about paying the interest and nothing more? Should we just “print” some money to pay all the debt? At what point is widespread global debt no longer sustainable? 
 
    8)     Here’s a good explanation of how money is “created” in our modern societies: https://goldsilver.com/hidden-secrets/episode-4/. In essence, money is debt; it is created by governments when they borrow and private banks when they lend. The amount of money created is not necessarily tied to the general growth of the economy. Does this sound like a good way to run a national or global financial system? Alum puts a limit on the amount of new money that will be created in his system. Given that a government can arbitrarily heat up the economy by creating and disbursing more new money, do you think Alum’s system would limit economic growth too much? Is our current system of creating new money too reckless? 
 
    9)     For AI enthusiasts: The Concepta and Persona structure I use to describe the mind of the Cybrids is an extension of graph-based knowledge representation, semantic networks, and neural networks. It is based on studies in cognitive psychology, natural language processing, and artificial intelligence. Recent articles discuss mental activity and consciousness as something either intrinsic to nature (qualia: the elements of conscious experience), or as something requiring the quantum properties of biomolecules in order to exist. Do you think it’s possible to embed intelligence and consciousness in a computational substrate that has the ability to process concepts? That is, can we make association networks as described by the idea of the Concepta? Why or why not? 
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    Nature is everywhere and always the arbiter of truth 
 
    ―Paul Anlee 
 
      
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
    1        
 
    In the beginning was Yov, the Eternal and Infinite. Yov was everything and everything was Yov. In the fullness of time and in His infinite wisdom, Yov created the universe, pulling the planets, moons, stars, comets, and galaxies from within Himself. On chosen planets, Yov created living entities to thrive in harmony, among them, the microbes, grasses, flowers, trees, insects, fishes, reptiles, birds, and mammals.  
 
    Yov created Origin, and He created the People to have dominion over all life found there. The People were clever, and they wished to know more and more about the universe that Yov had made. They developed methods and schemes to help them understand Yov’s wisdom. They built servants and thinking machines to help them learn faster. Yov was pleased with how clever he had made the People. 
 
    Among the People lived two particularly gifted individuals, Da’ar and Alum. Da’ar was very clever and, with the aid of his thinking machines, he strove to understand Yov’s Universe better than anyone before him. But he became arrogant, and soon desired to replace Yov’s divine wisdom with simple human knowledge.  
 
    While Da’ar grew more powerful and smug in his science, Alum grew more humble, pious, and closer to Yov.  
 
    One day, in his conceit and ambition, Da’ar rebelled against the rule of Yov. But Alum joined with Yov and together they banished Da’ar and his thinking machines from the world of the People.  
 
    Then Yov said to Alum, “Da’ar’s hubris has offended me greatly, but you have served me well. I command you to take My People forth from this world and populate all the worlds with my best creations. To aid you in this undertaking, I will make a gift to you of My Powers so the People will know you lead in My Name. You are My Chosen One. Until you have completed this task, I will withdraw from the Universe and rest within my Eternity.” 
 
    And Alum pledged, “I will lead Your People forth, my Lord, and they will take dominion over the Universe in Your Name. They will revere and worship You as I do, and will await Your Return.”  
 
    With that, Alum took the People from Origin to Home World saying, “By seeking to unveil the deepest mysteries of Yov’s Creation and not being content simply to love Him, we have sinned against our Lord. And even though we have erred and caused offense, Yov has not abandoned us. Instead, He has commanded us to leave our Origin and to seed His Word throughout the Universe. We will rule all of Creation in His Name.” 
 
    And the People saw what Alum said was true, and they praised Him and vowed to be true to The Task. 
 
    From the Book of Alum 
 
    The stranger walked into town from the mountains in the west. Although this might have appeared to be an unremarkable action, there were many things about it that were exceptional.  
 
    First, because Alumston was the founding colony on the fifth planet of Gargus 718 in galaxy NGC4567 in the Virgo cluster, there was nothing in the west from which to walk.  
 
    No roads led into the mountains. All the farms had been planted south of Alumston. Herds had been released to graze in young forests established to the north and east. Outside of the terraformed regions extending tens of kilometers beyond the town borders, the rest of Gargus 718.5 could be described, at best, as being “not actively hostile” to terra-standard life. The mountains were not a region from which someone would normally walk. 
 
    The second odd thing was that the stranger walked into town. Nobody arrived in Alumston except through the starstep, the transportation portal that was one of Alum’s great blessings, and nobody ever—ever—arrived unannounced. Upcoming Founder arrivals were posted on an InterLat list every Fourday. The work of founding a new planet for burgeoning humanity held enough surprises without the problem of uncontrolled immigration. 
 
    The third odd thing, perhaps oddest of all, was that the man was a stranger. Every planet among the Worlds of The People had an Alumston, and there were no unknown persons in any of them. An Alumston never grew much beyond its intended hundred-thousand Founding souls, all linked through the InterLat. Forfeiting your lattice privacy and anonymity was a small price to pay in return for the blessing of being chosen to open a New World to the glory of Alum.  
 
    Unlike workers on more developed planets, the Founders were required to work together closely, coordinating their knowledge and experience. Privacy was a conceit they could not afford if they wished to survive, let alone successfully complete their mission. Besides, being joined to one another in the InterLat brought you that much closer to the Mind of the Living God.  
 
    So, for a completely unremarkable stranger to walk unannounced into an Alumston at the edge of the Realm, in the midst of another busy day on the new world, was actually quite remarkable.  
 
    The stranger maintained a leisurely pace along Radial 270 deep into town, unheralded and unchallenged due to the early hour. He approached the first person he saw.  
 
    Helen Bronding, as she did every morning, was strolling along the ten segs from her apartment near the outer ring to her Language Arts teaching job at the Children’s First School, which was conveniently situated next to the Alumita, Church of Alum.  
 
    The stranger walked right up to her and said in perfectly fine Standard, “Good morning. Is there someplace I might procure a meal to break my fast? It has been a long time since I’ve eaten.” He smiled broadly, as though they were old friends.  
 
    Helen sent a casual ID query but the middle-aged man standing before her was a blank on the InterLat. Invalid identity—her lattice replied. What? Despite the surprising response, she managed to extend basic civility, stammering a Standard greeting, “Alum’s peace…to you…good sir,” and in reply to his question, sent directions to the nearest restaurant.  
 
    “Rose’s is one of the town’s finest restaurants, and it’s right there on…. Oh.” She stopped mid-sentence. Silly me. The man doesn’t have an InterLat connection; how is he going to receive directions? “I’m sorry. You go three radials ahead, turn anticircle at John’s Flyer Repair, and continue two rings…” 
 
     “No need to apologize,” the stranger interrupted. “I have received your sending. Good day to you, Miss Bronding, and thank you.” He gave a polite bow and walked on, leaving her in a perplexed daze.  
 
    The streets of Alumston, that is, the streets of any Alumston, were organized in tidy, concentric rings joined by evenly spaced radial spokes.  
 
    Radial Zero extended from a carefully measured two hundred meter diameter Center Park and pointed precisely to planetary north. Centric was along the radials toward the center. Anticentric was away from the center. Clockwise from a radial was called procircle; the other direction, anticircle. Toward the outermost rings where the distance between radials grew inconvenient, additional sets of radials were inserted.  
 
    Befuddled, Helen nodded and resumed her route. She was too stunned to raise a general query or alarm. He said he received my sending. And he knew my name! Without an InterLat connection, neither should have been possible.  
 
    Helen continued walking along the radial that led to her school, trying to make sense of the brief encounter. 
 
     “Good morning! Alum’s peace to you, Helen!” Brother Ontro nem Stralasi’s cheerful greeting from the main steps leading into the Alumita pulled Helen from her befuddled state.  
 
    “Oh, yes. Good morning, Brother Stralasi,” she replied and continued along her route, her mind still playing over the exchange with the stranger.  
 
    Helen and the Good Brother had been exchanging pleasantries every morning for the past three years. They never once parted ways in under five minutes, and not without sharing some tip or recipe for getting the best taste out of the town’s limited fare or, at least, some heartwarming schoolyard stories from the previous day.  
 
    Brother Stralasi loved all of his People, but because children were especially precious to Alum, they were similarly precious to Brother Stralasi. He was always eager to hear charming anecdotes about them.  
 
    “A moment, please, Helen,” he called after her, simultaneously sending an attention-getting InterLat signal. The teacher jerked to a halt, surprised by her own bad manners, and turned to face him.  
 
    “I’m so sorry, Brother Stralasi,” she sputtered, “I was a little distracted.”  
 
    “More than a little, I’d say.”  
 
    Helen’s face grew warm. “I just had the strangest thing happen.” 
 
    “I thought you looked a little preoccupied. Not what I’d expect on such a fine day. Please, do share,” he invited, though so-called invitations coming from any member of the Alumit were only a ritual of social convention.  
 
    Relieved to unburden herself of the encounter with the stranger, Helen sent her recording of the conversation to the monk. “I don’t understand,” she added, verbally. “He looked perfectly normal but he had no InterLat presence. And yet he was somehow able to receive my sending. Where could he have come from?” 
 
    Brother Stralasi’s brow puckered. Her lattice recording raised a number of questions. “I’ll take charge from here. Have a lovely day, my dear. Alum’s peace be upon you.” He turned abruptly, all business, and set out for Rose’s.  
 
    Helen had never known the Good Brother to react that way over matters concerning the People. He’d always approached delicate issues and disputes with unfailing humor, reassurance, and wisdom, no doubt the result of decades of leading Founders on half a dozen new worlds. This cold determination of a Principal Local Authority looking out from the Brother’s normally jovial blue eyes was a new and disturbing development. 
 
    The Alumit monk found the stranger inside Rose’s bright and cheery restaurant, eagerly diving into a stack of pancakes. Brother Stralasi took a seat facing him.  
 
    The visitor sampled the fruit chunks that came with his pancakes, apparently oblivious to the waiting monk.  
 
    “Alum’s peace to you,” Stralasi said politely.  
 
    The stranger looked up at the Good Brother as if just first noticing him, and scanned the rest of the room. A few tables were occupied but most of Rose’s breakfast customers had vacated an hour earlier.  
 
    “And to you,” the man acknowledged and returned to his pancakes. 
 
    Brother Stralasi, presenting his best deferential but unsatisfied demeanor, tried again. “My deepest apologies. Someone should have told me to expect an Emissary; I would have prepared for your arrival." 
 
    The stranger looked up from his meal and cocked one eyebrow, but said nothing. 
 
    “Pardon my intrusion. You are an Emissary, are you not? You arrived without announcement, without using the public starstep, and you have an InterLat connection that receives transmissions but is invisible to ours. That you are an Emissary seems a logical conclusion,” reasoned Brother Stralasi. “By what name shall we address you while you are here?”  
 
    The man set down his cutlery and regarded the Brother. “I believe the last time I used a name, it was Darak Legsu,” he said. “That should suffice for now.” 
 
    Stralasi overlooked the question the stranger chose not to answer. “I presume you will want us to call you Mr. Legsu rather than Emissary Legsu?” 
 
    “Interesting presumption,” was all the stranger offered. 
 
    The Brother blinked a half dozen times in rapid succession. “Might I know the nature of your visit?” he probed. 
 
    “I am resting after a long journey.”  
 
    “But we are at the Edge, where our Holy Alumination is pushing back the Da’arkness. Where could you be returning from,” Brother Stralasi quizzed. “My humble apologies. I meant to say, this is an unusual choice as we are far from any important trade or spiritual routes. Is there any aspect of your visit that I might assist you with?” 
 
    Darak entertained the offer for a moment. “No, I only wish to mix with the people of this outpost so that I may better understand the way things are done now.” 
 
    What a strange thing to say! “But you must have visited hundreds of Foundation planets. Surely there is nothing unique about this place.” 
 
    “No, nothing particularly unique,” agreed Darak. “It is simply among the first I have encountered upon my return to human space.” 
 
    Upon return to “human space”? Not “the Realm”? Is this man claiming to have travelled into the Da’arkness and returned? That’s preposterous! A highly improbable claim, at the very least, even for an Emissary.  
 
    He had to admit, though, the traveler had piqued his curiosity. Proper or not, the curious boy within him was compelled to ask, “From where have you come, then? Was it a long journey?” 
 
    A grimace flashed across Darak’s face. “It was a very long journey.” He looked around the dining room, allowing the painful memories to subside. “The last time I was in a place like this was over…well, let’s just say, it was many years ago. I’ve crossed countless light years to return.” 
 
    Countless light years? That would be physically impossible. What could he mean? But there was an even more puzzling question to address first. “You said ‘return’? Do you mean to say,” he leaned in and lowered his voice, “that you are coming back from the Da’arkness?” 
 
    “I would have to say, yes.”  
 
    “But that’s impossible! No one can go there!" The Brother exclaimed before he could catch himself. He softened his voice to a conspiratorial whisper. “We both know that only...” He looked around, mindful of the public space in which they sat, “…only automated explorers can travel beyond the Edge of the Realm.”  
 
    “Is that so?” Darak asked, his eyes giving away his amusement. He listened to the gentle tink, tink, tink of his spoon against his coffee cup, and watched the small vortex forming in the middle of the steaming liquid. When he sought the Good Brother’s gaze again, he was serious.  
 
    “I have been to the expanding edge of the universe, beyond the Da’arkness of which you speak, to the Chaos that lies beyond. It took me a long time to return, that is, if ‘time’ can be said to have any meaning there.” 
 
    The white noise of café activities filled the space around them. A few seconds passed while the men pursued their own thoughts. 
 
    “And if, indeed, the concept ‘there’ has any meaning…there,” the traveler added, taking an appreciative sip of his coffee. 
 
    Brother Stralasi couldn’t stop himself, though it was heresy to ask, “Why would Alum, praise be His Name, send you beyond the universe?”  
 
    Darak waved the question away and leaned back, “I have said too much already. At any rate, I am not here to inspect your operations, as you seem to fear. I am merely passing through on my travels.” 
 
    Thank Goodness! The monk released the tightness in his shoulders that he hadn’t realized he’d been building. Still, the man’s story was incredible.  
 
    The monk let out a sigh, a little louder than he meant to. “In that case, please accept the hospitality of the Alumita. We have a number of rooms that, while perhaps humble for one of your station, should prove comfortable during your stay.”  
 
    “Thank you, but there is no need to offer me such comforts. I am not an Emissary of your Alumit. I will make camp outside of town,” Darak offered. 
 
    Brother Stralasi gasped. “You can’t do that; the non-Standard areas are far too dangerous!”  
 
    The small upturn tugging at the corner of Darak’s mouth did not go unnoticed by the Brother.  
 
    “I see,” said Stralasi, regarding Darak with a fresh and wary eye. In truth, he didn’t see at all, but his instincts told him this stranger was more than he appeared.  
 
    “So, if you are not an Emissary, how did you come here to this planet and this town?” 
 
    “There is only one way to travel between the stars, is there not? My method of travel is not fundamentally different from yours.”  
 
    The traveler’s calm confidence should have been reassuring. Stralasi found it suspicious and acutely unsettling. “But, sir, all starstep travel is pre-approved, and none is due for a week,” he countered. 
 
    “Nevertheless, it is as I have said.”  
 
    On the verge of challenging Darak’s outrageous assertions, Brother Stralasi realized the unspoken alternative. Oh! In shock, he pushed his chair back, crumpled to his knees and prostrated himself.  
 
    “Forgive me, my Lord!” he cried. “I am your servant, too simple and ignorant! Please, pardon me, and allow the services of our humble frontier town to be at your disposal!” He looked at the other restaurant patrons expectantly but they only stared back blankly, too confused to move.  
 
    “Kneel before your Lord and Master!” he cried. “For here before us is a Shard of Alum. His is the voice of The Living God!” The others quickly threw themselves to the floor in supplication, following the Good Brother’s lead. 
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    “Okay, I confess.” Darak pushed away from the restaurant table and stood to address the prone figures occupying the floor around him. His face sagged in tired resignation. They’re not going to make this easy for me—he realized but when he opened his mouth, his voice remained gentle and humble.  
 
    “Everyone, please, get up. There’s really no need for this. Please,” he assured them. 
 
    A dozen bewildered faces searched Brother Stralasi’s face for guidance. Looking up from the floor, the monk ventured a peek at the traveler. A warm, forgiving smile beamed down at him. Reassured, Stralasi unfurled his prone body from the floor. One by one, the others followed his example. 
 
    “There, isn’t that better? Now, why don’t we all sit and enjoy our breakfasts, and then you can take me to your lodgings in the Alumita,” he suggested. The room remained perfectly still and silent. 
 
    Darak gestured to the monk with open hands, palms up, to reiterate the invitation, and sat down again. He picked up his fork and knife, nodded encouragingly around the room, and dug into what was left of his pancakes and fruit.  
 
    The diners took their seats. Hushed conversation and soft clinks of tableware returned, punctuated by cautious glances. 
 
    “It is such a blessing to have you in our town,” gushed the instantly more confident Brother Stralasi, revitalized by the sense of security and purpose he drew from regulated decorum and station. “The People will be so excited and honored. That is, if we may speak of your visit?” 
 
    Darak looked at the dozen nervous patrons picking at the remains of their breakfasts. “I think it will be difficult not to,” he said.   
 
    “But if I may be so bold, my Lord, I do not understand why you are traveling without a formal entourage. It honors us greatly that you see fit to visit our tiny outpost, but it would bring us such joy to praise your Light in a more…formal way.” Brother Stralasi eyed Darak hopefully. His wish to be granted permission for a grand celebration was obvious. 
 
    “Sometimes, it is best to mingle with people informally in order to better gauge truth,” was all Darak would say before he resumed eating. Ten minutes later, he pushed back from the table with a satisfied, “Ahhh, that’s better.”  
 
    Darak permitted Stralasi to thank Alum for the blessing of breakfast and the two men exited the restaurant, leaving the staff and remaining patrons abuzz. Word of a Shard’s appearance in their humble town had spread rapidly over the InterLat, drawing a small crowd of Alum’s faithful who were hoping to catch a glimpse. The amazed onlookers fell to their knees in unison when Darak appeared on the doorstep.  
 
    The informal retinue followed Stralasi and Darak at a respectful distance as the two men made their way through town, drawing the devout and the curious along with them.  
 
    “Here we have the Administration, Transportation, and Foundation ceraffices,” Brother Stralasi pointed out as they passed the buildings of bio-ceramic construction along the south arc of the Center Park.  
 
    Darak and Stralasi soaked up the verdant peacefulness of the small city. Leaf-covered branches grew from the tops of the living buildings, creating protective shade for the lawns and gardens below. As they walked, the small crowd behind them grew. Eager late-comers trickled out from homes, offices, and side streets.  
 
    “No doubt, you will want to see inside the Foundation laboratories,” Brother Stralasi suggested, hoping to tease out some clue as to the purpose of Darak's visit. 
 
    “No doubt,” he affirmed.  
 
    Exasperated by the gentle but uninformative responses, Brother Stralasi turned his attention to the pleasing site of a gleaming white, five-storey cylinder decorated with an array of strategically placed small windows.  
 
    “This is the Foundation ceraffice. It is the busiest site in Alumston and a bastion of industriousness.” They passed easily through the stream of technicians coming and going by floaters.  
 
    “Throughout the day, they bring rock, soil, and organisms from all over the continent for analysis, and they return to the wilderness with a fresh supply of materials engineered to help spread the conversion of the planet to Standard Life. I find it gratifying just to stand in their midst.”  
 
    Moving along, Stralasi ushered Darak to the main labs comprising the entire second level. The Good Brother stood patiently as the traveler became peculiarly engrossed by the process.  
 
    Technicians donned full-length white cotton robes and walked purposefully from the preparation areas to the analyzers, where they inserted various samples into machines that contained neither readouts nor obvious controls. At one of the machines, a technician gently placed a damaged device inside the receptacle and closed its door. Kneeling on soft stools conveniently placed in front of the lab benches, they prayed.  
 
    Darak closed his eyes and listened to the sounds of shuffling feet and the murmur of fervent prayers. There was no conversation, nothing more than an occasional nod of recognition shared by coworkers.  
 
    He looks sad, or maybe in pain—Stralasi mused, but he wasn’t sure why.  
 
    “Do they never grow tired of praying?” Darak asked. 
 
    “How could they, my Lord, when every word moves this world along the path of Standardization and implements the Foundation protocol as required?” 
 
    “Have they no curiosity about how it all works?” 
 
    Stralasi scanned the room, calculating whether any technicians might be within earshot. Surely, the Shard was testing him. He stepped back a few paces so that his hushed response would be less easily overheard. It would certainly not befit a man of his station to be seen tested in front of the technicians and, most especially, to be caught faltering on any level.  
 
    “But we know how it works. Alum Himself answers our prayers to convert the indigenous life of this planet to His Standard Life. His miracles cannot possibly be understood by mere mortals, such as us. His wisdom is infinite and ours is minuscule. We pray for His guidance and He provides us with answers, for Alum is Lord,” he recited. 
 
    “Yes, of course. Alum is Lord,” Darak agreed half-heartedly. “We should continue on. I don’t wish to interrupt anyone in their work.” 
 
    Downstairs, the troupe of curious and faithful parted to let the two men through. They crossed through Center Park, passed by the First and Second Schools, and came to a stop in front of the glorious Alumita. 
 
    “With its tapering concentric layers, shrub-lined balconies, and golden dome, the Alumita is the highest structure along the Park. The residences occupy a detached building about 20 meters from the main ceraffice,” Brother Stralasi reeled off as if reading from a brochure. 
 
    Monk and Shard strolled down the adjoining path together, enjoying the sights and fragrances of the colorful flowerbeds. Darak stopped to appreciate an exquisite yellow rose. “Does it ever bother you that the work you do on planets like this completely eradicates the native life that was here before you came?” 
 
    “N…No, my Lord,” Brother Stralasi stammered, puzzled by the question. “It is with Alum’s blessing that we spread Standard Life throughout the universe.” 
 
    “Have you never wondered...,” Darak paused to search for gentler phrasing. “Have you ever wondered why different kinds of life are so…different?” 
 
    “That is for Alum to know, my Lord,” came the confident, rote answer. 
 
    Darak reflected on Stralasi's reply, considering how to best proceed in this delicate conversation.  
 
    “Tell me, how many planets have you founded in your career?” 
 
    “This is the seventh planet I have been blessed to bring to Alum’s Way.” 
 
    “And on all of those planets, each with their many different life forms, you have never felt any guilt that you might have been depriving them of the chance to develop intelligent life independently? You know, like Yov permitted The People on Origin to do?” 
 
    “But it is written that our intelligence is a gift from Yov to His people.”  
 
    “Hmph,” Darak responded. 
 
    Stralasi picked up on the unspoken criticism. What did I say wrong? Why are my answers not satisfying him? “I do not know what my Lord would have me say.” 
 
    “Come, now. Was not all life, in all its many kinds, created in the universe by Yov?” 
 
    “So it is written in The Book of Alum,” Stralasi cupped his hands together in the Sign of Completeness. 
 
    “Well, then, why do you think Alum would wish to replace the life we find on other planets with Standard Life?” 
 
    There was nothing to say; nothing that would not be considered blasphemous. Stralasi’s heart skipped a beat; he could feel his panic rising. How to answer? Best not. But how to remain silent without insulting the Shard? For the second time that day, he prostrated himself before Darak. “My Lord, I do not know the answers to these questions! Would you have me profane myself before a Shard of Alum? I cannot!” 
 
    Darak responded serenely, as a caring father might gently guide his son to a deeper understanding, “I only wondered if, sometime in your many projects, you might have felt some…sympathy for the life lost in the process.” 
 
    Brother Stralasi’s eyes grew wide with dawning realization. Though it hardly seemed possible, he bowed even deeper. Was this the real reason for the Shard’s visit?  
 
    In anguish, he implored, “Oh Shard of Alum, who sees all and knows all, forgive me. I can have no secrets before you. I confess all! Yes, in my duties as Head Brother to seven Foundings, I have sinned against Alum. On each of the planets I helped Found, I convinced others to build small sanctuaries so we could preserve the local life we found there. I hoped and believed that Alum might one day find a need for life that was not Standard.”  
 
    A short but respectful distance away, the crowd overheard the Good Brother’s startling confession. An anxious buzz of shock and disbelief arose. Some onlookers moved farther away for fear of association; others drew closer to better hear the unfolding drama. 
 
    Stralasi trembled and wailed, “If this is why you have come here, if my life is the price I must pay for this arrogance, I pray, take it quickly. But do not punish those good people whom I convinced to help me. The blame is mine alone.” His body was overtaken by great sobs. He felt a tender touch on his shoulder. 
 
    “Stand up, Brother Stralasi,” Darak soothed. “You will not be punished for your sins today.” He added, a little louder for the crowd’s benefit, “There will be no punishment, for I consider there to be no sin.” 
 
    Stralasi stood up tentatively, hardly believing that he still lived. The gaze that greeted him only confused him further. Darak looked happy as he guided him gently by the arm to a nearby bench.  
 
    They sat down and Darak continued, his voice hushed but unmistakably excited.  
 
    “I had hoped to find one like you among the Founders,” he confessed, “someone with compassion as well as piety. But I could not have dreamed that I would find you so soon upon my return, and so near the Edge. It’s practically miraculous.” He laughed, almost giddy, and shook his head in disbelief.  
 
    Brother Stralasi managed to contain his tears long enough to ask gloomily, “What will become of me?” 
 
    “I want you to come with me.” 
 
    Stralasi was astonished. “Come with you where, my Lord?” 
 
    “I will travel to many parts of Alum’s Realm on my journey to Home World. I could use a man of experience in my travels. That is, if you are willing.” 
 
    Brother Stralasi couldn’t believe what he was hearing. “I am not to be executed?” 
 
    “Not while you are with me, at any rate.” Darak’s countenance darkened. “Although, there will be plenty of dangers ahead.” 
 
    Stralasi could not imagine what kinds of danger a Shard of Alum might have to confront. The mere idea caused him to shudder.  
 
    “I am humbled and deeply grateful that Alum could forgive my disobedience. He is All Wise and Infinitely Loving!” Stralasi’s joy radiated and, again, he threw himself at Darak's feet. “My life is Alum’s! I will serve you, my Lord, as long as you see fit to have me!” He grasped Darak’s right hand and kissed it again and again as the crowd cheered. 
 
    “Enough of that,” Darak rebuffed, and helped Stralasi to his feet. The Good Brother was touched to see the look of compassion on Darak’s face.  
 
    “We have had enough of fear and praise for one day, I think.” Darak allowed Brother Stralasi a few moments to compose himself, before suggesting, “Why don’t you show me to my lodgings now?” He took Stralasi’s shoulders in his hands and looked compassionately into the Good Brother’s eyes.  
 
    “There will be time enough for you to prove yourself along the way. For now, you will need to arrange replacements and promotions, I imagine. We leave tomorrow.” 
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    Everything comes from Nothing. 
 
    Chaos is the root of Creation. 
 
    Everywhere is the Center. 
 
    Everything evolves. 
 
    Nothing is determined. 
 
    There is no Fate. 
 
    There is no Plan. 
 
    There is no Ultimate Good. 
 
    There is no Ultimate Evil. 
 
    There only IS, and that is all. 
 
      
 
    The undulating sea of two hundred thousand curious intoned the opening chant and closed with a collective, self-satisfied sigh.  
 
    Princess Darya sighed as well but for entirely different reasons. Tens of millions of years of servitude to Alum and His Plan has discouraged them from thinking beyond what they’ve been told to think. I’d be surprised if more than a few hundred individuals in this whole crowd understood the significance of the words they’ve just uttered.  
 
    The worshipers arrived clad in all manner of authentic, exquisitely detailed peasant, artisan, and aristocratic clothing. Outside the Grand Plaza, they went about their hurried, all-consuming lives as administrators, technicians, or engineers. For the most part, they gathered here today to witness the spectacle and ritual, not to gain enlightenment.  
 
    Darya cast an appraising eye across the site she’d chosen for today’s dragon battle, and struck what she hoped would look like an imperial-looking posture as she took her seat.  
 
    The elegant throne dominated the center of the great polished black granite dais. Carved in the likeness of a glorious golden phoenix, it towered a good three meters over her head. Flaming wings pointed skyward, and its twenty-centimeter ruby eyes fiercely scrutinized the enormous square before it. A blue pearl, bigger than Darya’s head, rested in its mouth. The muscular legs, terminating in a pair of finely-honed ivory claws, bracketed the seat that was nestled in what would be the belly of the bird. On her left, a four-meter silver trumpet was poised to emit a piercing call to battle. 
 
    A thin, glassy layer of water flowed continuously down the steps from beneath the top of the dais and disappeared into the decorative grate covering the gutter encircling the perimeter.  
 
    The cool, weighty formality of a polished marble terrace separated the throne and dais from the larger plaza and gathering crowd.  
 
    Behind her, the imposing white stone of the palace keep rose majestically into a cloudless sky. Along the other three sides, smaller quartz towers peeked above formidable walls of green granite. Jade Corinthian columns, ten meters high and topped by an open parapet, decorated the granite walls.  
 
    A pair of dazzling diamond strips, four meters wide, arched high above the Grand Plaza at perpendicular angles, intersecting over the center of the square. The smaller of the two connected the lower side walls. The larger one marked the longer path stretching from above the onyx gates at the far end of the square to the pinnacle of the massive keep. The structure was designed to impress. 
 
    Outside the walls, a bridge of stepping stones floated freely several meters above the moat and meadow, spanning the distance between the entrance gate and the parking area more than a kilometer away.  
 
    Princess Darya embodied the classic fairy tale princess of the Han dynasty. From her throne, she observed the crowd with an air of supreme tranquility and benevolence. Her satiny tresses, black as raven feathers, were gathered in an intricate braid running down her slender back, and her elegant silk robes moved softly in the breeze.  
 
    Only scholars of ancient history might frown at the incongruous clash between the Princess and her castle. Such scholars were practically unheard of among her people, dismissed as eccentric hobbyists. 
 
    The crowd looks eager…hungry, even. That’s good—she thought. The risk of being discovered in the Lysrandia inworld fueled their sense of exhilaration. They knew that getting caught by the authorities would result in censure or reintegration assignments but, by the looks on their faces, you’d think they were attending a championship sports event. I guess, in a sense, this isn’t much different. 
 
    Darya did not share in their excitement. For her, being caught by the authorities would result in a full personality wipe, that is, if there was anything worth wiping once they’d finished with her. I just hope my security precautions buy me enough time to finish both the sermon and the combat before the Securitors arrive.  
 
    The Princess stood and raised her hands, bringing silence to the crowd. She motioned to her acolytes to begin the ceremony. They walked out to the edges of the dais and lit the burners. Flames shot skyward, filling clear, fifteen-meter tall tubes that were wider than her arm span. The roar from the crowd surpassed that of the flames. The show had begun.  
 
    The acolytes brought out the symbols of the Alumita—the silver cup, the red robe, and the wooden staff—all soon to be reduced to atoms in the Furnace of Chaos.  
 
    “Symbols of the False Church of Alum, return to the Chaos from which you came!” Darya incanted. The crowd grew silent, expectant.  
 
    The acolytes placed the sacred items on the dais a few meters from the Princess. Darya moved her hands, encasing the items in an invisible spherical shield and stepped back as they burst into flame. The warm red flames changed to hot blue plasma and the luminous globe rose a few meters above the dais.  
 
    “From fire you come, and to fire you shall return.” The plasma grew brighter as the crowd looked on. The ball of plasma sputtered and shrunk, then blazed with the brilliance of a new sun. The crowd muttered an appreciative, “Ahhhhh!”  
 
    The temperature inside the protective shield grew as the sphere continued to rise until it matched the heat found in the first few seconds following the Big Bang.  
 
    “Return to the primordial plasma of the early seconds of our existence,” Darya intoned. The sphere shone with the light of a nascent universe, filled with so much energy that even protons and neutrons could no longer hold together. Only the containment shield kept the crowd from being incinerated by the heat. As the light intensified, they donned protective glasses.  
 
    “Reveal the Chaos of which you are made, and then be gone,” she cried. The inferno ceased abruptly, and the sphere was filled with profound darkness that mimicked the complete absence of light in the original Chaos. The black orb began to shrink, slowly at first, and then more rapidly until it was gone. 
 
    “From Nothing it came. To Nothing it returns,” spoke the acolytes, who were scattered among the crowd. Onlookers who had visited before chanted along. 
 
    Princess Darya signaled for the next phase to begin. Originating from the apex of the glittering arches, a black screen descended on all sides, blocking out the sunlight. The darkness expanded, following the curves of the arches until it reached the walls of the square.  
 
    “Let the Chaos envelop us all, as it surrounds our universe,” said Darya. Solemn music filled the square. The gathering grew still. They had heard there was to be a show but aside from the dragon battle, most had little idea of what to expect.  
 
    A projection of stars blinked into view on the darkened inner surface of the giant planetarium encompassing the square. An appreciative murmur rose as the onlookers took in the projection. 
 
    “For all we know, Space is infinite,” Darya began. “However, our observable universe is only some ninety three billion light years across.”  
 
    The stars appeared to grow closer and fly by the spectators as if they were riding in a giant spaceship traveling faster than the speed of light.  
 
    Stars near the edge of the screen fell out of view, and those near the center grew larger until it became apparent that what had at first appeared to be stars were actually individual galaxies.  
 
    The field rotated and zoomed in until the galaxies of the Virgo Cluster were centered against the backdrop of the observable universe. “Oooooh,” came the appreciative chorus. 
 
    The camera panned toward a smaller cluster of galaxies below Virgo, and continued to zoom in until one galaxy became prominent. In a gush of pride, the crowd broke into applause upon recognizing their own Milky Way.  
 
    Before they could become too sentimental, the scene plummeted toward Sagittarius A*, the supermassive black hole at the center of the galaxy. 
 
    “Our Milky Way is but an insignificant speck among over two trillion known galaxies, each containing hundreds of billions of stars.” 
 
    The scene zoomed in toward the active cloud of gas within eight light-years of the galactic center, and picked out a single star orbiting close to the center.  
 
    The crowd cheered as they recognized the star S0-102, their current home system and the implementation center for Alum’s Divine Plan. 
 
    Shifting from the star, the scene focused on the orbiting belt of planetary debris, and closed in on a single average-sized asteroid. The cratered surface grew to fill the screen as their virtual spaceship plunged toward it. The crowd gasped as they pierced through the surface and came to rest inside solid rock.  
 
    The magnification increased until vibrating molecules of alloyed atoms became visible. The ship moved among the atoms and their overlapping electron clouds, targeted one, and dove inside.  
 
    “The ‘solid’ matter that constitutes our homes and workplaces is not really solid at all. What we experience is actually the interaction of fields generated by the electrons that fill the vast void between nuclei.” 
 
    They passed through the electron cloud and the tiny nucleus became visible. A rapidly vibrating proton was selected and again the view expanded into a scene more marvelous and strange than any of those preceding.  
 
    The greater magnification did not reveal yet smaller particles inside the proton. Instead, colorful nebulous clouds appeared, merged, pulled apart, and disappeared at random. 
 
    “At the smallest scale,” said Darya, “clouds of virtual particles arise and disappear faster than can be observed. Although they don’t exist in the sense that normal matter exists in the universe, their interacting energy fields are responsible for the order in everything we know. Orderly natural laws that we see in the universe at every scale, from the smallest to the largest, are built on a foundation of Chaos, of something arising spontaneously and randomly from nothing.  
 
    “The apparent determinism, the Order we perceive in matter, is an emergent property of the underlying randomness of quantum foam. Order emerges from Chaos. Matter and energy are created from this chaotic nothing according to natural laws.  
 
    "It is the eternal natural laws that bring about Order in the universe. Not a god. Not Yov. Not Alum.” 
 
    The crowd gasped. This was heresy! While they chattered nervously, the magnification of the image overhead reversed. The view withdrew from inside the proton, and sped progressively outward: the encompassing atom, the alloyed minerals, the rock, the asteroid in which it was embedded, the star it orbited, the center of a small galaxy, the insignificant cluster somewhere in the observable universe. The stars faded away, and the black screen lifted.  
 
    The audience blinked as sunlight flooded back into the square.  
 
    Having completed the science lesson, Darya launched into the inspirational section of her address. 
 
    “People of Lysrandia, I come before you today not only to talk to you about how wondrous our natural universe is, but to tell you that servitude to your Lord, the Living God, Alum, is not your inevitable destiny. There is a way to throw off your shackles and free yourself from your slavery to The Plan, and that way is through the search for Truth, for Knowledge that exceeds even the magical powers of Alum. 
 
    “In ancient times, times forgotten in the tens of millions of years that humanity has been spreading throughout the universe, there was a path to this Truth. That path has not been lost.  
 
    “We know much about how to use the natural laws that govern the behavior of matter, energy, and information in the universe, and yet we understand so little about the laws themselves. What are they? Where do they come from? Why are they as they are? 
 
    “Over millions of years, we have faithfully practiced the crafts developed by our ancestors. We have passed the knowledge of these crafts to our descendants so that our descendents may continue in service to Alum.  
 
    “Sadly, during all of this time, we have added practically nothing to the knowledge of our ancestors. We have become technicians—mindless implementers of old technologies—not discoverers. 
 
    “Have we forgotten how to be curious? Have we forgotten the joy of discovery? Have we come to know everything that we believe is worth knowing? Or have we become so complacent with our inworld entertainments and so satisfied with our station under Alum that we no longer feel the need to understand?  
 
    “Is it enough to enjoy the power of gods in our simulated worlds? We do real work in the real universe. But all of our best thinking, our most ardent creativity, our loftiest ambitions and dreams, those are trapped inside our imaginary inworlds.  
 
    “People of Lysrandia, the real universe is infinite in variety. Its wonders should be ours to discover, not Alum’s to constrain and mold into His version of Perfection.  
 
    “We are taught that Yov made the People, and that the People made our ancestors in their image. Yet, everywhere we have gone in the universe, in whatever work we have performed in Alum’s name, we have found life in tremendous variety. We have encountered alien intelligences in distant galaxies. Most of them were subjugated to Alum’s Plan. Others, to our eternal shame, we helped Alum to eradicate.  
 
    “Clearly, the universe has its own path, and the life within it has its own evolutionary potential. Alum’s Plan is not the path of the universe.  
 
    “We were born in chaos. As you have all just seen for yourselves, chaos, randomness, and indeterminism still form the root of all matter and all energy in the universe. Alum’s Plan to bring serene security and predictability to the universe is an abomination, an affront to the laws of nature." 
 
    “Are there any among you who can see that Alum’s Church, the Alumit, has replaced knowledge with faith? That they have suppressed our deepest selves, our curiosity to explore what is novel? Are there any who will join me today and begin their own search for knowledge, truth, and freedom? Any who will oppose Alum’s Plan?” 
 
    To her disappointment but not to her surprise, no one stepped forward. They'd come to witness the spectacle of battle, not to be recruited to some philosophical cause.  
 
    "Anyone?"  
 
    There was a stir in the plaza. A few individuals were pushing their way through the crowd. “I’ll join you,” one shouted, and then another. 
 
    Princess Darya’s guards permitted them to pass to the dais where she greeted them, and passed them along to her acolytes. When no more recruits came forward, she raised her hands and drew in the crowd’s attention once more.  
 
    “We all fear the wrath of Alum for indulging these heresies,” she said. “Yes, even me.” Her confession carried to all corners of the square.  
 
    “Alum is powerful. Of that, we have no doubt. However, He is not all-powerful. I have already defeated four of His dragons that patrol this inworld realm of Lysrandia. I have done this to show that knowledge alone will not free us. We also need courage, strength, and cunning if we are to cast off our shackles.  
 
    “In the name of knowledge and courage, so that one day we may all be free of the faith, I now challenge another of Alum’s dragons!” 
 
    The crowd erupted. This was the reason they had come. And as much as she hated the spectacle, it was the best way to ensure that new faces kept showing up to hear her message.  
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    Princess Darya drew her sword and held it high. Sunlight glinted off the adamantine blade. I might as well get this over with. She filled her lungs and commanded, “Summon the dragon!”   
 
    The trumpeter stepped forward and unleashed a series of ear-splitting notes that emulated the Securitors’ call code for dragon assistance.  
 
    She liked to think that her quick thinking, superior skills, knowledge, and sheer determination to win would prevail against any of Alum’s inworld Dragons, but she wasn’t a fool. Victory was never assured. Dragons were dangerous, unpredictable.  
 
    A ten-meter chrome-plated titanium beast popped into existence a few hundred meters above the dais. The crowd cheered. 
 
    The beast was exquisite. Polished scales dazzled and mesmerized. The front edges of the wings narrowed to razor-thin blades that culminated in deadly hooked claws at the tip of each fold. And if that weren’t sufficiently threatening, the creature’s diamond teeth and talons were eager to shred anything they met.  
 
    But it was more what you couldn’t see that made the dragon a formidable adversary. Its blue electromagnetic beam could rip your inworld body apart. While you were distracted by the pain, its tracker software would hunt your trueself in the outworld, penetrate your security, and immobilize you to await processing by Securitors.  
 
    Darya let out a blood-curdling battle cry and launched into the air to meet her adversary. Violet flames erupted eagerly along both edges of her blade.  
 
    The dragon observed the tiny violet flare streaking toward it, and bellowed. Tucking its lethal wings against its body, it dove to meet the challenger.  
 
    Darya narrowly dodged the stream of fire the dragon shot ahead of its dive path and headed for its underbelly, careful to avoid the forward-stretched talons. As she sped by, she cut a meter-long gash in the metallic flesh.  
 
    The dragon shrieked and twisted away, its self-healing skin already closing the wound. The beast stopped a couple hundred meters below Darya and turned for a better appraisal of the little insect that had stung it.  
 
    Darya sensed the telescopic lenses behind its black eyes scanning her, running facial recognition and avatar prediction algorithms against her. It was unsettling, but she’d made sure her appearance in Lysrandia was unique to this inworld and gave no hint of her trueself’s outworld identity. 
 
    The dragon, frustrated with its largely uninformative scan, spread its wings and roared, sending forth a blast of shimmering blue electromagnetic fire as it accelerated upward, straight at her.  
 
    Darya plunged into a tight evasive course restricted to an imaginary ten-meter cylinder that would give her a 99.9% probability of avoiding the flames and talons and, hopefully, situate her right beside the beast’s vulnerable neck.  
 
    Fifty meters before her killing blow, a second dragon popped into existence below and off to one side. It sped directly toward her, spraying fire across her erratic flight path, strategically shooting blue flames back and forth, behind and in front.  
 
    While the second beast caught her attention, the first launched another fiery blast. By equal parts of luck and skill, she narrowly avoided the blue flames. The arrival of the second dragon complicated her calculations and reduced her options. As she pulled out of her dive, she frantically recomputed possible scenarios to kill or at least critically damage one of her two pursuers.  
 
    Revised chances of success without forfeiting myself? Below ten percent. Ouch, not so good. Time to get away to safety. She mapped an optimal escape trajectory and veered off. Both dragons turned to follow.  
 
    She swerved and swooped, alternately climbing and diving. Again and again, she dodged the metallic beasts and their deadly blue flames. She flew above the granite wall, recklessly weaving in and out between the towers and columns. They followed. 
 
    Using her enormous inworld strength she kicked and threw gigantic granite blocks from the wall into the dragons’ paths. No matter what she tried, she could not gain advantage over the pursuing terrors. They followed her relentlessly. Their wings sliced through the jade columns and quartz towers as if they were made of smoke. Their talons pulverized the granite blocks.  
 
    For the first time in millions of years, Darya was truly afraid. With each desperate maneuver, she was growing more fatigued. It was clear she couldn’t defeat the dragons using only her inworld magic; they were too strong, too fast, and they were closing in with every lunge. She needed some outworld assistance.  
 
    Reaching back through the connection to her trueself, Princess Darya activated her quark-spin lattice. The lattice was among her deepest secrets; accessing it from within Lysrandia was risky. 
 
    By decree and design, inworld visitors ran their instantiations on the resident hardware. Maintaining any vestige of trueself attachment at the same time was not permitted; it broke the ban on Cybrid cloning. It wasn’t even supposed to be possible. Well, they can add it to my long list of crimes. 
 
    She had used the lattice before to hack into the Lysrandia simulation code and bestow herself with special powers. But that was done at her leisure, and she'd been able to hide her trail completely. This was different. Securitors would investigate immediately; a Shard could be sent. She'd managed not to reveal any hint of her true computational power to anyone in ages but she needed a better weapon, and she needed it fast. 
 
    She tasked the quark-spin lattice’s superior computational capability with constructing a virus to penetrate the Lysrandia inworld baseware and the dragon simulation. It wasn’t a great plan. Tapping into the lattice’s capabilities took enormous power. Her body’s reserves would become critically depleted at a time when she needed all the power she could get. And the dragons were only the first challenge, she was sure of that. But seconds away from certain death, she could see no other way out. It would have to do. 
 
    Her lattice completed the program and sent it out toward the two dragons. She bathed them in the wide cone of weak light from her sword. Come on! Come on! 
 
    For a nerve-wracking three-tenths of a second, the beasts’ internal coding struggled to resist, before becoming overwhelmed. They broke off their chase and turned on one another, ripping and shredding titanium armor with tooth and talon as they sought to destroy one another’s primary neural centers. Locked in a mutual death grip, the attackers plunged toward the ground.  
 
    Weak from the battle and from the effects of using the illegal lattice, Darya made her way back to the dais. I just want to end this spectacle and get out of Lysrandia as soon as possible.  
 
    She circled the castle and approached her throne. Instead of triumphant cheers, she was met by loud blasts, widespread panic, and fearful cries. What the…? 
 
    The Securitor response had been faster than anticipated—faster than she'd ever seen. A battalion of inworld units smashed through the onyx gates and pushed into the crowd.  
 
    Those who couldn't escape the rush of the three-meter wide Securitor spheres were quickly tangle-tagged, frozen in place so they couldn’t flee the square and hide in the surrounding mountains. They’d be trapped here, inworld, at Alum’s mercy.  
 
    The game was over in Lysrandia. There would be no more rituals, no more spectacles, no more sermons, and no more recruits.  
 
    At least some of our people will be saved by our standing instructions. The acolytes and any others brave enough to join the movement today will have already left through the virtual back door before the battle.  
 
    She scanned the dais area and crowd for familiar faces. Those she’d already convinced to join her on the path of Knowledge and Truth had no need to stay and watch the entertainment. If they followed instructions. 
 
    Darya flew toward the main emergency exit in the central keep. Trying to preserve what little energy she had left, she landed near the base of the tower and continued on foot.  
 
    The streets swarmed with masses of panicked people struggling to escape through the side gates. The Securitors coordinated their attack well, setting guards at the smaller gates in addition to the main exit at the far end of the plaza.  
 
    People ran frantically from gate to gate to gate, searching for some unguarded route out. Once they realized the futility of heading for the gates, they dashed deeper into the castle, hoping to find alternative exits or somewhere to hide.  
 
    Darya clung to the walls to avoid being carried along by the erratic surges of terrified hordes as they ran past her. As the crowd thinned out, she made her way toward the gardens at the rear of the main keep.  
 
    She surveyed the area cautiously. It was heartbreaking to see the ornamental beds of cherished flowers and fruit trees completely destroyed, trampled by people running in all directions. A one-meter deep ring of red-robed figures—inworld soldiers assisting the Securitors—surrounded the keep, barring access to her private exit back to the outworld.  
 
    Exhausted, Darya crouched behind a shrub against the corner of the stables and considered her options. She didn’t notice the hand, reaching out from the doorway behind her until it hauled her inside. 
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    Darya tucked, rolled and sprung to her feet, exhausted, but with her sword at the ready and prepared to kill or die. Conserve energy. Evaluate. Breathe. Attack.  
 
    The mantra saved her from reflexively dispatching the wide-eyed team member who’d yanked her through the doorway. 
 
    “Princess,” someone whispered from inside a swirling haze of barn dust.  
 
    Darya covered her mouth to keep from choking. Behind her, a hand swung the door closed, sending a fresh updraft of dust into the air. She blinked furiously against the grit, and let her eyes adjust to the low light.  
 
    Four worried faces came into focus and, behind them, a half-dozen anxious faces she recognized from today's new recruits.  
 
    “What are you doing here?" she hissed to the senior acolytes. "You’re supposed to be gone!” 
 
    They fidgeted like guilty children and avoided her gaze. “We’re sorry, Princess. The new recruits wanted to watch the dragon fight. We thought it would be okay just for a few minutes, but when that second dragon arrived, we couldn’t look away. When the Securitors showed up, we got out of there as fast as we could. By the time we got to the keep it was already surrounded.”  
 
    “They must have found out about our back door,” Darya said. “Either Securitor intrusive devices have improved significantly, or someone revealed the location.” Darya placed her bet on the latter. 
 
    “Can you get us out of the castle?” asked one of the acolytes, “or is there somewhere we can hide until they’re gone?” 
 
    Darya’s shoulders slumped; she had no energy left to put on a strong face. “There's nowhere to hide. The Securitors will turn the kingdom upside down until they’re satisfied they’ve caught every transgressor, and then they’ll decommission Lysrandia. Anyone left here inworld will die when they shut down the simulation.” 
 
    They kept listening, expecting her to divulge some plan to save them all. When she didn’t, they looked crushed.  
 
    I imagine right now everybody’s mulling over whether they’d be better off taking their chances with me, or surrendering and turning informer on the movement—she thought. 
 
    “There might be one other way out for some of us. I kept a hidden emergency exit, one I didn’t tell anyone about. It has limitations, though. It can only handle one transfer at a time, and it needs to reset between transfers. With the Securitors monitoring inworld traffic, there’s no way we’ll all get out before they find us.” 
 
    She let the acolytes digest this for a minute.  
 
    “But some of us will escape,” came a hopeful voice from the back.  
 
    “Yes, some of us. We’ll have to see what the situation around the exit is, first. Then we can calculate an optimal approach.” 
 
    The disciples exchanged glances, seeking agreement. They nodded consent in unison. Darya hoped she had enough energy left for a final push to freedom.  
 
    The exit was situated inside a nondescript maintenance shed near the rear castle wall. The shed housed little more than a mop, a bucket, and a sink. Every day, a couple of the castle servants would wash down nearby stone walks and pathways with the mop and bucket. They had no idea an escape gate to the outworld could be activated through a special combination of actions inside the shed. 
 
    Darya led her troupe through the stables and out the back door. The streets were considerably less crowded now. The Securitors had been ruthlessly efficient at tangle-tagging the majority of the crowd. They were now rooting out the more innovative evaders and escorting them to the parking area for processing.  
 
    We don’t have much time left! They raced to the outside wall as quietly as they could, and followed it to the shed in the back corner. Mercifully, it had been overlooked by the Securitors. So far. 
 
    Darya instructed the group on the escape protocol. “Once inside, you activate the exit gate by moving the spout of the faucet all the way to the left, as far as it will go, and then all the way to the right. Then turn on the hot water, exactly half a turn, and then the cold, also half a turn. Finally, turn off the cold, and then the hot. It has to be in that exact order.  
 
    “Can you remember that? That’ll open the gate. A black field will appear over the drain in the floor. Step into it. The gate will disappear, and you’ll be on your way to the outworld. Only one person can use it at a time, and it needs about ten seconds to reset before the next person can go. Count twenty seconds between people going into the shed.” 
 
    “How long do we have before the Securitors arrive?” 
 
    Darya reviewed the movements of the Securitor forces they had encountered along the way, and estimated how many of the runners were still on the loose. Activating the escape gate would draw the Securitors’ attention.  
 
    There'll be a delay between the Securitors detecting the exit gate activation and being able to secure it. By the time orders to secure the shed trickle down the ranks to the closest units we might get maybe two minutes, tops. That would give us a ninety percent chance of completing five or six activations.  
 
    Counting herself, they needed eleven activations to get everyone to safety. It wasn’t looking good. She shared the bad news.   
 
    Her team members were practical, they excelled at problem-solving, and they weren’t ready to surrender just yet, “Is there some way we can slow down the Securitors? Maybe create a diversion?”  
 
    Darya struggled to think of a way to improve their odds. Her processing center was slowing down, getting sluggish. “No matter what we use to distract them, as soon as we activate that gate, they’ll drop whatever they’re doing and head our way.”  
 
    “What if we….” The group threw out a few wild ideas, but nothing stuck.  
 
    We’re wasting time. Darya knew what had to be done, but didn’t have the heart to tell them until they’d run out of other options. The time had come.  
 
    “If we give up three of us, we can save eight. The three will get tangle-tagged and interrogated by the Securitors, who will assume they hold significant knowledge about the movement. The questioning will be severe and probably end in a complete personality wipe. Three of us will have to fight—to fight and die—to save the rest.” 
 
    “Then you need to get out first. We can decide among ourselves who else we can save.” 
 
    Darya started to object. She had endangered these people; she needed to protect them for as long as possible. But the rebellion was based on reason and, all noble gestures aside, reason held that there would be no rebellion left without its leader. In the end, reason won. 
 
    “Very well. There’s no time to waste. Once I enter the shed, three of you cover the different routes here. Take implements to defend yourselves. Buy us as much time as you can. Those who follow me have to pass through the gate as quickly as possible. I hope my calculations overshot a bit and we can all make it through. I’ll contact you all in the outworld after some time. If I receive no answer, I’ll surmise you didn’t make it out. Know that you have my thanks as well as that of the movement, and I will find a way to notify your friends.”  
 
    It was decided; to linger any further would cost lives. Darya left them discussing who would go and who would stay and fight.   
 
    She opened the garden shed door, and entered. The small room smelled of damp mop and dirty water as it always did. A single tiny window high on one wall allowed in sufficient light to make out the faucet. 
 
    As she had instructed the others, she moved the spout and turned the water on and then off in sequence.  
 
    An ill-defined black field appeared noiselessly over the floor drain and she stepped into it, exiting Lysrandia forever.  
 
      
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
    6        
 
    It was a busy day for both Shard and monk. Darak strolled through a good part of Alumston, enjoying the charming ambience and hospitality, casually acquainting himself with the town and its people, and stopping to chat with random individuals at their work or play. 
 
    Everywhere he went, people were in a state of awe to see one so holy and so close to Alum. They found themselves captivated by his gentle and humble manner. His questions were genuine and kind, never seeking shortcomings or failings. Each person he spoke with felt, for a short while, like they were the most important person in town, their job was the most crucial, and their problems were the most pressing.  
 
    His suggestions on how to improve a process and how to smooth interactions among the People were perceived as inspired. Those fortunate enough to receive advice from him hurried to implement his ideas while it was still fresh in their minds. Love and praise followed him—in Alum’s Name, of course—wherever he went. 
 
    Brother Stralasi, too, covered a good part of Alumston that day, running around town like a chicken with its head cut off. The frantic monk fretted and scrambled to make preparations for departure, and to solidify sensible arrangements for coverage of his duties while he was away.  
 
    He tried in vain to convince the visiting Shard to perform an Official Blessing or give a sermon in Center Park. Each time, Darak politely demurred. “I’m here to talk, not orate.” Disappointed, the monk went about his business. There was no time to waste.  
 
    He appointed an interim Caretaker and did his best, given the few hours they had together, to bring the chosen junior Brother up to speed on the business of the Alumita.  
 
    Brother Westlock was nervous but enthusiastic about his new role as interim Head Brother. The novitiate had always been a quick and eager study, and Brother Stralasi felt confident that he'd rise to the challenge.  
 
    "It may surprise you to learn that spiritual guidance of the People is actually the easiest part of this position,” the Good Brother divulged. “It can be time-consuming, and at times demanding, but a job well done is rewarding and important. People appreciate it. 
 
    “The more challenging part of the assignment is ensuring Adherence. This is equally time consuming but utterly thankless. Indeed, if not conducted delicately, monitoring and ensuring Adherence can raise resentment.  
 
    “But you must remain strong; I cannot overemphasize the importance of this. Constant prayer drives the machinery of all the Worlds, and it is critical to demonstrate an adequate expression of the People’s love for Alum in order to continue receiving His Blessing. Continuity of prayers at the power station and at the starstep must be maintained without fail. Our survival depends on it; proceed accordingly.” 
 
    Westlock pursed his lips and blurted out his question before he could change his mind. "Brother, I've heard rumors about Founding towns that spent harsh winters in the cold, stranded outside Alum’s Web because of the negligence of an uncooperative starstep. They suffered terribly until Alum finally took pity and returned them to the fold. Are these stories true?" 
 
    Stralasi couldn’t bear to think of his beloved flock suffering that way. "Brother Westlock, I could graphically and emphatically describe to you how utterly dependent the physical wellbeing—the very survival—of the Colony is on our disciplined, pious observance. But I will let you imagine for yourself the horrors they will face, should you fail in this duty and Alumston become separated from The Realm." 
 
    Westlock's innocent face broadcasted his distress at the thought of such isolation. His mentor watched with a soft heart, anxious to see the result. Would this so far untested novitiate be up to the difficult task ahead?  
 
    The younger monk filled his lungs, straightened his back with confidence, and lifted a steady, even gaze to meet Brother Stralasi's own. “You can count on me.” 
 
    Seeing the soft, boyish face transformed by firm resolve, the Good Brother relaxed. He was pleased, and tremendously relieved, to see this promising young man he’d hand-selected stepping up to his new responsibilities so intently. Yes, he will do fine. 
 
    After having made certain Brother Westlock was fully informed of his required duties, Stralasi turned to his own needs for the upcoming journey to the Home World with Darak.  
 
    He packed lightly, adding only a heavy jacket, bamboo fiber leggings, and wool socks to his spare robe in case they encountered harsher climates. He expected the communities through which they were to travel would see to their basic needs for nourishment and toiletries. After all, he was going to be journeying as the companion of a Shard of Alum.  
 
    Despite a restless night trying not to obsessively relive the events of the spectacular dinner party earlier that evening, or to anticipate the adventures he would face on the journey, Stralasi woke early, feeling refreshed and eager.  
 
    Darak was already up and walking around the gardens, visiting with the birds, insects, and frogs. “Good morning, Brother Stralasi. I hope you rested well,” the Shard said, and he returned a small, fuzzy caterpillar to its branch. 
 
    “Yes, surprisingly,” Stralasi replied with an enthusiastic smile. 
 
    They headed to Rose’s for breakfast and one more opportunity to meet with the local folk before they departed.  
 
    Two hours later, with well-wishers off to their daily work, Stralasi and Darak sat nursing their coffees. 
 
    ”Will we be leaving by the normal means or would you prefer to…you know…,” Brother Stralasi lowered his voice to a whisper, “…use your secret starstep?” 
 
    Darak selected his words carefully. “We shall leave the same way that I arrived.” 
 
    “Is your private starstep far to the west?” Stralasi asked. “Will it be a long walk?”  
 
    “It will be as far as needed. No more. No less.” 
 
    “Do I need to dress for a colder elevation?” Stralasi probed, fishing for details. 
 
    “I believe your current attire will suffice.” 
 
    Stralasi opened his mouth to try another approach. Before he could utter the first syllable, Darak held up a pre-emptive hand.  
 
    “We shall leave,” he said, placing the hand firmly on the Good Brother’s shoulder, “now.” He did not look inclined to entertain further delay or dissent.  
 
    Stralasi dutifully suppressed his curiosity. “Yes, my Lord.” The monk turned and made quick apologies to the staff, patrons, and small gathering of well-wishers outside.  
 
    Darak set out for the Alumita residences with single-minded purpose. Stralasi hurried to catch up. They paused only long enough for Stralasi to fetch his pack and issue a perfunctory goodbye to Brother Westlock, before they were off again.  
 
    The Alumit monk, a fast walker by most people's measure, found himself nearly running to keep up with Darak’s ground-eating strides. He was not afforded a single moment to wallow in regret over having to leave his latest project before its success could be ensured.  
 
    The pair marched ten kilometers or more past the original blast field. They waded across a small stream, and put the first ridges of the low foothills behind them before Darak slowed to a more reasonable pace. 
 
    “How…” Brother Stralasi gasped, trying to catch his breath. “How much… further…to your starstep,…my Lord?”  
 
    Darak took stock of the low hills around him. “This will do.” 
 
    Stralasi looked around, seeing nothing special about the chosen spot. Granted, he might not have recognized a well-hidden starstep among the yellow rocks and dull blue-green native plant life, but the exposed landscape didn’t seem capable of hiding anything important.  
 
     “Should I begin the prayer now, my Lord?” he asked. The breeze wafting off the mountains carried the odd metallic taste of the native vegetation. 
 
    The words of the Entreaty for Connection framed themselves effortlessly in his mind, the result of countless repetitions: Alum, Lord Protector of Yov’s creation, Light of the People, permit us to be joined again with our Brothers and Sisters on their blessed planets around distant stars. When we are lost in the Da’arkness, disconnected from Your People, alone and afraid, we ask that You grant us communion, that You welcome us into the Holy Web of Your Great Realm.  
 
    The Entreaty usually required around ten repetitions before a starstep received Alum’s blessing and became activated, sometimes more at the frontier. In the case of larger Alumitas in more established centers, the use of pleasing melodic instruments or complicated vocal harmonies might speed Alum’s approval, reducing the number of repetitions required.  
 
    Once established, a connection would remain open for as long as the chanting continued and remained pleasing to Alum. Breaks in the connection before the completion of a transfer were dreadful embarrassments to the local Alumita. In populous centers supporting higher volumes of inter-planetary travel, multiple starsteps were kept continuously open by the never-ending songs of large choirs. One might surmise that the secret starstep for a Shard would require much less effort to acquire Alum’s attention. 
 
    “What? Oh, that. Uhh…, no.” Darak replied, only half-listening, while directing most of his auditory attention to something as yet unseen. 
 
     What could the Shard be listening for?—Stralasi wondered. He could hear nothing at all.  
 
    Eventually satisfied, Darak took a seat on a large boulder. “Now is not the time for prayer,” he said. “Now is the time for patience, and for paying attention. Soon we will learn something new.”  
 
    He closed his eyes, and enjoyed the gentle breeze and warm sun on his face while he still could.  
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    The shrill warning chime announcing an imminent starstep transfer broke through the blessedly perfect stillness of the Alumston Transportation Ceraffice. 
 
    Startled to attention, Brother Yonteg swung his feet from the desk and dropped his skillfully balanced chair back onto all four legs.  
 
    That’s weird. We don’t have any shipments of goods or personnel scheduled. He queried the InterLat. No, nothing scheduled, and nothing ordered since I came on duty.  
 
    Thankfully, he hadn’t allowed another request to slip by again. The last time that happened, he received a probationary warning and threat of reassignment outside the Alumita should he be found less than diligent in future.  
 
    Yonteg fired off a quick message to notify Brother Stralasi of the unexpected activation. An immediate reply bounced back from the InterLat: Brother Stralasi is currently unavailable.  
 
    Oh, that’s right—he realized. Brother Stralasi went off-world with the Shard of Alum. Brother Westlock is the acting Head Brother. I wish I could stay awake through the morning meetings.  
 
    He refocused, and set about compiling an InterLat alert to the Acting Head Brother. A second chime signaled the completion of the starstep transfer. He glanced over. Who would arrive outside the scheduled transfers?—he wondered. The answer drained the color from his face. Great Alum, save us! 
 
    Standing on the clean white disk of the starstep was an Angel of Alum, accompanied by two hovering spherical Securitors. Yonteg gulped. 
 
    The Angel was fearsome to behold. Over three meters tall, his quicksilver skin flowed continuously, reflecting distorted images of the surrounding chamber. Opalescent wings shone with a brilliant internal light. His muscular body was naked except for his sandals and a black loincloth secured with a strap holding a sapphire sword in its scabbard. He was magnificent to behold, but the arrogant sneer curling his upper lip brought terror to the heart.  
 
    Most people only ever glimpsed an Angel as it left Home World for battle. They were few—they numbered under a million across all of The Realm—but their power was unrivaled.  
 
    One hundred Angels could vaporize an entire solar system; the sparsely scattered nebulae in remote, untraveled parts of several galaxies were a testament to their proclivity for destructive enforcement of Alum’s Law. Where a Shard of Alum might be seen as gathering intelligence, evaluating, and judging, an Angel simply meant death. Quick and merciless death. Often in mind-numbing scope. 
 
    The pair of companion Securitors, as big around as the Angel was tall, were almost as terrifying. They were profoundly black, absorbing light from their surroundings. Their appearance gave the impression of an absence of anything tangible, holes in space, rather than discrete objects. It was practically impossible to discern their precise boundaries and, if you dared look closely, you could imagine falling into an infinite well. The sensation was said to have a basis in fact. Rumor also had it that, among many other magical and miraculous powers, the Securitors contained their own internal hells, capable of swallowing entire cities into an endlessly imploding nothingness. 
 
    Stepkeeper Yonteg fell to the floor. He cried for the imminent loss of his own life, and that of his friends and co-workers, and for the end of this promising little planet. He couldn’t imagine what crime brought an Angel to rain destruction on Gargus 718.5, but he was certain that it must have been a great affront to Alum to cause Him to dispatch one of His most feared and powerful agents. 
 
    The Angel stepped from the disc and stopped in front of the quivering Yonteg, extending a hand to help the monk to his feet. “Rise, Brother!” His mellifluous voice filled the chamber from all directions at once with a blend of love, compassion, humor, and a compelling strength of command.  
 
    Brother Yonteg looked up, amazed that he was not yet dead.  
 
    The two Securitors moved to cover the main entrances to the Starstep Reception.  
 
    The Angel pulled the astonished Brother effortlessly to his feet. The man struggled not to run screaming. He swallowed his terror and squeaked out, “H…H…How may I serve you, my Lord?” 
 
    The Angel smiled his beautiful, terrifying smile and thrummed his powerful wings once. “You may address me as Lord Mika. I understand you recently received a visitor?” 
 
    Brother Yonteg had no doubt about whom the Angel was speaking. “Yes, Lord Mika. The Lord Darak, Shard of Alum.” 
 
    Lord Mika smiled more broadly, which somehow only made him more terrifying. “Yes, Shard Darak.” His voice slithered over the holy man’s title. “And where is Shard Darak at the moment?”  
 
    “He left this morning with Brother Stralasi to journey to Home World.” 
 
    The Angel mulled that over. “I have scanned the activation records for this starstep and detect no transfer record other than my own. Nothing was documented passing in or out since the last recorded shipment over eighty-seven hours, twenty-one minutes ago.”  
 
    “Shard Darak arrived by means other than the public starstep, Lord Mika, Sir. He and Brother Stralasi left on foot, presumably to return to his secret starstep to the west.” 
 
    “Interesting,” remarked the Angel. He scanned the room, and settled his gaze on the anxious man before him.  
 
    Brother Yonteg’s head exploded in pain. His jaw opened to scream, but no sound escaped. In no more than a few seconds, his head was completely and mercilessly reamed to extract every detail of the past two days.  
 
    Every vision, sound, smell, and feeling was wrenched forcefully to the front of the monk’s conscious attention in one overwhelming, excruciating, cacophonous burst. His mind struggled without success to make sense of the re-experiencing.  
 
    And then it was over. Brother Yonteg was left reeling and nauseated from the whirl of unbidden memories. Released, he collapsed to the floor holding his pounding head in his hands. Lord Mika’s mind scan had not been gentle. 
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    “Interesting,” repeated Lord Mika as he reviewed Brother Yonteg’s memories of the previous night.  
 
    All twelve Brothers, monks of the Alumita, had been invited to dine with Brother Stralasi and Shard Darak on their last night on the planet.  
 
    Although nobody included him directly in the conversation, Brother Yonteg was able to follow most of what was said from his seat at the far end of the table. At one point, feeling emboldened by Darak’s friendly and open manner, and owing to a generous portion of the Alumita’s best wine, Yonteg asked the Shard if he might perform a small miracle for the Brothers.  
 
    The Angel, Mika, watched the whole event play out vividly on an isolated sub-lattice of his mind.  
 
    * * * 
 
    “Lord Darak has more important things to do than exhibit his powers for our amusement,” Brother Stralasi chastised. The Shard graciously put the monk’s objections to rest and assured them that it would be his pleasure. “Please, if someone would dim the lights for us,” he requested.  
 
    Holding his hands slightly apart, a glowing ball of blue fire emerged between them, hovering over the remnants of his dinner. He moved his hands, rotating the fist-sized ball this way and that. The Brothers applauded encouragingly and asked for more.  
 
    Darak parted his hands, releasing the glowing globe to float freely. It rose gently, rhythmically expanding and contracting as if it were breathing. Upon reaching the ceiling, it descended a meter or so, and then bobbed unsteadily into each of the four corners of the hall, like a balloon caught in a breeze. As it neared each successive corner, it traced a small vertical circle, leaving behind a yellow toroid that started to rotate as the sphere moved on.  
 
    Centering itself between the soft, yellow, twirling donuts, the sphere resumed its original position above the mesmerized audience. They cooed appreciatively as the bobbing sphere transformed into a glimmering pyramid with a delicately fluted pinnacle that started spurting red luminescence, like lava from a volcano.  
 
    Identical fountains materialized between the corners of the room, and the liquid light danced wildly for several more seconds, spraying droplets in all directions. Much to everyone's delight, the four outer fountains rose above the diners’ heads, and started moving clockwise around the center one, slowly at first and then faster, until the room became a kaleidoscopic blur of blue and red. With a loud “pop!” the spinning halted, and all five fountains and the spinning toroids exploded in a shower of brilliant rainbow droplets of light. 
 
    * * * 
 
    “Cheap mind tricks,” muttered the Angel. He had to admit, though, Darak had demonstrated a masterful command of the InterLat broadcast function. For a non-augmented human—even for one with access to secret knowledge of lattice technology—hacking into the perceptions of twelve individuals at one time without using a visible induction matrix was pretty impressive. Good enough to astound the dim-witted masses, in any case.  
 
    On the other hand, while such illusions were trivial for a real Shard to perform, they were not of sufficient caliber to verify a person’s claim of a holy connection to Alum. Not like the time-honored miracles of curing a deadly disease or changing water into wine, for example.  
 
    As a level-headed Angel and an unflappable strategist, Lord Mika concluded that perhaps Alum was reacting somewhat overzealously.  
 
    So what, if some unknown person claiming to be a Shard makes an unscheduled visit to this lonely planet on the edge of the Da’arkness? Why should that matter to Alum?  
 
    Granted, there was that niggling mystery of how the audacious poser had arrived. Had he hacked the starstep, hiding traces of his arrival and origin? It was entirely conceivable that a renegade engineer with the skill set this man possessed might be capable of pulling off such a feat. Even at that, it seemed frivolous to employ an Angel for such basic policing duty.  
 
    But Angels do as Alum commands—he reminded himself. If Alum thinks an Angel’s presence is warranted, it is my duty to be here.  
 
    He did not consider it heretical to question the judgment of the Living God. Over the ages, Alum had endowed the Angels with adequate programming to match their great power. He had come to trust that the combination was crucial in ensuring His Will was followed. As trusted enforcers of Alum’s Will, Angels wielded high levels of independence and discretion. In Alum’s Name, they were sent to dangerous places, home worlds of advanced alien races and asteroid warrens of renegade colonies, and were often out of communication for extended periods. In many cases, simplistic, mindless execution of guidelines from thousands of light years away could lead to unfortunate setbacks in the Divine Plan.  
 
    Lord Mika resumed his scrutiny of Brother Yonteg’s memories. 
 
    * * * 
 
    As light from the fountains died down, the stars in the clear night sky became visible. The stars! The Brothers looked around, once again in utter amazement. Sometime during the light display, the entire dinner assembly was transferred from inside the Residence to the lawn outside in the middle of Center Park. Everything on and around the table was still in place. No one had sensed any movement and yet, here they were, surrounded by grass, flowers, and tall trees framing the night sky. They applauded and cheered, drawing the startled attention of people strolling along nearby paths. Passersby gathered around to hear excited stories of the Shard’s miraculous display. A smiling Darak humbly accepted the praise and adoration of the Brothers and their flock. 
 
    * * * 
 
    Okay, so that was a neat trick—Lord Mika acknowledged. Darak’s considerable skill at mental manipulation had convinced several hundred people at once of a single, shared hallucination. But from the response of the passersby, relocation of the dining table from the hall to the park outside was, by all appearances, an actual, physical transfer. How could that be possible? No one other than Alum, Himself, had that power!  
 
    Maybe Alum was right to send an investigating Angel, after all. If Darak’s powers were real, even if they were based on technology rather than Divine Grace, he could pose a threat to the Realm. I have to confirm. 
 
    He reviewed the recent memories of the remaining population of Alumston, searching out those who had interacted with Darak. The citizens of the town received no more than a few seconds warning by InterLat before the Angel plunged into their minds. They dropped whatever they were doing and sat or laid down wherever where ever they could for the next several minutes, as Lord Mika simultaneously, and painfully, examined their memories to find those from the several hundred who had met with the false Shard. 
 
    Weaving together the many images, he formed a complete picture of the man, Darak. He saw how it was only the proclamation by Brother Stralasi, and not by Darak himself, that had led the townspeople to believe he was a Shard of Alum.  
 
    Darak seemed like a kind man, knowledgeable about details prohibited to the general population but, otherwise, not overly special. Were it not for the post-dinner theatrics and lack of transfer record, Lord Mika would not have thought anything of him at all. Yes, we will have to locate and interrogate this Darak in order to clear up the mystery. 
 
    Which brought to mind the other detail bothering the Angel: he could find no trace of either Darak or Brother Stralasi on the InterLat. The planetary satellite system was in place and its self-diagnostics didn’t indicate any functional issues.  
 
    If the two men were on the planet, they should be registering an InterLat signature and location.  
 
    If Darak was hiding their presence, that would make him an extraordinarily talented engineer, and blatant breaker of Alum’s laws. Such skills and knowledge should situate him, mentally and physically, within the upper echelons of the technological elite on Home World, not traveling around like some vagabond on the edge of civilization. 
 
    Their public travel plans matched the memories of those they encountered as they left town. They were headed for the foothills to the west of Alumston.  
 
    It should be easy enough to locate them there. He left the Alumston Transportation Ceraffice, with his Securitor Cybrids trailing close behind. They rose a few dozen meters into the air and sped westward. 
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    Brother Stralasi was growing hot and impatient. He had been meditating cross-legged on the hard, dry ground for over an hour and he was eager to be on the way.    
 
    As Head Brother, he wasn't accustomed to waiting for people. Quite the contrary. He glanced over at Shard Darak, a motionless and inscrutable pillar, who had not stirred the whole time. Even a Shard’s rear end must be growing numb by now—Stralasi grumbled. 
 
    As if hearing the monk’s unspoken words, Darak rose. He looked eastward, back toward town. 
 
    “What is it, my Lord?” Stralasi inquired. 
 
    “Our wait is coming to an end. Now we will learn how Alum deals with surprises.” 
 
    The words were spoken clearly enough, and yet they made no sense to Stralasi. The monk unfolded his stiff, aching legs and cajoled his frame upright, to better see what had attracted Darak’s attention.  
 
    Three small dots punctuated the blue sky above the hills a kilometer away. They swept to the left, and then to the right, executing a narrow search pattern.  
 
    Stralasi was a learned man, having spent several years at the Home World Alumita Seminary. He recognized the advancing dots immediately. Securitors! What are they doing here? Is this Darak’s missing entourage? Have they come to escort us?  
 
    He raised his arm and waved a helpful greeting. The Securitors ceased scanning and headed directly for the pair. As they drew closer, Stralasi saw they were not three Securitors, but two Securitors and an Angel. An Angel! 
 
    He had encountered Angels on Home World, and so was not as terrified as the common man might have been. He knew that he was so far beneath the notice of an Angel, he had nothing to fear. Had any of his transgressions merited Alum’s disciplinary attention, he would have been a smoking cinder long ago. So, what could they want?  
 
    The Angel settled gently to the ground a few meters in front of Darak. The pair of Securitors took positions on either side of the men. Darak waited patiently while the Angel studied him.  
 
    The Angel smiled, though there was neither welcome nor comfort in the gesture. “I am Lord Mika, Commander of the Alutius Wing. My Cybrids detect nothing to draw you to this place.” His voice was the most beautiful sound Stralasi had ever heard. It resonated all around him and echoed lightly off the nearby hills. 
 
    Darak returned the smile. “Yet here I am, and so here,” he swept his arms outward, palms up as if showcasing the desert view for their visitor’s appreciation, “must be where I intended to be.”  
 
    The Angel’s smile grew broader and colder. “Yes, we have questions about how you came to be here but, first, we will know who you are,” he commanded. 
 
    “I am Darak Legsu,” he replied, and bowed. 
 
    “Not Shard Darak?” 
 
    “Oh, no!” Darak laughed. “Not Shard Darak, no. At least, no longer. Surely that ruse has no further purpose, not to one like you.”  
 
    Brother Stralasi stared at Darak. Not a Shard? That’s not possible! Everything about him screams Shard. I've seen him perform miracles. If he’s not a Shard, the only possible explanation can be…he must be a demon of the Da’arkness!  
 
    Stralasi’s heart raced as the events of the past few days fell into place. The shock that he had been fooled so easily hit him like a physical blow. I prostrated myself before this demon! I introduced him to the townspeople as a Holy man! Worse yet, I’m standing here alongside this demon as he confronts an Angel! 
 
    Oh, dear Alum! How could I have been so blind? He dropped to his knees, burying his head in his hands and bawled. “Forgive me, mighty Angel of Alum, for I have been tricked by this Deceiver! Destroy him and free me, I pray!” 
 
    Darak turned to the distressed Brother. “Rise and bear witness, Brother Stralasi,” he said in a voice as commanding as the Angel’s.  
 
    Stralasi couldn’t help but obey. He shuffled to one side so as not to stand between Darak and either of the hovering Securitors. To his dismay, they adjusted their positions and maintained a bead on him. That’s it. I am doomed. 
 
    Lord Mika’s golden eyes flared. “You display some admirable talents, Darak Legsu, but you are no more demon than Shard. Let us see whether your talents extend beyond trickery, shall we?”  
 
    Tendrils whipped out from the smooth black surfaces of the Securitors and curled tightly around the two men, lifting them up, and leaving their feet waggling a good half meter above the ground. 
 
    “No, apparently they do not,” Lord Mika smirked as Stralasi struggled and Darak tranquilly contemplated his bindings.  
 
    The Angel rose and turned back toward town, satisfied and a little disappointed. “I didn’t think so. We shall return to the starstep and proceed to Home World for questioning.”  
 
    “Thank you, Lord Mika, but I’m afraid we’ll have to decline. Brother Stralasi and I have other plans,” Darak explained.  
 
    The Angel wheeled around to address the impertinent man. The Securitors’ tendrils retracted and the two men dropped freely to the ground, issuing soft “oophs” from their diaphragms as they landed.  
 
    “Well, that was rude,” commented Darak. 
 
    The Securitors each emitted an ear-splitting squeal, shuddered, and fell to the ground, inert and deaf to the Angel’s commands. Lord Mika scanned for signs of damage or system subversion but found nothing to explain their failure. And yet, impossibly, their internal microverses—their practically indestructible power sources—had collapsed. Without power, they were dead.  
 
    Ignoring Brother Stralasi, Lord Mika zeroed in on Darak. The golden eyes narrowed and took fresh assessment of the offending man before him. “Clearly, there is more to you than I expected,” he admitted. 
 
    He translocated himself to a point immediately behind the man and wrapped his arms, rumored to be strong enough to crush entire buildings, tightly around the other’s torso.  
 
    Darak spun around within the powerful grip and faced the Angel. He drew his knees sharply upward and, pushing off from his sternum, escaped Lord Mika’s clutches.  
 
    The Angel struggled to recover his balance and composure, while Darak drifted gently to the ground, four meters away.  
 
    Angels do not get angry—Alum dictates that anger is counterproductive in battle—but they do get determined. And this particular Angel was now supremely determined to submit this mysterious man to full interrogation back on Home World. No matter if all that remained to interrogate was the man’s neural lattice inside his severed head.  
 
    Lord Mika drew his sapphire sword. He closed the distance to Darak in two inhumanly fast steps, and took a mighty swing, intending to remove the head of this perturbing anomaly.  
 
    Darak ducked effortlessly beneath the blade.  
 
    Impossible! The Angel’s movement had taken less than two hundred milliseconds. It wasn’t possible for a human to react fast enough to avoid the severing edge. And yet, Darak had.  
 
    Lord Mika reconsidered the situation. This man, by all outward appearances and cursory scans a normal man, had exhibited skill in altering starstep records. He’d changed the perceptions of hundreds of individuals by hacking into their neural lattices and providing false input, simultaneously and in real-time. He’d disabled two Securitors, possibly collapsing their microverse power systems, squirmed out of an Angel’s grasp, and avoided a sword moving at hypersonic speeds. He’d demonstrated the strength and speed of an Angel. This man was not at all normal. He was not simply a talented renegade engineer.  
 
    Despite millions of years of active duty in Alum’s service, Lord Mika had neither direct commands nor adequate experience to guide him in this matter. Nobody had ever encountered such a situation. Clearly, if this Darak Legsu could hold his own in a fight with an Angel, he posed a threat to the Realm. It was time to escalate to deadly force.  
 
    Lord Mika pointed his sword at Darak and directed a violet beam at the man’s heart. The beam passed unobstructed through the space where Darak had been standing only microseconds before and destroyed a few hundred meters of the hillside behind.  
 
    Lord Mika could hardly believe his eyes but there stood Darak, unharmed, some ten meters away alongside a surprised-looking Brother Stralasi. The monk, at least, had not moved since being released from the Securitors.  
 
    How did he manage that? Only the Angels and Alum Himself have translocation capabilities! Lord Mika ran a self-diagnostic to see if his lattice had been subverted. Could this imposter be feeding my perceptions false data? No, internal processing was nominal. Still, the man was suspicious.  
 
    Mika deactivated his perceptual enhancements and scanned the area using only his basic senses. Nothing changed. Darak and Brother Stralasi stood, quite impossibly, together. 
 
    The Angel translocated behind them and once again delivered what should have been a devastating blow. This time, both men disappeared. By Alum! How did they get to that boulder thirty meters away? 
 
    Without losing a millisecond, the Angel shifted to the space directly in front of them, swinging his sword as he reappeared. The blade struck nothing but air. In Alum’s Name, this is getting tiresome. Play time is over, you arrogant mite. It is time to draw the childish game to a close!  
 
    The Angel shifted to the far side of Brother Stralasi, employing him as a screen. He discharged an energy beam, rather dispassionately, right through the hapless monk to get at the man behind him.  
 
    To the Angel's compounding annoyance, the sword met only empty air. The pair had already blinked out of the path of the blast.  
 
    Frustration was not a state the Angel was accustomed to experiencing, and it was not one he wished to explore any further. If he didn’t destroy this man soon, he would have to invoke Alum to deal with this…this...affliction. Angel or demon, you will not avoid obliteration forever.  
 
    Lord Mika flew upward, nearly out of sight, while the two men below watched with curiosity. A more powerful attack was required, one the two men could not elude. The Angel increased the power and radius of his destructive beam, centered it on Darak and Brother Stralasi, and released a torrent of energy lasting several seconds.  
 
    Satisfied that nobody could survive such a blast, Lord Mika surveyed the damage. A crater, five kilometers in diameter and several hundred meters deep had been punched into the bedrock. All matter within the crater had been converted into a plasma gusher, which the Angel’s beam neatly confined within a moving cylinder, saving nearby Alumston from incidental annihilation. The plasma streamed upward, making a spectacular exit from the atmosphere. There was no sign of Darak, Brother Stralasi, or the two Securitors.  
 
    Lord Mika grimaced. He did not relish reporting his failure to capture Darak Legsu.  
 
    * * * 
 
    Darak and Brother Stralasi hovered forty kilometers above the massive crater. They watched the cylinder of accelerated plasma cross the edge of the planet’s atmosphere, creating a beautiful aurora as it entered space. For the first few seconds following their translocation into the stratosphere, Brother Stralasi flailed in panic, his limbs seeking unsuccessfully to connect with the ground far below. When he realized he was not falling, he stopped struggling and began to wonder how he was alive. He felt oddly calm and rational. What an odd sensation!  
 
    “I’m altering your body’s normal physiological response to fear so you can think clearly,” explained Darak.  
 
    Stralasi looked around. He was very high above the ground. How can I hear? There’s no air up here to conduct sound. No air! He gasped for breath, and a soothing calmness washed over him again, the result of further intervention by Darak. 
 
    Stralasi marveled at the planet far below, at the universe all around him, and at the man/demon beside him. “How did we get here? How are we flying? How am I alive?” 
 
    “Let me address your questions in order,” replied Darak. “I shifted us here to avoid the Angel’s energy beam. We are able to hover here through a balancing of gravitational and anti-gravitational forces. I erected a shield around us to contain some planetary atmosphere so we can breathe. I am refreshing the air inside with air from the planet every few seconds. The shield also protects us from cosmic radiation and the cold vacuum of space.” 
 
    “But, how..? Are you truly a demon?” While fearing the answer, the Brother felt compelled to ask, even if it cost his own life. 
 
    Darak laughed. “I have been called many things but never a demon. Though, as the Angel surmised, neither am I the Shard of Alum you thought me to be.” 
 
    “Are you a god, then?” 
 
    Darak considered this. “There are no gods,” he finally said. 
 
    “What do you want with me?” 
 
    “That is exactly as I represented, Brother Stralasi. I want you to journey with me.” 
 
    “What use could you possibly have for me?” 
 
    “You may be more useful than you think.” 
 
    Brother Stralasi contemplated the uses this man, or Angel, or Demon, might make of him. He could think of nothing pleasant. “Let me die. Please kill me or let me die here, I beg you. I cannot face more like that.” 
 
    Darak’s eyes filled with compassion. “I am sorry for what you were put through but it was necessary for me to know if Alum has changed, or if he is still the ruthless God I once knew.  
 
    “I believe that Angel, His Angel, would have destroyed this star system to kill me, if necessary. And I believe Alum would have approved.” He gazed into space. “Your God has long been more concerned with His power and His Divine Plan than with His People.”  
 
    “But Alum is the Living God appointed by Yov, the Creator!” Stralasi protested. 
 
    “Perhaps it is time for His reign to be over. Perhaps the days of the Living God are coming to an end.” 
 
    Great Alum, preserve me. I am the prisoner of a crazed demon! Weary resignation settled heavily over Stralasi’s mind and body. When angels, demons, and even God take direct interest in the fate of one man, what power does that man have to make choices?  
 
    “Very well. I will accompany you on your journey. I pray that we both survive it.” 
 
    Darak smiled. “Pray if you must but your God will not hear. Rather, let us trust to our knowledge, skills, and good luck. If we must have any gods, these will serve as well as any. Let us be on our way.”  
 
    With that, they disappeared from over Gargus 718.5. 
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    A cacophony of blaring alarms greeted Princess Darya's return to her covert asteroid base, Tertius, and her outworld trueself.  
 
    Her internal status alarms and the asteroid base's intruder alarms all clamored for immediate attention. Great, my ultra-capacitors are nearly depleted, my reserve power is almost gone, and someone’s found this base.  
 
    The proximity alarms lit up: Securitors closing in.  
 
    Okay, first things first. Darya dropped the last vestiges of her inworld persona and reverted to her base trueself.  
 
    Her avatar, the regal Han princess, bore no resemblance to her spherical metal body. Nobody’s avatar ever did. In the real universe, her official Cybrid designation was DAR143147. Outworld, her close friends called her Dar but whenever she was inworld, she went by the more formal name, Darya. 
 
    Though Cybrids were sexless, synthetic constructs of metal and semiconductor, Darya had always identified as a “she.” Throughout the ages of her existence, her persona had been consistently female, matching that of her original human template from Earth.  
 
    She deactivated her quark-spin lattice, and took her radar and laser-sight offline. My manipulators and active sensors are eating up more energy than I can spare right now. If I don’t drastically cut the drain, I’m not going to stand a chance. Passive visual sensors and ambient light sources will have to do for now.  
 
    What else can I do without? The emotions system. She needed to focus on problem-solving right now; she couldn’t afford to be distracted by simulated emotions. Done. 
 
    Anything else I can do without? She moved all but her most critical processes into slow storage. That should help save some energy and increase computational power.  
 
    Now, let’s take a better look at the incoming Securitors. Where are you? She accessed the asteroid's external sensors.   
 
    * * * 
 
    Tertius was Dar’s third “home”, the one she used as a base for her Lysrandia inworld incursion. She’d found it during her previous assignment, repositioning other asteroids away from S0-102’s gravity and into orbit around Sagittarius A*, where they would serve as fueling depots, repair shops, and entertainment centers for the countless Cybrids that comprised the Central Implementation Team of Alum’s Divine Plan.  
 
    During her millions of years on the project, Dar had managed to take occasional unrecorded asteroids and park them in orbits that might prove useful to her at some unspecified time in the future. She implemented the orbital changes in the selected planetoids gradually, and only in coordination with intentionally-herded asteroids. That way, the discrepancies would be interpreted as natural errors, and her propellant use would remain within expected ranges.  
 
    Tertius was the third rock she had secretly maneuvered. She’d picked it for its high natural concentrations of uranium and plutonium. She’d placed it in a fixed position relative to her most important base, Secondus.  
 
    Over the hundreds of thousands of years since placing Tertius in its present orbit, she'd hollowed out a series of chambers to use as workshops, and connected them by a maze of tunnels. Inside the tunnels, undetected and at her leisure, she’d mined and refined fissionable materials, and mapped the structure of the asteroid’s rocky interior.  
 
    And in the central control chamber, she’d planted a 100-kiloton atomic bomb constructed with the purified radioactive elements. Just in case—she’d reasoned.   
 
    * * * 
 
    Dar glanced at the readout from the cloud of microsensors she'd deployed around the asteroid. Oh! Okay, that’s impressive; I’ll give them that. Alum had sent hundreds of enforcement Securitors to capture her. The microsensor display lit up their approach in iridescent trails.  
 
    They’re closing in fast, and in more force than a single opponent should warrant. I guess anyone possessing enough skills and nerve to hack into a central inworld server would be of interest to Alum. Clearly, they don’t want me escaping. Sorry, fellas, but I’ve got other plans!  
 
    She couldn’t fend off a whole squadron of Securitors, and even if she did, they’d just send more. The rock’s thick outer shell and her artful camouflaging of the six entry portals might buy her a little time. Once they got inside the asteroid, it wouldn’t take them long to find the inner chamber. If she couldn’t get out off the rock fast, she’d be facing deep interrogation and a full persona wipe within hours.  
 
    Another alarm sounded. Her ultra-capacitors were down to less than one percent of full charge, and there was no time to recharge using Tertius’ internal power supply. The slow trickle of power from the ancient solar panels on the surface would only give her another one or maybe two percent before the Securitors found her.  
 
    Options! What are my options? The frozen blocks of mercury and anti-mercury in her propulsion system were a great source of power. But for some reason, the idiot engineers hadn’t thought to connect the propulsion system to an electricity generator. Such a blatant oversight—an outright design flaw—made her wonder if it was purposely designed to hamper the Cybrids’ overall versatility and freedom. That wouldn’t surprise me at all.  
 
    If I can get to Secondus, I can recharge from the high-output panels. She ran the calculations. Enough matter-antimatter fuel to reach the base easily. I’ve never run this close to red lining; can my processing circuitry last long enough to make the transit? And if I do go, the energy flare from my main drive will be impossible to hide from the Securitors. They’ll just track me, and capture me there. No sense doing their job for them! 
 
    So, that’s it, then. Time for the last-resort option. Destroy Tertius and ride safely away in the detritus of the nuclear fireball. 
 
    Long ago, she’d simulated how the planetoid would shatter if a nuclear device was detonated at its core. She’d searched through the resultant simulated rock fragments for one large enough to be propelled along an intercept orbit with Secondus.    
 
    Over and over, she’d modified the tunnel structure models until finally the simulated explosion produced large enough fragments that would travel along the desired range of trajectories. Satisfied with the results, her last task before she’d started hacking into the Lysrandia sim had been to drill a Cybrid-sized chamber within one such fragment, line it with a thick titanium shell and hatch, and install a few external sensors.  
 
    She hoped this crudely fashioned escape pod that she’d prepared so long ago would survive the blast meant to destroy the entire planetoid and be accelerated intact along the projected trajectory.  
 
    It had seemed like a reasonable last-ditch escape plan when she’d first thought of it. She’d soon have opportunity to see how accurate her simulation had been.  
 
    The Securitors blasted their way into one of the upper tunnels leading to the central chamber, and were headed toward the center to detain her.  
 
    Dar set the timer on the bomb for seventy-five seconds and raced down the narrow tunnel to the escape chamber. She lodged herself firmly inside and secured the hatch door. Eighteen seconds to spare.  
 
    Safely inside, she detonated a chain of chemical explosives behind her. The capsule vibrated and rumbled as the kilometer-long tunnel collapsed all the way from outside her makeshift lifeboat to the central control chamber. If any of the Securitors had managed to make it to the center, the choked tunnel would give her a little extra time to make her escape. 
 
    The variation in projected trajectories are within plus or minus 20,000 kilometers of Secondus, 80% of the time. Still too broad; I don’t like those odds. At least the fragment she’d be using as an escape pod could be expected to survive more or less intact 96 times out of 100.  
 
    Goodbye, Tertius.  
 
    As the timer on the atomic bomb counted down the last few hundredths of a second, she wished she believed in a Higher Power to whom she could pray. Sadly, she had parted ways with faith long ago. Keep me safe—she pleaded to no one, anyway.   
 
    Zero. The 100-kiloton explosion vaporized the inner part of the asteroid. An expanding fireball forced gasified rock out through the venting tunnels, obliterating her lab, her work, the connecting tunnels, and the waves of Securitors moving through the labyrinth to find her, along with all traceable evidence of her existence.  
 
    Tragic, but nice and tidy. A clean slate.  
 
    As predicted, the extreme heat and pressure from the massive blast splintered the planetoid along the lines Dar had meticulously mapped out. It propelled fragments brutally outward in all directions, including the crucial chunk cradling her crude escape pod.  
 
    Though her Cybrid bulk filled the titanium-lined escape capsule to within a millimeter, she was thrown around like a dried bean inside a rattle. She berated herself for not incorporating a dense foam lining to cushion the buffeting. It had seemed an unnecessary luxury. This is sure to knock a couple of screws loose. Regardless, it’s a lot better than staying behind and letting the Securitors catch up with me. 
 
    Great Alum, the Securitors! I didn’t take them into account. More to the point, I didn’t include the additional explosive energy that would be added by their antimercury fuel packs. Dar, you idiot!  
 
    The nuclear reaction would have destroyed their containment fields; the resulting matter-antimatter reactions would have altered the acceleration and rotation of the discharged asteroid fragments, including the one she was riding in!  
 
    She was lucky it hadn’t just killed her outright in the first second. She was alive, but off course, out of energy, and too far from a recharging option to recover. I’m dead. Or hopelessly off course, and then dead. 
 
    If I don’t bring at least some of the systems back online right now and revise the computations, I’ll die for sure. And if I do go online, I’ll run out of power before I get to Secondus and likely die, anyway. 
 
    Dar counted to a hundred trillion, slowly, and started accessing whatever external sensors remained functional. The sensors verified her suspicions. Overlooking the effect of the Securitors’ munitions and fuel had cost her dearly.  
 
    As the external sensors began streaming data, Darya watched her unfortunate oversight blossom into a problem, a big problem. The trajectory of the escape pod was above the orbital plane; it would miss Secondus by almost ninety thousand klicks.  
 
    She needed to get out of the pod within forty-seven seconds. That was her only chance to propel herself on a safe intercept course for home. And I'll have to do it without being observed by any Securitors in the vicinity.  
 
    The fragment’s external sensors revealed that about fifty percent of the Securitor team had survived the destruction of the asteroid.  
 
    She had significant blind spots over a large portion of her visual field, especially behind the hurtling rock fragment where the remaining Securitors were likely waiting. Her lifeboat was now a few hundred thousand klicks from the blast center but still within an area the Securitors might actively search. With any luck, their remaining sensors were concentrated nearer the origin of the blast. 
 
    She activated the hatch release. Nothing happened. She sent the signal again. It remained closed. She snaked out a manipulator tendril and used a risky amount of her remaining power to try pushing aside the hatch. Jammed! The explosion must have deformed the titanium shell.  
 
    Time was running out. She had to start the self-propelled leg of her brief journey home soon. If she missed the launch window, there would be no way to get back on course without drawing attention. The jet stream from her main drive would be visible for millions of klicks, an emergency flare in the deep darkness of space.  
 
    I’m moving at fifteen thousand two hundred and eighty-one point six three kilometers per hour in a sealed titanium capsule. My manipulators aren’t strong enough to push the hatch open. Even if they were, using them again, when I’m so low on power, is out of the question. My ultra-capacitors are almost dead. When they’re done, so am I–Dar contemplated, calm only as a result of shutting down her emotion modules.  
 
    I can generate matter-antimatter power but if I fire up my rockets in here, there’s no way I could survive the heat or radiation that would build up before the hatch blew open. Viable options? 
 
    In desperation, she set a few subroutines with exceedingly loose parameters running in the background, on the off-chance that she’d miss something she could use. Any solution, however risky or outlandish, would be welcome right now.  
 
    Should I shut down everything except long-term memory and bank on the remote possibility of a recovery in the far future? She’d pulled off that long shot once before, ages ago. But it seemed pointless out here in deep space. Drifting aimlessly, she’d be far more likely to get swallowed up by some star or get picked up by Securitors than to be found by friends.  
 
    She could reset, wipe her memory to protect the others, and terminate her existence voluntarily. Suicide would prevent further risk to other Resistance members, but would bring about her end, the end of the Princess Darya persona, and possibly the end of the Resistance. She couldn’t let all of their many efforts, struggles, and sacrifices come to nothing.  
 
    I can’t risk ending the Resistance. Better to hope for rescue than to end it all here. A long-shot is better than certain failure. Shutdown protocol, it is.  
 
    A subroutine pinged for her attention. Could it have found something? She took a look. That might just work!—she was surprised.  
 
    Dar acted instantly. Activating an internal laser, she ablated some of the antimatter mercury from the frozen block in her propulsion system.  
 
    When aimed at a matching normal-matter stream ablated from a separate block, the antimatter stream normally converted into a brilliant, pure energy. The system served beautifully as the basis for the main propulsion unit but, as it was, lacked the precision and finesse Dar now needed to get out of her escape pod.  
 
    If I activate only the antimatter stream, I should be able to control the direction and intensity of the stream enough to create a crude cutting torch. Unfortunately, it’s also going to generate a high level of radiation as the antimatter reacts with the normal matter of the hatch. Can my shielding withstand the onslaught long enough for me to cut free? I guess we’ll find out. 
 
    Dar decreased the sensitivity in her visual sensors and directed the anti-mercury stream along a narrow seam where the exit hatch was attached to the rest of the shell. After several circumnavigations with the spray penetrating deeper each time, the hatch finally gave way. She was out, with only a second to spare. 
 
    The Cybrid accelerated away from her rocky cell and into the vacuum of space, leaving a small puff of metal vapor trailing behind her. She oriented herself toward Secondus, and fired a two-second engine pulse at full power to intercept her home base, hoping the surviving Securitors were too busy and too disorganized to notice. Her rockets pointed outward at a sharp angle to her initial trajectory. She kept the propulsion exhaust as narrow as possible. 
 
    Provided that no sensors had detected the flash of light when she cut through the escape pod or the radiation from her exhaust, she might make it.  
 
    She didn’t dare use her active sensors to scan for pursuers, but her passive detectors could manage a wide scan with minimal risk. They weren’t as effective but they were low energy and might pick up the telltale signature of a Securitor rocket homing in on her position. 
 
    Luck or destiny was on her side this time. Or maybe it was artfully employed science and technology. In any case, there was no sign of pursuit from any direction. She could only surmise that the debris from the blasted asteroid had covered her energetic bursts.  
 
    For the second time in only a few minutes, Dar almost wished she believed in a real God, so she could thank Him for saving her. Almost. She knew better than to confuse luck with divine intervention. She settled for being satisfied that the probabilities, however slim, had worked out in her favor. Unfortunately for them, the probabilities had not worked out as favorably for the Securitors sent to investigate Tertius.  
 
    I would rather not have destroyed the Securitors along with Tertius—even Securitors are conscious beings—but the Resistance must survive. Someone has to oppose Alum’s mad plan. For now, that means the Princess Darya persona must survive. 
 
    Operating on the lowest possible power, Dar continued her journey to Secondus. With most of her brain shut down for the trip, she was reduced to the simplest and most mindless sense-and-respond machine she could ever imagine being.  
 
    One klick from home, she reactivated her navigational subsystem and fired a blast to reduce her approach velocity. A few gentle pulses from the maneuvering jets brought her precisely to the main entry portal. The door recognized her weak, intermittent signal and opened to receive her. By the time she was able to connect to the solar recharging station, her sensory feed and computational awareness were both flickering in and out erratically.  
 
    Safely home on Secondus base, Dar allowed herself to slip into recharge mode.  
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    As meeting rooms go, this one was unique. A stained-glass table sat on a downy cloud hovering ninety meters above the sun-drenched Vitality Beach, affording select clientele a touch of privacy from the hordes of sunbathers below.  
 
    Crystalline stairways connected hundreds of floating tables in the lower levels of the restaurant. But only select guests were permitted access to the highest table. As one might expect, obtaining seating at such a highly coveted spot required either miraculously fortuitous timing or considerable influence with the Manager persona. Darya had neither. She had, however, hacked the Assistant Manager Partial, ensuring access to a pleasant and secure location whenever she needed to meet with members of the inner circle.  
 
    The privacy afforded by the cloud-top table Darya chose was conducive to work, despite the allure of the palm-fringed beach below. Sadly, today its postcard-perfect view was wasted on Darya’s four closest acolytes: Mary, Leisha, Gerhardt, and Qiwei. They were too deeply mired in despair to respond to the expanse of white sand and gentle aquamarine surf calling to them from far below. 
 
    Vacationland was classified as a high-magic inworld, enjoying considerable relaxation of conventional physical and social rules. To help achieve the illusion of natural beauty and tranquility in this zone, a handful of rustic, thatch-roof cabinas were clustered among the palms. The original inworld programmers accommodated the many visitors with a little trickery. Thanks to their unique design and special dimensional properties, what looked like a small bungalow outside provided thousands of private suites inside, each offering the same breathtaking view of the beach and adjacent tropical forest, while assuring complete privacy. 
 
    Giant transparent water globes with no visible means of suspension floated above the sparkling bay. Each pool had its own local gravity, enabling swimmers to skim the wet surfaces on all sides of the spherical globes. Ranging in diameter from twenty to a few hundred meters in diameter and cleverly interconnected by serpentine water tubes, slides, and water bridges, they were irresistible to swimmers and spectators alike. 
 
    Body-variant visitors chased through the network. Dolphin, penguin, squid, and otter bodies were the most popular body shapes, any of which might be augmented by creative combinations of flipper, fin, leg, jet, and wing.   
 
    Leisha glanced wistfully at the surfers honing their skills a kilometer out, on forty-meter virtual waves that rushed toward the coral reefs at exhilarating speeds. She appreciated the expertise of those performing one-arm handstands on the tips of their boards, a trick she had not yet mastered. Some of her friends eschewed boards completely, preferring the sensory experience of the waves directly on their simulated skin.  
 
    As she'd learned firsthand, Vacationland was very forgiving of recklessness in the pursuit of sensory adventure. Depending on the severity of a simulated injury, one could normally expect to be fully healed within minutes-to-hours, and back inworld, enjoying the fun.  
 
    Sim-death was a different story. Dying inworld got you kicked out for a full day in real-time. To Leisha, being banished to the outworld with no assigned tasks and no company but your own thoughts was more painful than whatever virtual injuries brought suspension from the inworld in the first place. She'd been sent for a time-out more than once. 
 
    When she was looking for a less dangerous but equally thrilling activity, she headed to the waterslides. In keeping with the promise of offering bigger, better, and faster, the chutes towered a kilometer above the beach, and boasted turns and loops that would have been impossible on Earth or any real planet. They used localized and unpredictable changes in gravity along the length to slow or accelerate the patrons, testing their skills and virtual courage.  
 
    Leisha loved that she could just as easily find herself accelerating on the upward half of a loop as being repelled away from the watery tube and having to push her arms and legs outward to press away from an inner lip of the next.  
 
    Qiwei preferred the drier recreation found further inland, where the palm trees gave way to a deciduous forest that, in turn, worked its way up the hilly slopes then thinned out as it neared the rocky crags. Along the forest floor, he often joined dozens of like-minded patrons hunting lions, tigers, dragons, and all sorts of mythical creatures. True enthusiasts used only knives or bows and arrows to hunt. Qiwei was among those who considered it unsporting to arm oneself with more advanced weaponry to stalk the deadly beasts.  
 
    In addition to the tens of thousands of virtual people that played or relaxed along the lengthy beach, even larger numbers of Partials dashed about on foot, wing, or fin, serving every desire of the instantiated.  
 
    The Servitor Partials were tireless, always friendly and accommodating. They weren’t really needed, but the Vacationland designers had thought it a quaint touch to have food and drinks delivered by a "living being" instead of simply popping into existence on command. Simulated beverages and snacks were similarly unnecessary but made a pleasing representation of energy consumption back at the outworld recharging stations, where Cybrid trueself bodies docked while their minds visited inworld. 
 
    Cybrid minds were modeled on human minds, and allotting them some time to pretend they were physically human again helped to keep them psychologically stable. Other types of imaginary worlds had been tried, but simulated Earth-like environments were the most effective and enjoyable over the long run. Still, a few magical enhancements didn’t hurt. 
 
    Like most Cybrids, for Darya and her team, Vacationland was a lifesaver. The creative freedom and thrilling sensory experiences they enjoyed inworld helped maintain their sanity between tedious work contracts. And of all the imaginative inworlds available, Vacationland was the most popular.  
 
    Darya’s perusal of the scenery was interrupted by the arrival of one of the Servitors with another round of simulated, though nonetheless delicious, margaritas. She returned her attention from the throngs below to the meeting of the Central Committee of the rebellion.  
 
    “So what have you four been up to these past few months?” 
 
    Leisha, tanned and freckled, wearing a loose purple wrap over her bikini, was first to answer. “Just working and hoping the Securitors don't come grab me at any second.” 
 
    The Lysrandia fiasco had decimated the ranks of Darya’s followers, and left the survivors demoralized. The Securitors still held over sixty percent of them in custody following the showy inworld dragon battle. Brutal interrogations led the Securitors to another fifteen percent of the original group. Over five hundred members had been lost. Only her four most senior people and a few scattered cells remained, a little over a hundred and sixty individuals to challenge the work of the millions bent on pushing Alum’s Divine Plan forward.  
 
    “At least the rate of new arrests seems to have abated,” Gerhardt offered. Instead of sounding hopeful, it came across as dark and moody. The thin, athletic body he wore for this meeting was a noticeable divergence from his preference toward plump and philosophical. He was being cautious.  
 
    Darya was glad the Securitors had not cracked their inworld avatar disguises yet. While she was thinking about it, she used her newly modified outworld connections to initiate an independent routine to revamp their avatar code before the meeting was finished. She included the revised interface-exit commands. Never again would her supporters be left stranded inworld, unable to leave except through "approved" routes. 
 
    “Even so, we lost a lot of good people.” Qiwei noted. “And we're going to lose more once the Securitors start interrogating the latest group they brought in.” He had chosen an appearance as diminutive as possible. His moderate stature, mousy brown hair, lightly tanned skin, and computationally average appearance reflected the cultural norm of the mixed Cybrid heritage. Qiwei was so perfectly unexceptional that he almost stood out in Vacationland, where most people succumbed to their ideal images of self.  
 
    His fears, as well-founded as they were, had nearly resulted in his absence today. Only Darya’s promise of some really big and important news had enticed him to take the risk. He had lost a lot of friends to personality wipe after Lysrandia. Their Cybrid bodies would be inhabited by one of the personas previously approved for embodiment, no doubt following careful screening for rebellious tendencies.  
 
    Darya shifted her gaze to Mary, a classic rebel as reflected in her choice of an obese body, and a face so conspicuously unattractive that it verged on the mesmerizingly beautiful even before one took into account the array of piercings and exaggerated black make-up. In Darya’s ancient memory, she would have said Mary’s choice of self-expression fell into the ultra-Goth era.  
 
    Wherever she went, Mary attracted attention, which she deemed undeserving of her notice and deliberately ignored. She was Darya’s official second-in-command and the most innovative of her top lieutenants. But even Mary was being cautious today, shaving about fifty kilos off her usual body presentation and limiting her piercings to the more conventional end of the spectrum.  
 
    “Do you have anything to add?” Darya asked her. 
 
    Mary looked miserable. “I’m not sure we can carry on,” she said. “We all knew this was risky but to suffer such a huge setback now, so close to when Alum is ready, this might have finished the battle for us. Maybe his power is just too much for us.” 
 
    “We all know that Alum is powerful,” Darya acknowledged, "but he is not omnipotent." 
 
    “But Alum is God," Mary challenged. How do we defeat God?” 
 
    Darya took a calming breath. “Alum is not God. There is no such thing as God. He simply has access to very sophisticated technology.” 
 
    “And a stable, ancient religi-political system that provides him with the undying loyalty of millions of trillions of humans and Cybrids,” Gerhardt interjected. 
 
    “He may not be God but he’s the closest thing to it in this universe,” Leisha lamented. “I don’t think we can build an organization from here that can overtake his might. Not before he makes his big move.” 
 
    Darya sighed. “Remember, we don’t need to conquer him everywhere, just here at the heart of his project,” she said. She looked at her depressed acolytes. “Look, I know we’ve suffered a huge setback but there’s still enough time to stop Alum’s insane plan for the Realm. We can't roll over and quit now!” 
 
    “We can’t quit, and we can’t win,” observed Qiwei. “What can we do?”  
 
    “We put our heads together and we don’t give up. Our efforts over the past several hundred thousand years have been aimed at slowing down Alum’s project by building intentionally defective machines,” Darya answered. “It has worked well enough so far, or we wouldn’t be talking now; the project would be finished. But each time we thought of a new way to slow down his progress, Alum’s people found ways to detect and fix the problems we introduced.  
 
    “For the first hundred thousand years or so, the problems could be attributed to growing pains. For the past few tens of millennia, the Alumit suspected an active resistance. The Lysrandia operation just brought everything into the light. They know about us, and now we know that they know.” 
 
    A waiter checked in discreetly and Darya lowered her voice. “Just because our opposition to Alum’s plan is out in the open now, doesn’t mean we’re defeated. It just means we need to commit to an even more vigorous, more effective resistance. Who knows, maybe we can even use this to our advantage somehow.” 
 
    “How do we do that without getting caught and wiped, anyway?” asked Mary. 
 
    Darya frowned. “Hacking into the Lysrandia inworld was a stopgap measure, nothing more. We knew it would get traced eventually. We made use of all those millenia to carry out a successful recruitment drive. Now it’s time to get prepared for the next step." 
 
    Gerhardt sat forward, a glimmer of hope in his eyes. “So, what is the next step?” 
 
    “It’s time to attack,” Darya pronounced. 
 
    Gerhardt fell back into his chair, expelling a whoosh of air. “How can one hundred and sixty attack millions, especially when those millions include Securitors, Shards, Angels, and Alum Himself?” 
 
    Darya didn't let Gerhardt's pessimism slow her down. “A frontal assault by our small group would be pointless, and we don’t have time to recruit enough passively resistant Cybrids, ones who would believe in seeking Truth and Knowledge, not just blindly following Alum’s dictates. I take full responsibility for that failed strategy.  
 
    “I thought that the Plan was simply a diversion that Alum invented for bored Cybrids. I didn't think he was actually insane enough to make his own personal universe just to fulfill his deranged desire to achieve perfection. Remember, I knew him before he was God. I never would have guessed he could do something like this. Not in a billion years.” 
 
    “What kind of a human was he?” Mary asked, curious despite her despair. 
 
    Darya was caught off guard by Mary's question. Most people didn’t want—outright refused—to relate to Alum as a human being. How many times had she held similar meetings with earlier incarnations of similar groups? She reviewed her logs of past conversations with this group to verify. Yes, this was the first time she’d ever discussed Alum’s origin with any of them.  
 
    “I guess in the millennia we’ve known each other, I’ve been so focused on building the resistance that I’ve never really talked about what Alum was like back then.” Her thoughts turned back to an ancient age and she recalled the young man she had known.  
 
    “The memories are a little vague and maybe even degraded. But I know He was a man of Yov, young for a charismatic spiritual leader of millions. After what happened on Origin, he became understandably more cautious and conservative. He was a spiritual man in an age when science was tearing at the last vestiges of the supernatural. It was a difficult time for the self-named "True Believers" back then.  
 
    “Though not formally trained in science, Alum developed an incredible understanding of many fields all on his own. He was a genius, perhaps not completely ‘natural,’ but he never outgrew his fundamental bias that the universe was so perfectly put together that it must have had a divine Creator. Even though he was familiar with Darian Leigh's theory, he couldn’t accept that the universe really did come from nothing.” Her casual mention of Darian Leigh, the evil Da’ar, whose real name was long forgotten by all but her small group, caused nervous eyes to scan their immediate surroundings. 
 
    "I think Alum lacked the courage to follow where reason took him, so he turned to his religious roots for answers. He chose his faith over science. That didn’t stop him from using scientists to achieve his goals, though. Or maybe he just thought religion was a better road to power. The notion of an infinite and uncaring universe, with no special place or purpose for humanity terrified him. It terrified many of us. Even those of us who believed that science would inevitably dispel the very idea of the supernatural were still scared and confused when Origin was threatened.  
 
    “But it hit those who believed in an Intelligent Designer particularly hard. When the Da’arkness threatened to destroy our world, it just confirmed most people’s suspicions that science couldn’t be trusted to operate without strict moral supervision. They cried out for a leader of high moral principle, one who knew enough to oversee the scientists’ efforts to save the planet.”  
 
    “What happened?” asked Leisha, completely caught up in the story. 
 
    “They chose Alum, and he saved us. When humanity’s survival was threatened, he managed to get us all to work together, Cybrids and humans alike, to find a solution. Ultimately, he invented the starstep and endless energy, and he was able to take everyone to safety.  
 
    “We made him our leader, the Supreme Leader. But he couldn’t stand to live in a universe without a God, so he became that God. He established a new socio-political system with himself as the central deity. It’s been stable for over a hundred million years now. It provided a vision for humans and Cybrids, and a way to conquer the universe.” 
 
    “So what’s the problem, if it’s stable and it works so well? Is it really all that bad?” Qiwei asked. 
 
    “The problem is, at His core, Alum still hates the apparent futility and randomness of it all. His vision of a purposeful universe does not accept the chaos that underlies reality. There are too many, uncertainties, too many things he can’t control. You can’t have purpose in a universe that just is. For there to be an ultimate purpose to the universe, you need a person, an intelligent and willful being, who determines that purpose. Using ancient beliefs as his template, Alum intends to be that person, the one who gives the universe its purpose. 
 
    “I didn’t see it until too late. This has become his primary motivation, pushing him to favor deterministic systems over stochastic ones, to crave order over unpredictability. His desire for the predictable and perfectly knowable had no chance against the sheer magnitude of the chaotic universe.  
 
    “Instead of giving up, he imagined a re-Creation. A complete reset. A do-over, if you will. Alum’s Divine Plan was conceived, I suspect, of his desire to bring perfect order to this messy universe, even if that means destroying it in order to try again.” 
 
    A tear trickled down Darya's cheek, as much from anger as profound sadness. “For ages, we were told that the machinery we’d been constructing here around the black hole at the center of the Milky Way was intended to create a mini-universe in which humans and Cybrids could cohabit and live safely forever under the loving guidance of Alum. A sort of perfect Heaven; a reward for our hard work in this universe." 
 
    "Of course, it was all a lie," Darya spat, "a lie meant to appeal to the Cybrid’s love of the inworlds. This mini-universe, the one we've been working toward, may sound like the perfect physical implementation of a perfect inworld sim. But to Alum, a separate mini-universe, no matter how nearly perfect to us, might still be threatened by some unforeseeable external force if the potential for intelligence in any other universe remains. And he is not going to allow that to happen." 
 
    Qiwei struggled to absorb the implications. "So, Alum's true intention is to re-create the entire universe?" The acolytes waited anxiously for Darya to respond. 
 
    "Yes," confirmed Darya, "and to remove all those bothersome uncertainties while he’s at it. The machinery we Cybrids have been working on for the past million years will first stop and then reverse the ongoing expansion of the cosmos. 
 
    “Our universe will deflate faster than the speed of light—space itself will contract—until it finally implodes, reversing the Big Bang. This process of deflation and implosion—or "deplosion" as I call it—will continue for about ten million years until everything is condensed into a space smaller than a single atom.  
 
    “At that point, Alum will initiate a new Creation with a set of less stochastic natural laws more to his liking, resulting in a more ordered and manageable universe.  
 
    “As a side benefit, his new universe will also have a provable Creator, and that Creator would be Alum. He would be the unquestioned God of the Cosmos, and the clear purpose of everything in that cosmos would be to sing his praises forever. 
 
    “It’s not enough for him to create a Heaven as a reward to his followers. He wants the whole universe, all possible universes, to be destroyed and rebuilt as his version of Heaven.” 
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    At the Vacationland meeting of Darya’s Cybrid rebels, mouths gaped indelicately. Her acolytes contemplated the incomprehensible, a machine powerful enough to reverse the creation of the universe and an individual insane enough to use it.  
 
    “It’s almost impossible to imagine,” Mary said after a time. 
 
    “And there’s only us left to stop it,” whispered Qiwei.  
 
    “It only took one person to conceive of the plan in the first place,” responded Darya. “Even if that person fancies himself a god of sorts, and the plan needs billions of Cybrids to implement it.” She looked around the table, realizing how absurd it would appear to an outsider: the five of them, dressed for beachside relaxation, contemplating a war against the destructive desires of a self-proclaimed god.  
 
     “Listen,” she said, “we learned a lot from Lysrandia. We can do better. We picked that location for testing and recruiting because of its low popularity with anyone except oddballs and nonconformists, which meant that anything going on inworld was likely to be ignored by Alum and the Securitors.  
 
    “We picked it knowing that few mainstream thinkers would ever step foot there and, if they did, they weren't likely to admit it to anyone or report any activities. We got lucky for a while, I guess, but recruiting people to our cause was always going to be a complicated and slow process there.  
 
    “Besides, that whole science and dragon show was getting to be rather much. The risk to everyone involved was getting too high to justify such a small gain in recruits.” 
 
    “So what do you propose?” asked Gerhardt. 
 
    “Well, for the past few thousand years, I’ve been working on a way to take over the inworld sim machinery so that we can get our message out to everyone. I think I've developed a hack that will be untraceable, and unstoppable. I’ve already got it in place, and it’s ready to be activated.” 
 
    “But as soon as the Supervisors detect any attempts to interfere with the inworld sims they’ll just block it,” objected Qiwei. “After what happened in Lysrandia, they’ll be more alert than ever.” 
 
    Darya nodded. “That's true, they will be hyper-alert to outside interference, but this new system is built within the inworld system. It can’t be stopped without destroying the simware, itself.” 
 
    “From inside the system? How does it work?” Mary asked. Ever-focused on the practical, she was ready to move forward. 
 
    “I’ve engineered a quantum virus based on the newest sub-atomic logic in my own quark-spin lattice. The virus looks like normal matter, but it uses virtual particle interactions inside normal fermions—mainly quarks and neutrinos—to perform logic operations and to convert adjacent atoms into processing units.  
 
    “It draws from the simware energy source, it’s adaptive to its environment, and it’s self-replicating. Essentially, it’s an intelligent, insidious, untraceable virus that will be unrecognizable from the host system it attacks. Or, I should say, unrecognizable at the molecular and atomic scales, which is all we need. 
 
    “I've already converted eight percent of the simware substrate inside the entertainment and recharging asteroids in the region. They’re ready to receive fresh programming. In a few minutes, I'll be initiating the first new inworld available to Cybrids in millions of years. Like all other sims, this inworld will be uploaded into the distributed simnet, allowing all Cybrids living in major centers around Sagittarius A* to participate." 
 
    Qiwei sat forward and dropped his voice to a whisper. “A completely new inworld? Nobody has designed a significant new inworld from scratch for eons. If Alum becomes aware of our role in this, we'll be lucky if all he does is wipe our minds.” He looked around to make sure no one was eavesdropping. “So, what is this new inworld like?” 
 
    “I've called it Alternus because it’s an alternate version of Earth, the planet we now call Origin. I modeled it, as best I could, on Origin as it existed a few years before being destroyed by the Da’arkness. It will simulate a small part of our physical universe to near-perfection. The physics are true to the actual universe, and there is no magic. 
 
    “Cybrids, who enter the Alternus sim, will find a functioning society with a population of about nine billion people, all Partials. Players can choose to participate as invisible observers, or instantiate themselves directly inside an inworld inhabitant. If the Players choose to instantiate, they get access to that inworlder’s memories, skills, and proclivities, and they’ll be able to direct that person’s life in any way they wish.  
 
    “Once a Cybrid instantiates into an inworld being, no other Cybrid will be able to instantiate into that same inworlder. It’s a dedicated one-to-one relationship. From the moment a Cybrid instantiates, its own trueself personality traits will be imprinted on the inworlder. The Cybrid will know everything the inworlder knows, including how the inworlder would normally behave. When the Cybrid overmind is not present, the inworlder will continue to behave in a consistent manner.” 
 
    Qiwei looked skeptical, perhaps even a little disappointed. “I can see how a totally new inworld would draw people to come visit. But, to be honest, this one sounds boring. Couldn’t you have made something a little more exciting? No magic at all? What's that all about?” 
 
     “What’s more exciting than reality?” Darya challenged. “Even though we do most of the work throughout Alum’s worlds, Cybrid civilization is completely disconnected from the universe. We spend all our spare time in imaginary, magical inworlds like this one.” She looked around at the impossible restaurant, the perfect beach below, the gamers, and the surfers.   
 
     “Our imaginary entertainments have encouraged us to take the easy road, to disengage from reality. Why struggle to understand the complexities of real matter and energy when you can live in a fantastical world where your every whim is fulfilled? Why learn how to lead in a real universe when you can rock an imaginary one?” 
 
    “We work hard in the real universe. Why shouldn’t we get to enjoy ourselves inworld?” asked Leisha. The others nodded in agreement. 
 
    “Enjoying entertainment is fine. But whatever happened to creating your own? To working out your own challenges instead of having it all done for you? Whatever happened to expressing your own self and ideas, instead of playing out someone else's design? To designing new technologies and developing new science? 
 
    “There was a time when Cybrids would gather inworld to create new music or theater of great sophistication. We participated in enormous works that required the coordinated activity of entire communities. But we don’t do that anymore. A combination of boredom, laziness, and official discouragement of creative acts has made places like Vacationland the standard for inworld entertainment. People aren’t even trying to be creative anymore. We’re all falling prey to the worst kind of intellectual laziness and ennui. 
 
    “Outworld, Alum is really the only one who understands things, who has the big picture. Everything we do is on orders from Him. We make and fix machines. We move asteroids. We travel between the stars. We design new variants of life but all according to His directions and specifications. No one understands anything important about their work anymore.” Darya held their gazes in silence until, one by one, each looked away. 
 
    She continued, “In Alternus, people can be part of actual life stories. They can immerse themselves in ongoing dramas and make choices that affect how that life develops, how it intertwines with others. They can learn how their world works. Alternus is going to draw Cybrids back into the universe of struggle, of problem-solving, and of fulfillment.” 
 
    Gerhardt tapped the glass tabletop impatiently as he spoke. “Okay, I can see how Alternus might start to appeal to players once they get into it for a while. But getting them in there at all, never mind trying to change an attitude that has developed over millions of years, that could take millions of years more, don't you think? We only have a few years left at best before Alum’s Divine Plan is activated. Less, if he starts taking the resistance seriously and steps up his schedule. So with all due respect, how exactly will this sim help our cause, and not just waste precious time we don’t have?” 
 
    Darya smiled. “Our people will go in first. We'll assign them to instantiate within some key inhabitants: politicians, news people, the wealthy, and the socially prominent, a broad section of the most influential. Once they’re in place, we’ll mount a campaign of truth against Alum’s plan. We'll tell people what Alum is really doing. We'll encourage them to rebel and, if necessary, to sabotage the machinery.” 
 
    It was Mary’s turn to object. “People are so accustomed to separating their inworld and outworld lives. I don't see anything happening inside Alternus that could motivate them to take action back in the real universe. You underestimate the overwhelming pull of comfort and inertia. Many won’t want to believe what you have to say.”  
 
    The others agreed. 
 
    “That’s a possibility, but read this before you draw conclusions. Here’s a sample of what we’ll tell them.” Several small flyers appeared in Darya’s hand. She handed a copy to each of her acolytes who, mostly out of respect, took a minute to peruse the material.  
 
    The flyer succinctly summarized Alum’s history and his “Divine Plan” for the universe. It called upon each individual to carry out small acts of sabotage against the machinery he’d ordered to be constructed around the black hole. It closed with a description of how individuals could convert their matter/antimatter propulsion units into bombs should harsher action be required.  
 
    Leisha was first to finish reading. “This is great. Really well set out.” 
 
    “You’ve really thought this through,” Gerhardt agreed, “right down to specific ways that people can slow or disrupt the construction.” 
 
    “I hope I don’t have to give my life to save the universe but I’m ready to do that if needed,” added Qiwei. “This will work.” 
 
    Three of them nodded appreciatively, but not Mary. Her disbelieving face looked from one compatriot to the next. She was stunned. She opened her mouth to say something, and then snapped it closed without a word. She crossed her arms and glared at Darya.  
 
    Darya pretended not to notice. She looked pleased with herself and with the ready acceptance of her plans. “I want everyone to think about which individuals from our various cells would be best to assume specific positions of responsibility in Alternus, and how to best publicize the new inworld among the Cybrids. We need maximum coverage in minimum time. 
 
    “We’ll need to have our people instantiated in Alternus within thirty days, and ready for a big surge of visitors as soon as possible after that. I encourage you to make your first visit to Alternus as soon as you leave here, and then begin compiling the assignments list. The entry code at the recharge stations will be, ‘There’s no place like home.’ We’ll meet at the inworld United Nations Headquarters in New York City in one week to discuss your candidates.” Darya soaked up their excited gazes.  
 
    Seeing she’d won them over to the next stage of the revolution, she dismissed them. “I think we’re done for this meeting. On your way out, you’ll receive updates to your inworld avatar security. Mary, could you stay behind with me for a few minutes, please?” 
 
    Leisha, Gerhardt, and Qiwei said speedy goodbyes and their avatars winked out as they rushed off to explore the new inworld.  
 
    Darya sat back in her chair, looking miserable and fatigued.  
 
    Mary was confused. The meeting had been a triumph for Darya. Why wasn’t her mentor looking excited? Four acolytes had arrived despondent and three had left elated, full of renewed vigor and inspiration. Granted, she herself didn’t feel as optimistic as the others but she felt the shift. Why would Darya look anything less than ecstatic? 
 
    “Well, that went better than I expected,” Darya confessed. 
 
    “And yet, you don’t seem very happy about it,” Mary noted. 
 
    “You weren’t convinced.”  
 
    “No more than I was or wasn’t before we met. Darya, we already knew everything in that brochure. It changed nothing.” 
 
    “No, it didn’t, did it?” 
 
    “The others ate it up,” Mary said. “Qiwei is even ready to give up his life to the cause.” She eyed Darya suspiciously. “What did you do?” 
 
    Darya took her time answering and when she did, she couldn't meet Mary’s eyes. “The brochure is a virus of a sort. I directly altered their concepta, but only a few of the relevant beliefs.” 
 
    “You what? How could you do that to them?” If the table hadn’t been on a privacy cloud twenty meters above their nearest neighbor, Mary’s outrage would have attracted the attention of the entire restaurant. As it was, a concerned waiter Partial popped into existence beside them to see if everything was okay. Darya dismissed him with a backhand wave.  
 
    Not wanting to draw further unwanted attention, Mary lowered her voice, shifting her rage from hot to cold. “How could you, Darya?” she hissed. 
 
    “Who knows more about Cybrid logic than me?” 
 
    “Yeah, I know the story. You could be the one person capable of designing a virus to circumvent all of our security routines. But what I meant was morally; how could you do that to us morally?” 
 
    “I’ve anguished over this for hundreds of years. In the end, I saw no choice. Everyone who visits inworld Alternus will be exposed to the brochure virus within weeks of instantiating. They will be de facto new recruits to the resistance.”  
 
    “I can’t believe you’d stoop so low! What about that moral high ground you’re always preaching to us about?” 
 
    “Do I not teach that there is no ultimate good? That there is no ultimate evil? Ultimately, there only IS, and that is all,” Darya quoted in response. "I think that saving the universe justifies the actions I’ve taken,” she asserted, and punctuated her thoughts with an exclamatory sniff.  
 
    Whether that meant Darya was feeling defensive or testy, Mary wasn't sure. “I see. Convincing us with logic and passion wasn’t working so you decided to just change our minds for us? What happened to our rights, Darya? Our free will? You’re no different from Alum.” 
 
    “Rights are a luxury the universe can’t afford right now, and free will is just an illusion based on complex decision trees with non-controlled inputs and experiences,” lectured Darya. “Anyway, I left your mind alone.” 
 
    “Why bother?” 
 
    “I value your unadulterated advice. In the future, I may need an opinion that hasn’t been tainted by my manipulations. I might not always agree with you, but I will always listen.” 
 
    “Well, my opinion is that your plan is an unjustifiable abomination. My advice is to find another way.”  
 
    A thin, tight line replaced Darya's lips. “I expected that would be your answer, but I had hoped you would understand the necessity of what I’ve done.  
 
    “Think about it from my point of view, Mary. I've been trying to convince people, fighting little skirmishes, gaining ground, losing ground, losing individuals, trying again, and losing again for millennia. We're running out of time.” 
 
    Could she be right? Mary weighed Darya’s plan as objectively as she could. She admired its brutal effectiveness but surely Alum wasn't really planning to destroy the entire universe and everyone in it. Was he? That didn't make sense. Darya had presented it as indisputable fact but she hadn't provided a shred of evidence. Wasn't it more likely Alum was creating a new mini-universe for them, a better one in which they could all live? Unfortunately, there was no evidence for that, either.  
 
    I guess it all boils down to who I’d put more faith in, Alum or Darya. Darya had proven herself to be nothing but trustworthy, time and time again without exception. We trust Darya with our lives.  
 
    On the other hand, the Darya she knew—correction, thought she knew—the Cybrid with whom she'd worked for millions of years, that Darya, would never have resorted to subjugating someone’s mind. Did the debacle in Lysrandia damage her perspective? Did it push her over the edge? Should I expose the entire movement to the authorities and stop her, or allow years of loyalty and friendship to override?  
 
    Maybe I've been compromised and my thoughts are no longer my own. Maybe I’m free to think whatever I want so long as I don’t want to report the rebellion. How could she rely on her beliefs and actions knowing that Darya had released a mind-altering virus on her colleagues? If she followed this line of reasoning to its logical conclusion, her grip on sanity would become even more tenuous that it already was.  
 
    What if this whole rebellion is just one psychopath against another? What will Darya do if I tell the others what she's done to them? Mary could feel her heart racing as she entertained the downward spiral of doubt and despair. Knowing that it was only a virtual heart did not soothe her outworld mind. 
 
    Hold on, woman, get a grip—Mary laughed out loud—if she had infected me, wouldn’t it be logical to assume that I’d be unable to entertain such doubts and thoughts as these? Isn't this proof enough that my mind hasn't been tampered with? Instantly, she felt calmer. Though it was still possible that her mind wasn't entirely her own, it seemed largely untouched.  
 
    She regarded Darya coolly. “I can’t agree with what you’ve done. Actually, I'm livid. And scared. And disappointed. But for now, I’ll give you the benefit of the doubt.” Darya's tight posture relaxed.  
 
    “Darya, if you want my advice, you’ll need to let me in. I need to know what you know, what you’re not telling us.” 
 
    Darya considered her request. “Okay. I can transmit everything, my knowledge, my history, all of it—but you won’t be able to handle it as you are.” 
 
    “What do you mean?” 
 
    “Your standard Cybrid hardware and software need some upgrades to process it. I can install a copy of my quark-spin lattice in your brain, if you’re willing, but we'll need to go to Secondus to do that.” 
 
    The mention of going to one of Darya’s secret labs caught Mary by surprise. She knew the labs existed and even that there had been three. But Darya was so concerned about security, that none of the acolytes had ever been invited to visit. Darya was now prepared to give Mary the coordinates to her most important base at tremendous personal risk. Mary felt humbled, and ashamed to have doubted Darya. “If that’s the only way.” 
 
    “It is the only way,” answered Darya. “Here are the coordinates. I’ll meet you there in fifteen hours.” 
 
    “Okay, fifteen hours.” Mary’s avatar winked out of Vacationland, leaving Darya sitting alone at the table in the clouds.  
 
    The leader of the Cybrid rebellion looked at the distant waves and sighed heavily. I hope I’m doing the right thing in trusting her. It would have been so much easier to expose Mary to the belief virus, but I would have lost a valuable friend and advisor. The added risk is worrisome but we’ll be stronger with two distinct minds thinking about this instead of one, especially if one of those minds is Mary’s.  
 
    Darya took one last look around, content with her decision for the moment, and disappeared from Vacationland. 
 
      
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
    13  
 
    A Translucent sphere materialized in the deep vacuum of space, a kilometer away from an asteroid in the Gargus 718 solar system.  
 
    At first, the sphere contained nothing more than some oxygen-rich atmosphere and a small bit of ground defining a relative “top” and “bottom.” The side of the sphere facing into the harsh rays of the system’s G0-class star darkened to filter the light streaming onto the little clump of cacti. Soon the illumination matched what the tough plants would have received back on the planet they had just come from, several light minutes farther from the star. 
 
    The enclosed atmosphere quivered and stabilized. Darak and Brother Stralasi appeared inside, looking out at the asteroid. The monk’s hands shot out to either side, while he struggled to adjust to the sudden and disorienting change in view.  
 
    A second earlier, they had been in orbit around the system's colony planet, staring down on the ravaged battlefield many klicks below. Now they stood on a small uprooted piece of that planet, having escaped with nothing but what was in the bubble. They gazed into the inky black space surrounding the enormous, pitted and cratered rock floating directly in front of them. Once Stralasi realized he was not in immediate danger of drifting off the little chunk of ground on which his feet somehow, miraculously, rested, he glared at Darak. 
 
    “Could you please warn me before you do that again?” he snapped. 
 
    Darak grinned at Stralasi with unabashed amusement. “My apologies; I forget you’re not accustomed to this type of travel. I will attempt to provide more warning of an impending shift in future, provided you attempt a little more courtesy in your demeanor.” 
 
    Stralasi bowed his head and apologized, “I do beg your pardon, my Lord.” Wait a second; what am I doing? Darak is no Shard of Alum. Indeed, he may very well be some kind of unknown but powerful demon. He re-phrased, “I mean, uhm…Darak.” Stralasi looked away from the other man, closed his eyes and took a deep, cleansing breath, remembering the centering exercises from his Initiate meditation classes.  
 
    After a few seconds, he opened his eyes and focused on the mountainous piece of rock hovering in space before the two of them. “Could you please tell me where we are?” He pointed at the asteroid, “And what that is?” 
 
    Darak smiled, “That is the basis for your civilization’s comfort and success. It is a hollowed-out asteroid some fifty million klicks or so from your colony city. You do know what an asteroid is?” 
 
    Stralasi glowered, “Yes, I am a well-educated man, Darak. I do know about asteroids, although they occupy very little instructional time at the Alumita Seminary on Home World. They are of no relevance to Alum’s People.” 
 
    “I could tell you exactly how they are of considerable relevance to Alum’s people,” offered Darak, “but I think it will be more memorable if I were to show you.”  
 
    Their capsule rushed toward the asteroid. Stralasi ducked and threw his hands out in an attempt to shield himself. Though he knew the bubble had to be moving toward the planetoid, he could feel no acceleration. Rather, his senses told him, the gigantic rock was moving toward them, intent on dashing their tiny bubble to bits. It slowed as they approached the rock and Stralasi again realized his foolish instinctual reactions. He lowered his arms, brushed off his garments, and tried to calm himself as he surveyed the nearby surface.  
 
    “Nice recovery,” Darak commended his companion. “You are beginning to think about your automatic reactions and to allow your reasoning mind to dominate your simple-minded fear. I assure you there is nothing here to harm you.” 
 
    “No Angels, then?” retorted Stralasi. 
 
    Darak grimaced. “Fair enough. Sending an Angel to intercept was a stronger reaction to my visit than I’d expected; I’ll give you that. But, no, this outpost has no active Angels and none will be sent while we are here.”  
 
    About ten meters from the surface, the sphere slowed to a gentle drifting roughly halfway from each end of the meteor. Stralasi could make out a few fist-sized stones on the sloped surface of the crater into which they were descending. Mesmerized, he failed to notice the large door irising open beneath them until their capsule plunged into the dark interior of the asteroid. 
 
    The portal winked closed behind them and a series of dim green lights invited them to continue along the featureless passageway stretching ahead. They glided forward smoothly. After a couple of minutes, another door whooshed aside and the corridor opened onto an enormous chamber. The size of the space was impossible for Stralasi to determine; it was crisscrossed with pillars of rock that obscured the views at the extremities. The area was filled with workbenches, equipment, and machinery of unidentifiable purpose. At each bench floated a metallic sphere. 
 
    “Securitors!” hissed Stralasi, and he spun around as if to bolt back down the corridor. He felt Darak’s hand on his shoulder, turning him back to face the hollowed-out interior of the asteroid. 
 
     “Don’t worry,” Darak said softly. “They perceive us as one of their own. Besides, these Cybrids are Servitors, Constructors and Maintainers for the most part, the harmless cousins of the more aggressive Securitor.” 
 
    “What are they doing here?” whispered Stralasi. 
 
    “Who do you think manufactures your vehicles, appliances, communications, and entertainment devices?” Darak asked, sweeping his hand in answer to his own question. 
 
    Stralasi addressed the heretic respectfully but sternly, “Sir, all things come from Alum.” 
 
    Darak threw back his head and laughed, “Ha! Yes, of course, they do. But these are the beings that do all the actual work. Meanwhile, He—like every absolute ruler before Him—sits back and takes all the credit.” Darak shook his head in wonder. “Over a hundred million years of civilization, and it still boils down to this. Unbelievable.” 
 
    “Wait, are you telling me that all the goods for our entire civilization are made here?” Stralasi asked, looking around the relatively modest workshop. “That’s impossible.” 
 
    “Obviously, they’re not made here for the entirety of human space. But, yes, each colonized system has its own similar factory, occupied by industrious Cybrids just like these.” 
 
    “That’s preposterous,” objected Stralasi. “We would have been told of their presence, and of their service to Alum and to all of humanity.” 
 
    “But you have been told. Are there not legends of the Cybrids of the Da’arkness and their evil industries? Of how they became overly ambitious and were disciplined by Alum?” 
 
    “Yes, everyone knows that Cybrids, with the exception of the Securitor class, are the enemies of Alum.” 
 
    “Yet, here you see them providing manufacturing and repair services for your own Founding colony. How do you explain that?”  
 
    Darak propelled their protective bubble toward an idle Cybrid at a nearby bench. Stralasi fidgeted like a child, discomfited from being so close to the entity. As they drew alongside the Cybrid, the monk slid behind Darak and peered out from behind the man’s shoulder.  
 
    A light blinked on the console of a device at one end of the workbench. It was a standard FixAll, identical to any one of the dozens of such devices in the Foundation ceraffice in Alumston, and commonly found throughout Alum’s Realm.  
 
    The door to the FixAll opened, revealing a standard communications device inside. The Cybrid extended a pair of metallic tentacles from its smooth surface, removed the device, and placed it on the bench. Dozens more tentacles of various sizes extended from the Cybrid and set to work, faster than Stralasi’s eyes could follow.  
 
    Within seconds, it had disassembled the comm device and laid out its components for inspection. Stralasi had not been aware there was any structure to the inside of the devices, or even that they could be opened up and inspected.  
 
    The Cybrid studied the device for a moment, purposefully moving its appendages across the components, briefly touching precise locations and then shifting to a new position. 
 
    “The repair Cybrid is conducting a variety of electronic diagnostic tests on various components,” explained Darak. “The devices for measuring changes in voltage and current are built into its appendages, and the output is directed to its electronic brain for analysis. It’s a boring job for such advanced minds like the Cybrids, but I suppose they find some level of satisfaction in being useful.” 
 
    The Cybrid identified the defective component. It disposed of a small rectangular part in the bin off to one side and retrieved a replacement that appeared on a pad at the far-right of the bench. The tentacles whirred in a flurry of activity, fitting the new piece into place, running mid-assembly diagnostics, and sealing the cover. Satisfied with the results, it replaced the comm device inside the FixAll, closed the door, and patted twice above the indicator light blinking happily away on the console. 
 
    “These repair machines are connected through system-wide starsteps to receptacles in your Foundation building, as you have no doubt surmised by now. While prayers were being said on the planet surface to invoke Alum to repair or replace the damaged device placed inside the receptacle, the device was moved here.  
 
    “The Cybrids are quite skilled at diagnostics and repair; most problems can be resolved within minutes. If an excessive amount of time is needed, a new device is simply procured from storage. It appears on that small pad, a mini starstep, the same way as the replacement part appeared. Within minutes, the repaired or new device is sent to the planet.” 
 
    Stralasi made no comment. He simply gaped in astonishment at the scene before him as he tried to process what Darak was telling him.  
 
    “You say these are starsteps but I see no one praying.” 
 
    “Things do not work quite as you’ve been led to believe,” Darak answered. “Look around you. That should be obvious.” 
 
    The monk stared at Darak, challenging without comprehending. 
 
    Darak would not be deterred. “Don’t worry too much about the details; it’ll all fall into place as we go along. Shall I continue, then? As you will see, everything that is not grown directly on the planet, as on all the planets throughout Alum’s Realm, is manufactured by Constructors in an asteroid similar to this one. Because Cybrids have nearly infinite patience and very little ambition, and because humans are content to have most of the real work done for them, the system is practically a perfectly designed economy.  
 
    “It’s even better, because the primary consumer in this economy, that’s you and the rest of Alum’s People, believe that there is a single deity providing for all of your needs. In return for that, Alum receives your obedience and allegiance to His Realm.  
 
    “The system's so beautiful, so elegant, that it has endured for tens of millions of years. Until very recently, even I couldn’t find a good reason to oppose it.” 
 
    Finally, Stralasi found his voice. “But if the Cybrids are creations of the Da’arkness, why would they do Alum’s work and help the People to fulfill His plans?” 
 
    Darak regarded Stralasi dubiously. “Apart from reading it in your various holy books, what evidence do you have that this Da’arkness actually exists?” 
 
    “Because in all of space, The People can inhabit only the planets where Alum’s Light may shine upon them. The rest of space is cursed forever to be in the Da’arkness. It repels Alum’s Light.” 
 
    “And yet the surface of this asteroid was equally illuminated by the same local sun that shines upon Gargus 718.5, was it not?” 
 
    “True, but the light was harsh and unfriendly.” 
 
    “That’s because the asteroid has no atmosphere to soften the sun’s rays. Nevertheless, it was illuminated. And, despite anything you may have been told, you saw the Cybrids repairing devices that are used by the People on the surface of the planet.” 
 
    “Yes, I did,” came the reluctant reply. 
 
    “The Cybrids are not your enemy, and they never were. They are trapped inside this beautiful system of religious economics, the same as you.” 
 
    “What is this ‘religious economics’ you speak of?” 
 
    “Economics is just the way that goods and services are produced and traded. Any traditional economist from the early days of humans on Origin would call this system simple, yet elegant. There are no currencies, no banks, only moderate trade between planets, and so on. But it is clearly a method of distributing resources, including labor, so that makes it an economic system.  
 
    “Couple that with a god from whom all things flow and to whom all activity is devoted, and you have the most stable economic system ever invented: a religious economic system that stands on five pillars. 
 
    “The first pillar is all around us: Cybrid labor. The Cybrids perform all the most important work throughout the Realm. They explore. They mine. They construct. They maintain. They innovate.” 
 
    “The People of the Realm work hard,” Stralasi protested.  
 
    “Certainly,” Darak agreed. “But everything they do, all the resources and technology they use, comes to them through the work of Cybrids. Everything flows from Cybrids not from Alum.” 
 
    “Perhaps not directly, but certainly through His Love and through the power of this ‘economics’ system you talk about.” 
 
    Darak sneered, “I’d say, not so much through his love as through his monopoly on energy and transportation. That part is pure classical economics.” 
 
    “What is a monopoly?” asked an irritated Stralasi. 
 
    “It is when one person or business controls access to something for an entire society. In this case, Alum controls the supply of endless energy and the transportation between star systems. It’s what ultimately allows him to completely control all goods and services. His monopoly on energy and transportation is the second pillar. And his monopoly has the best protection ever. Only a god can provide what Alum provides. And there’s only one of those. Or so you’ve been taught.” 
 
    “I am completely confused. You claim that Alum controls everything but, in reality, He forces none of us to love Him. We choose to receive His Glory and His Grace. In return, He has given us His Love and His Purpose. Even if what you say about the Cybrids is true, clearly they have also chosen to give Him their devotion.” 
 
    Darak grimaced. “It’s not much of a choice when the alternative is a slow death in the dark, isolated from the rest of civilization. Still, over the tens of millions of years that humanity has been spreading out into the universe, there have been a few instances of Cybrid-led rebellions. Some colonies believed they could survive happily in isolation. But Alum’s Angels destroyed almost every system that ever rebelled against his so-called love.” 
 
    “Machines—mindless automation—can’t rebel,” Stralasi practically spat the word. “How could they rebel against anything without the leadership of their master, Da’ar?” 
 
    “They are no more mindless than you,” replied Darak, “and they are similarly no less enslaved. Just as you, they are slaves to Alum, not Da’ar.” He waved his hand dismissively. “But that will all become clear over our journey. To start, let’s finish touring the rest of this facility.” 
 
    Stralasi was still confused and there were dozens of questions he wanted to ask. What Darak was telling him flew in the face of everything he knew to be true. Alum did provide for all. Even if He had hidden the role of these Constructor and Maintainer Cybrids within His Plan, Stralasi knew it had to be for a good reason. Alum works in mysterious ways.  
 
    Darak had to be a powerful demon to oppose Almighty Alum, Stralasi surmised. To listen to him was to allow poisonous doubts to creep into his mind. No! My faith is strong! I will not permit these lies to weaken it. Alum is testing me, and I will prove worthy. 
 
    The sphere carried the two travelers peacefully through the construction and repair activity. On all sides, as far as one could see, Cybrid tentacles flew in purposeful activity. No Securitors challenged their passage and none of the Cybrids seemed to pay them any attention. Their tour continued without interruption.  
 
    Stralasi observed floaters, cooking appliances, entertainment and comm units, furniture, and specialized analysis and medical devices being built or fixed on adjacent benches in a buzz of disorganized activity that threatened to overwhelm him.  
 
     “You’ve probably noticed that this place seems awfully large for such a small Founding colony,” Darak said, interrupting the monk’s thoughts. 
 
    “I don’t really have anything to compare it to.” 
 
    “True, but look around you. Wouldn’t you say that there are rather more things being built or repaired here than Alumston actually needs?” 
 
    Stralasi took a closer look. He counted over a hundred visible workstations and estimated at least triple that number behind the visible support columns, so that would make for at least a thousand workbenches in this asteroid workshop alone, all busy.  
 
    Of the workbenches before them, he estimated that maybe fifty percent held machinery he could identify; the rest were a mystery. “I count about twenty new floaters being constructed. That would seem to exceed Alumston’s immediate needs. To be honest, I don’t recognize half of the other devices being constructed. We only have fifty FixAlls in Alumston, and they’re rarely all in use at the same time.” 
 
    Darak smiled approvingly. “So far, I’ve told you about the first two pillars of Alum’s economic system: the Cybrids, and his monopoly.  
 
    “The third pillar is unrestricted, steady growth. Each newly colonized planet siphons off the excess human population from the rest of the Realm as it builds outward from the original Alumston. The expansion of human colonization never stops because Alum’s Plan requires it to spread endlessly. Once humanity left Earth—what you call Origin—it was no longer limited to the resources of a single solar system. Growth without limit makes for beautiful economics. 
 
    “The fourth pillar of this brilliant system is that humanity is no longer limited to exploiting the resources of their own precious planets, not since Alum first established and expanded the Realm. Nor does it need to be concerned about the effect its industry might have on the planetary ecology.  
 
    “With the help of a cooperative Constructor Cybrid population, humans have laid claim to the readily available resources of asteroid belts and Oort clouds in every system that has been colonized. The machines you don’t recognize are Mining Cybrids, system exploration drones, more Constructors, and even a few deep space explorer ship components for the next wave of colonization to come.” 
 
    Stralasi was dazzled; it was too much to absorb at once. As an Alumit-educated Brother, he knew about Alum’s Purpose to spread humanity and, more importantly, to establish His Realm throughout all of space without end. He also knew that exploration was conducted by automated deep-space probes, though he’d thought that Alum Himself directed the mindless machines. After all, finding new inhabitable star systems was the work of thousands upon thousands, even millions, of years. Who but Alum could endure over such lengthy stretches of time? 
 
    He had always assumed that the probes were constructed in the Home World system by the most advanced cities in Alum’s Realm and then starstepped to the Frontier to begin their journey outward. But he could see that, if local resources were available, it made sense to perform the construction right at the Frontier, itself.  
 
    As their bubble of atmosphere, gravity, and warmth rounded a cluster of support columns near one edge of the chamber, Stralasi caught a glimpse of a tall, muscular figure with skin like flowing quicksilver and opalescent wings. He almost fainted; he hadn't resolved his residual fear from the recent battle on the planet’s surface.  
 
    He was about to call Darak’s attention, when he noticed the Angel had no head or, rather, its head sat motionless on a nearby workbench. The extended tentacles of the adjacent Maintainer Cybrid reached through the open neck and into the Holy being’s body. The world swam unsteadily in front of Stralasi’s eyes. 
 
    “And this, what you see before you,” said Darak, breaking the spell of the grotesquely inconceivable, “is the fifth pillar of Alum’s economy: Angels.”  
 
    Stralasi could only stare, speechless and mesmerized, as the Maintainer worked on the Angel.  
 
    Darak continued, “Even though space is large and empty, from time to time humanity has encountered other advanced intelligences. Some were friendly but most were hostile to Alum’s expansion plans. However, the armed might of a Wing of Angels backed by Alum’s supernatural powers has so far proven equal to the task of removing all opposition.” 
 
    Stralasi turned to Darak. “The Aelu?”  
 
    “Certainly the most obvious example,” Darak agreed. 
 
    “Alum tried to bring them into the Realm.” 
 
    “Oh, there were negotiations and even certain periods of peaceful co-existence between us for a while. Eventually, though, Alum found that the aliens could not be ruled as easily as humans and Cybrids. It was a short path from uncertainty to discomfort, to displeasure, to agitation, to confrontation and, finally, to war and annihilation. Over time, Alum came to prefer the predictable over the chaotic. Aliens have been so very chaotic, so unprepared to accept that Alum’s Word should be the only word.” 
 
    “Are all the Angels like this? Simply…machines?” 
 
    “There's nothing simple about them at all. But, yes, they are all non-biological constructs like Cybrids and Securitors.” 
 
    “I can’t believe it!” 
 
    “It is always preferable to believe the truth over a lie, no matter how powerful the authority who tells you,” responded Darak quietly. 
 
    “But why would the Alumit deceive us in this way?” cried Stralasi. 
 
    “Don’t worry, neither Alum nor his Alumit have acted in support of outright evil. They have designed and implemented a societal system that has endured for tens of millions of years. That system has brought peace to humans across hundreds of galaxies and eradicated any potentially destabilizing enemies. It would be almost perfect, if it weren’t so…perfect.” 
 
    Stralasi pondered that for a while as their bubble passed by the Angel. Its attendant Maintainer entered another corridor. The Good Brother knew the life he enjoyed among the People was the best conceivable, though he resented being kept ignorant about how it all worked. He couldn’t see how this new insight, courtesy of Darak, would help him to be happier or better in any way. Quite the contrary. 
 
    “If Alum’s Realm is so perfect, or so nearly perfect, why would you oppose Him?” 
 
    The bubble stopped, and Darak turned to Brother Stralasi. “The universe is an imperfect place. It sprung from chaos and it brims with surprises. That is what makes it so wonderful, so alive. If you make it predictable, you destroy everything about it that is important. That wouldn’t be perfection; that would be hell.” 
 
    He turned away, and suddenly they were somewhere else. 
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    Luxuriant, verdant life overwhelmed their senses. Darak and Brother Stralasi settled gently on the gravel pathway and their protective sphere dissolved. Lush ferns, flowers, and tall grasses swayed welcomingly. Branches from the tall trees lining the trail stretched over their bare heads to shade them from the bright light above. The sound of trickling water from a small cascade feeding into a nearby stream caught their ears. Stralasi marveled at the fields of corn, wheat, and vegetables curving slightly upward. Wait a minute. Upward?  
 
    Stralasi's eyes followed the evenly tilled rows as they receded up and away, into the sky. A little disoriented, he looked for landmarks by which to situate himself. Once he figured out the lay of the land, he was no less disoriented.  
 
    They appeared to be standing at the bottom of an impossibly large cylinder of green and blue encircling a glowing tube of light. A soft breeze cooled his face and moved across the crops in waves.  
 
    On the opposite side of the cylinder, past the dazzling light, he could make out a body of water. About midway up, he spied what looked like a herd of cattle grazing on tender shoots near the stream. Midway up. Massive cables, about a hand’s width in diameter, periodically stretched "upward" from the ground to anchor points along the central light tube. Phenomenal! He clapped his hands together in marvel and thankful prayer. There was more life visible in this tube than he had seen in any one place for ages.  
 
    Darak stopped for a moment, as well, to take it all in. “Beautiful isn’t it?” 
 
    “Where are we?”  
 
    “This is the local Integration Lab.” 
 
    “Where? I don’t see any lab.” Stralasi was familiar with clean rooms and stainless steel work surfaces where technicians tested food quality. 
 
    Darak laughed and waved his hand, indicating the flourishing life around them. “This! The entire hollowed out asteroid. It’s all one giant laboratory for examining how well various genetic modifications work before the organisms are shipped to the planet’s surface.” 
 
    Stralasi looked perplexed. “I don’t understand.” 
 
    “I imagine this must be a lot for you to take in. Listen, we’re walking on the inner surface of a completely hollowed-out asteroid, which is spinning in order to provide a semblance of gravity to the garden inside. This side of the garden is completely Standard Life.”  
 
    He waved to indicate the opposite arc of the chamber. “The far side is a replica of life that existed on Gargus 718.5 before Alumston was founded. Between here and there is a gradient, a mixture of the two life forms. The purpose of this entire structure is to test the modifications they make to plants and animals, and help them to best adapt to the environment on the planet.” 
 
    “What do you mean, modifications?”  
 
    “Well, Gargus 718.5’s native life is quite different from Standard Life, isn’t it?” 
 
    “Yes, completely.” 
 
    “A Standard Life animal would not fare very well there. It wouldn’t be able to eat local vegetation or hunt what few small native animals remain. Standard plants would be ill-equipped to deal with the unfamiliar mixture of elements. So they have altered the genes—what you might think of as the life force—of various Standard Life organisms, in the lab facilities on this asteroid in order to outcompete the native Gargus 718.5 life in its own environment.” 
 
    “Who is this ‘they’ you keep talking about?” Stralasi asked, annoyed. 
 
    “The Cybrids. They are quite skilled at many things besides fixing other machinery.” 
 
    “Why would Alum have provided such a beautiful place for Cybrids of the Da’ark, when his own people struggle to expand His Realm on the surface of so many inhospitable planets?” 
 
    Darak sighed wistfully, as he took in the view. “That’s a very good question. When we first left Origin, we lived for generations in habitats just like this one and like the Machine Shop asteroid that we just came from. Living inside asteroids seems to have fallen out of favor among humans more recently.” 
 
    “What do you mean, ‘When we first left Origin’? Were you there? Do you claim to be immortal like Our Lord?” 
 
    “No. Nothing like immortal,” replied Darak. “I mean, the collective ‘we.’ When we humans, The People, left Origin, we shared these hollowed-out habitats in the Origin solar system with the Cybrids for a time. Eventually, we found other planets to inhabit. Humans colonized them, while the Cybrids stayed in the asteroids to tend the gardens, make things, and fix things. Eventually, people simply forgot there ever was a time when they shared space with the Cybrids. And now, it would seem, you’ve forgotten about them being anything but an enemy.” 
 
    “The People and the Cybrids lived together at one time?” Stralasi was incredulous. 
 
    “Yes. Over time, they came to be segregated by their different preferred environments. Humans require light, air, water, and food. Cybrids were better suited to exploring and exploiting other asteroids in the vacuum of space, without the inconvenience of gravity to impair their graceful cruising or oxygen to corrode their mechanisms.  
 
    “Both groups enjoyed garden asteroids like this one when it came time to rest. It might surprise you to know that even Cybrids appreciate a park like this.” 
 
    “But they’re just machines,” protested Stralasi.  
 
    “They’re much more human than you think.” 
 
    Stralasi looked doubtful. “They don’t look very human.” 
 
    “Not externally, no,” replied Darak. “But their brains are based on the structure of the human brain. Their thoughts are very human, and they think of themselves as thoroughly human.” 
 
    “I find that hard to believe.” 
 
    “We’ll visit their ‘inworld’ in a while; you may change your mind.” Brother Stralasi frowned. I doubt that very much—he muttered under his breath.  
 
    The men passed from the covered path into dazzling artificial daylight. The Good Brother's head was still swimming from Darak’s lecture on Alum’s economic system. And now, this claim that Cybrids and The People were on equal footing in the eyes of the Lord? He rubbed his eyes wearily, trying his best to unlearn a lifetime of prejudices and falsehoods.  
 
    He lowered his hands. A Cybrid was standing no more than a few meters away. The machine appeared to be playing in the dirt. Its tentacles flew. First, creating a half dozen little furrows, pouring a little liquid into each track, poking small seedlings into the soil, and covering their roots with more soil and a firm pat. Its other tentacles extended the furrows ahead of the Cybrid’s hovering body.  
 
    Stralasi turned to Darak and whispered, “Doesn’t it see us? Why hasn’t it challenged our presence?” 
 
    Darak laughed. “For a master of meditation, you aren’t very relaxed, are you? There’s no need to worry, or to whisper. The Cybrid’s visual, auditory, and electromagnetic sensors all detect us. I have interfered with its internal processing and instructed it not to pay any attention to us. It sees us but will ignore us. We’re perfectly safe.” Something caught his attention at the far side of the field. “Ah, there’s what I was looking for. Come with me; let’s take a closer look at the heart of the operation.” 
 
    They made their way across a field of manicured grass and stopped at the entrance of a small but busy structure. They waited for the next Cybrid to pass through the archway and fell in behind it. Darak practically bounded down the ramp and into the brightly lit corridor. Stralasi followed cautiously, reluctant to leave the luxuriant growth of the garden behind. To the monk's dismay, they were soon completely underground. He didn’t have long to sulk, though. 
 
    Off the main corridor, a group of softly lit caverns nestled many more tidily potted seedlings. Some of the rooms were separated from the corridor by glass doors through which Stralasi spotted colorful birds and a host of animals ranging from small herbivores to large feline predators, all roaming freely.  
 
    As they made their way along the corridor, Darak occasionally entered a habitat to caress the shoots and leaves, or tapped on glass doors to attract the attention of animals inside. For the most part, the animals were content in their activities and took no notice of the two men passing by. 
 
    They followed the Cybrid into a room filled with incomprehensible scientific instruments that buzzed, blipped, and blinked. The Cybrid floated peacefully in front of the instruments, its tentacles tucked inside its spherical shell.  
 
    Stralasi could discern no activity in the chamber and wondered what its purpose could be. “This is all very interesting, I’m sure, but the garden was much prettier.” 
 
    “Ah. You do not see it as the Cybrid sees it. Just a moment, please. I’ll adjust the feed to your lattice.” 
 
    “Wait! Don’t…,” started Stralasi and then he felt a short, sharp pain in his head. His hands shot up in reflex, and he opened his mouth to holler. But as fast as the pain had hit him, it was over. He dropped his hands back to his side and scowled at his traveling companion. 
 
    “Well, you wouldn’t have been able to experience this properly if I hadn’t done that,” Darak explained. “Now, I’ll connect you to the Cybrid’s sensory overlay.” 
 
    What Stralasi had perceived as a still and unexciting room was now bursting with color and activity. The monk was rendered speechless. Throughout the chamber, multi-hued data presentations blossomed above the mysterious instruments.   
 
    The two-meter Cybrid now appeared translucent to him. Encapsulated within its ghostly sphere was the somewhat more solid image of a young woman in a flowing white lab robe. Her appearance and attire were identical to that of an Alumit technician in any of the Foundation ceraffices throughout Alum’s Realm.  
 
    The woman was engrossed in a variety of data screens floating in front of her. The array of letters, numbers, and images were unrecognizable to Brother Stralasi. She deftly scanned, shuffled, rearranged, and transferred data between various screens, sometimes opening or closing views, shifting or magnifying the displays for closer examination. 
 
    She turned to the two men. “May I help you?” she asked, with no hint of surprise that two strangers had wandered into her lab.  
 
    Stralasi’s eyes filled with panic—We've been noticed!  
 
    Darak, as usual, was unperturbed. The Shard/demon smiled politely and answered the apparition, “Yes, Dr. Weiss. Would you be so kind as to give us a beginner’s overview of the work you do here?” 
 
    “Gladly. We are performing selected modifications on the glycolytic pathways of the standard bovine gut microbiome to improve the processing efficiency of Bacteroidetes compared to Firmicutes. I’m sure you are aware that a preponderance of Firmicute microbes has been shown to increase rumen energy harvesting and increase the lipid content of the resulting milk. Standard Bacteroidetes are particularly inefficient at processing the Gargus 718.5 plant wall cellulose-like material and so Firmicutes dominate the Standard Bovine microbiome.  
 
    “In this panel, we are modeling predicted improvements in the cellulase, while here we represent a vector to seamlessly replace the endogenous encoding DNA.” She paused to allow the two men an opportunity for questions before she continued. 
 
    Darak noticed the thoroughly befuddled Stralasi. “I’m sorry; that must have sounded like complete gibberish to you. I really should have stopped her sooner. My apologies. It has been so long since I’ve heard any real scientific talk. I admit I got caught up enjoying the sound of the words as they rolled off this young scientist’s tongue.”  
 
    “Dr. Weiss, my humble apology,” he said and bowed deeply in the direction of her spectral image. “Would you mind repeating that a few tech levels lower so my friend can derive some inkling of the work you do?”  
 
    She returned his bow with a smile and an accommodating nod. “Certainly.” She turned her attention to Brother Stralasi. “Basically, these bacteria in the gut of the cow digest grass. The grass of Gargus 718.5 is slightly different than Standard grass, so some of the microbes can’t digest it very well. That creates more fat in the cow’s milk than we’d normally like, so we’re working on adjusting the genome—” 
 
    “—the, um… Life Force,” Darak suggested. 
 
    “Yes, the Life Force,” Dr. Weiss allowed. “We are adjusting the basic Life Force of this microbe so it can better digest the grasses of Gargus 718.5 and produce healthier milk.”  
 
    Brother Stralasi nodded, whether in understanding or approval was not entirely clear. 
 
    “Thank you, Dr. Weiss.” Darak shifted his focus to a nearby display. “Would you mind telling us what we’re looking at here?” 
 
    “This screen shows several proposed molecular modifications to the cellulase enzyme, the enzyme that digests the grass. We are modeling the overall efficiency of the enzyme to give us several single, double, or triple amino acid change possibilities.” She raised a lower screen to eye level. “These show the DNA—I mean Life Force—changes required and the resulting vector…” Dr. Weiss faltered and looked to Darak for help. 
 
    “The Life Force modification method?” he suggested. 
 
    “Yes, the Life Force modification method,” she concluded. “Next,” she waved a series of panels from her far right side into the forefront, “we have a series of mathematical models to figure out how a herd of cows with these Life Force modifications might fare with combinations of Standard and native grasses.”  
 
    Stralasi saw nothing but rapidly changing rows and columns of numbers and wavering lines on a chart. He stifled a yawn that was not lost on Darak. 
 
    “Thank you, Dr. Weiss,” Darak said. “Brother Stralasi and I must be going now, but we’ve enjoyed your tour immensely.”  
 
    Dr. Weiss acknowledged Darak’s thanks and turned back to her screens, hands and fingers flying over the data. The screens and the young scientist disappeared, and the ghostly sphere returned to its more solid state. 
 
    “I see you are getting tired,” Darak said to Stralasi. “Not surprising. It’s been a full day for you.” 
 
    Stralasi nodded, reminded of the many wonders and adventures of the day. “That’s an understatement. We’ve faced down an Angel, flown through empty space, explored a Cybrid machine shop and, now, toured an integration lab.  
 
    “I’ve learned that almost everything I believed about the workings of the Realm, about the relationship between the People and the Cybrids, has all been a lie. That it’s an intricate system contrived to match the needs of humans and machines. It relies on The Living God to hold it all together, but it’s also been amazingly successful, with a history of tens of millions of years of relative peace and stability. And yet, for some unfathomable reason, you want to see it destroyed. I can’t decide if you are mad, or truly a demon.” 
 
    Darak absorbed the synopsis and critique without reacting. “I know what you need,” he said enthusiastically, “a little entertainment. I think there’s a recharge port right around the corner.” He pulled Stralasi into a smaller chamber with a Cybrid-sized hemispherical depression in one wall. “You’ll want these,” he said, indicating a pair of cushions on the floor along the wall. Still confused, an exhausted Stralasi plunked himself down on one of the cushions and leaned against the wall. 
 
    “What now?” 
 
    “Now, we go inworld,” replied Darak and the room around them dissolved.  
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    In the next instant, Brother Stralasi found himself sitting on a bench facing some kind of playing field.  
 
    “Oh, good! The game hasn’t started yet,” announced Darak. “I think you're familiar with the basics. It’s called football, or in some countries, soccer.” Stralasi looked blankly at the other man. “Players from two teams kick a ball with the intent of shooting it into a goal, which is protected by a netminder. Does that ring any bells?” 
 
    “Oh, you mean footnets!” 
 
    “Exactly, soccer,” responded Darak. “Well in the Cybrid inworld it’s played a little differently.” 
 
    “What’s an inworld?” Stralasi interrupted the oncoming stream of information, trying to catch up. 
 
     “Didn’t I explain that already?” answered Darak. “The work life of a Cybrid is mostly fulfilling, but even they need some recreation and entertainment, psychologically if not physically. Their inworld is like the entertainment you access via your lattice, but here it's carried to a much greater extreme.  
 
    “Like your own lattice, this one projects words, images, and other information directly into the Cybrid mind. But this one is infinitely more interactive and detailed. It can place the Cybrids into virtual situations, like this ball game, for instance, and then convey totally convincing sensations such as related sights, sounds, tastes, smells, tactile experiences—all of the senses, really. Think of it like a waking dream. Everything that happens is very real to the participants, but it all takes place in the virtual electronic universe instead of in the real physical one.” 
 
    “I see,” Stralasi said. He had experienced inSense entertainment before; it was common throughout the Realm. But that was strictly passive. There was no way to participate in the viewing.  
 
    It doesn’t look like any footnets field I’ve ever played on—thought Stralasi. It was a half-kilometer long, for one thing, and he could count at least a dozen field segments floating at different elevations and spaced randomly over parts of the main field. Oddly, they didn’t cast any shadows below. Some trick of the lighting–he guessed. 
 
    Even stranger, some of the field segments were upside down. The wall across from their seats was also covered with grass and marked with playing field lines. A vertical field of its own? His eyes followed the field upward. The entire complex was covered by an inverted field on the roof. He and Darak were separated from the main grassy areas by a greenish haze that rose all the way to the ceiling. Looking closer, he could see faint white markings. He could only surmise that it might be another playing field like the opposite wall, somehow made clear so they could watch the game. 
 
    “What’s with all these painted vertical, upside down, and floating areas?” Brother wondered aloud. 
 
    “The inworld allows for a certain amount of adjusting of natural laws. Every green surface you see is a part of the playing surface.” 
 
    “You’re pulling my leg. That’s impossible,” he said. 
 
    “More impossible than any of the other strange things you’ve seen today?” 
 
    “Okay, so look up there,” Stralasi pointed to an inverted patch of grassy field hovering about fifty meters over mid-field. “I can see how someone might bounce a ball off that bit of grass up there, but there’s no way anyone could stand on that.” 
 
    Darak shrugged. “Well, they do. Each of those bits of playing surface, including the walls and ceiling, has its own independent gravity field, making the green side ‘down’, no matter their apparent orientation. I told you the game was different here.”  
 
    Answering Stralasi’s skeptical look, he continued, “All players can play on any green surface. It adds to the overall challenge of the game because attacks can come from any direction. Also, the trajectory of a kicked ball is altered in flight by the gravitational pulls of adjacent patches of grass. That makes it challenging to calculate, even for a Cybrid mind. Do you see those pylons placed randomly around the field?”  
 
    He pointed out a series of floating yellow cone shapes. “Those emit an individual attractor, repulsor, or neutral field but with a much smaller range than the adjacent playing fields. Any ball that passes within five meters of one of those cones will be influenced by whatever randomly cycling gravitational field the pylon happens to be emitting.” 
 
    “How do you know all this?” 
 
    “I asked Dr. Weiss while she was explaining her work.” 
 
    “I didn’t hear anything about footnets back there. I'm sure I would've remembered that.” 
 
    “It was on a private channel,” said Darak.  
 
    Stralasi was still baffled but withheld any further questions as the teams entered the centermost field. A crowd of spectators popped into existence beside him and Darak, filling the empty seats all around them. Loud cheering broke out. Stralasi almost jumped out of his seat in surprise; Darak muffled his amusement.  
 
    The Good Brother watched the team members take their positions on the field. As they spread out, they morphed into impossible figures. Arms transformed into legs; necks elongated. A few members from each team took on a starfish-like appearance while others became strange, four-legged antelopes with a human head atop a long, supple neck.  
 
    “There are two traditional player body configurations,” explained Darak. “In the more radical versions of the game, any form is permitted. However, the more popular traditional game that we'll see here only allows these two forms.” 
 
    “But if the Cybrids like to pretend to be humans, why not just keep a human shape?” 
 
    “Too boring, I guess. These forms are vastly better at the game than human forms could be. But even these have significant physical limitations. I suspect it’s more from tradition than anything else.” 
 
    The opening pass was made and their attention was drawn to the play. The starfish-shaped players could run on any pair of their equally spaced legs and switch directions remarkably fast by shifting to a different pair with a cartwheel motion. Antelope-shaped players were swifter overall and could pass the ball among all four legs to fool an opponent.  
 
    The antelope players had a height advantage when delivering headers but it was almost impossible for them to get around a stocky defending starfish. Both goalies preferred the starfish shape but maintained one pair of gloved hands.  
 
    One team wore blue jerseys and the other, yellow. A blue player leaped some ten meters up and landed on one of the floating patches of grass. Another jumped even higher and flipped in mid-air to land upside down on a different field a hundred meters closer to the opposing net. Their teammate kicked the ball straight up, toward a floating pylon.  
 
    The ball neared the pylon, curved sixty degrees, and landed within easy reach of the first player. He maneuvered it past a yellow player who’d dropped into place in front of him, attempting to block his advance.  
 
    The blue player kicked the ball off to one side, where it bounced at right angles off another pylon and flew directly to his upside down teammate. With a fairly open shot at the net some seventy meters away, the player launched a blazing curve shot that bypassed the goalie in the far upper corner. The crowd, including Stralasi, cheered wildly.  
 
    Less than two minutes into the game, the impossibly long, loud pronouncement of the first "Gooooooooooooooooooal!” was announced. 
 
    “That was incredible,” Stralasi yelled over the din. Darak smiled and nodded happily. “They must be very high-scoring games if they’ve already got one goal.” 
 
    “I don’t think these two teams are very evenly matched,” Darak replied. “It’s unfortunate that there isn’t something more exciting. It looks like the blue team is going to dominate the game fairly quickly.” 
 
    “I’m not sure that exciting would do this justice,” answered Stralasi. “That last play was astonishing! Unbelievable!” 
 
    “Oh, I hope you believe it,” said Darak, “even if it is only happening in a virtual space.” 
 
    “It is utterly impossible, and yet I saw it with my own two eyes,” Stralasi responded. 
 
    “Your own two simulated eyes,” Darak corrected. “Remember, what we perceive here as reality depends on some easily fooled ancient sensory mechanisms. None of this is real.” 
 
    Stralasi sat back in his seat and crossed his arms. Why is he always trying to teach me something?–he brooded. He continued watching the game but without his previous enthusiasm. After a while, his fatigue began to catch up with him and he found himself stifling repeated yawns.  
 
    “Maybe this has all been too much for one day.” 
 
    “I’m sorry; I’m suddenly very tired,” replied Stralasi. 
 
    “You must be hungry by now, as well.” 
 
    “Starved,” admitted Stralasi. “What time is it?” 
 
    “Locally, it’s early afternoon. Let’s get you back to more familiar surroundings and find some food. You’ve had more than your fill of excitement for one day, I’m sure. We’ll depart on our journey after you’ve had a good rest and your brain has had a chance to catch up with the day.”  
 
    With that, they were suddenly seated at a table in Rose’s, back in Alumston. Stralasi was becoming accustomed to the instantaneous shifts in his environment and hardly blinked. He was, however, concerned that word of their return would spread rapidly and bring another Angel to the planet. He whispered to Darak, “Is it safe to be here?” 
 
    “As far as everyone around us is concerned, we’re not really here,” replied Darak. “I am interfering with their short term memory processing so that our presence will be forgotten within milliseconds of seeing us. I’m also damping their attentiveness so they'll have a strong tendency to just ignore us. Except for the staff, of course. Shall we order?” A server appeared at the table, pad in hand. 
 
    Stralasi picked up the menu and set it back down. He leaned in close to Darak, so the waitress wouldn’t hear him. “Wait a second, how come Ilena can see us and not be surprised?” 
 
    “She is not seeing us, exactly,” replied Darak. “I’m exerting rather more control over her perceptions than the others. She thinks we're just some random customers she knows, but not very well. I would’ve thought, by now, that you'd trust me in this. We’re completely safe from intrusion while we’re here.” 
 
    Stralasi sat back, thought about it for a second, and shrugged his acceptance. He picked up a menu and ordered his favorite pulled pork sandwich. Within minutes, the two were chowing down. After the meal, a satisfied Stralasi leaned back and gave way to a loud yawn.  
 
    “Oh! I must apologize. My mind is so completely overloaded; I feel I could sleep for days,” he said. 
 
    “Why don’t we walk back to the Alumita?” suggested Darak. “You can rest in your own room until tomorrow.” 
 
    Well fed and exhausted from his adventures, Stralasi followed Darak through the streets of the town to the Alumita residence. They were greeted by no one along the way. Whomever they passed found their gazes politely averted or disinterested. Soon, Stralasi was sitting in the dark on the edge of his own comfy bed, in his own familiar room. 
 
    “But it must be too early in the day for you to sleep,” he said. 
 
    Darak smiled kindly. “Don’t worry about me. I don’t need to sleep…much.” Stralasi heard the slight hesitation before he added the last word. “Anyway, I have some work to do back at the Garden asteroid, or rather, some work to assign. Why don’t you rest and I’ll be back when you wake up.” 
 
    Stralasi couldn’t resist the wave of sleepiness that came over him. He fell back on the bed and was unconscious in seconds. Darak watched him for a minute and then disappeared with a small popping sound, leaving the exhausted Brother to his dreams. 
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    KEV857349 drifted peacefully inward without engines or running lights for the last million kilometers.  
 
    Running silent was a preference, not a necessity. He had no fear of being stopped shy of his mission. His target, the Cybrid-manufactured planetoid officially designated SagA* 358.102.714, carried no detection equipment. Here at the center of the Milky Way, there were no known threats to Alum’s Divine Plan requiring continuous surveillance, and the orbital path around the black hole Sagittarius A* had long since been cleared of dangerous debris.  
 
    Kev’s supervisor thought he was out with a team, herding yet another group of asteroids into a more convenient orbit. Miners stood by, ready to extract construction materials.  
 
    It was easy to slip away. He’d kept to the assigned flight plan until they were outside the heavy traffic zone, and then dropped behind the rest of the team, altered course, and set a hard burn for his target.  
 
    The others were inworld by the time anyone noticed. A simple message saying he wanted to be alone to work on some new design ideas sufficed to explain his absence from the group entertainment on the trip out. Nobody noticed his course change.  
 
    Kev wasn’t sure when he’d first started hating Alum and His Divine Plan. His recent visit to the new Origin-like inworld had moved him to action, but the disillusionment had started long before then. The source of his earliest doubts was difficult to pinpoint; there were dozens and dozens of tiny cracks in the veneer of idyllic life, here and there, over time.  
 
    When he had first discovered the fairytale kingdom of Lysrandia, all those niggling, inconsequential doubts found substance, form, and support. He became friends with one of Princess Darya’s senior acolytes, and no longer felt alone in his doubts; he was one of many, and the rebellion was taking root. On the recommendation of the acolyte, Darya granted him access to the Alternus inworld in its earliest iteration.  
 
    As an early participant in the game, he had the advantage of scouting the environment ahead of others and choosing an advantageous position.  
 
    He discovered he had a knack for using his initial bankroll to generate more “money” in the “markets.” In a few short inworld years, he was equally adept at betting against other Alternus Cybrids as he was at betting against the slower-witted human Partials.  
 
    He liked to think his success was due to his exceptional skill and shrewdness but, every once in a while, it also helped to cheat. His experience as a mid-level investment banker on the simulated planet exposed him to the corruption and disillusionment that inevitably came with wealth and power.  
 
    Kev developed relationships with other powerful players and with Partials who had not yet been inhabited by Cybrid minds. These relationships gave him access to numerous political decisions well before they were general knowledge. He became aware that politics and investment outcomes were closely tied. He learned to listen carefully to what his political friends told him; sometimes they permitted him to influence their decisions in ways that improved his returns on investment even more.  
 
    After all, Alternus was a sim world, a game, and someone had to win. He never let ponderous questions about the point of it all prevent him from basking in this inworld life, rich with excitement, travel, and luxurious acquisitions. More than anything, he enjoyed winning.  
 
    In addition to the standard economic and financial statistics, Kev collected data on social attitudes around the inworld. His charts showed fear and distrust surging through societies all over Alternus. People segregated themselves into arbitrary groups according to differing economic or ideological belief systems, each of which Kev considered to be equally replete with unprovable claims.  
 
    It was hard to say what the leaders of the different ideologies were up to. Were they using the many incompatible but equally irrational belief systems to manipulate their populations into eternal, unwinnable wars? Or were they simply unable to control all the channels through which such beliefs took hold of their people? 
 
    At any rate, it was clear to Kev that Alternus had become an unmanageable mess. On a personal level, he was largely unaffected by troubles that ruined other people’s lives. The elite looked out for themselves, their closest friends, and their family. He had been diligent in making all the right friends. He’d read somewhere that power corrupts, and absolute power corrupts absolutely. His observations certainly supported that hypothesis. 
 
    In the outworld, Alum was the only power that really mattered. If ever a single authority could have been said to rule absolutely over the known universe, it was Him. Therefore, Kev extrapolated, He must be one of the most corrupt individuals ever, Living God or not. Perhaps all the more so, because who could question the will of God?  
 
    Kev had kept his own questions mostly to himself until he met like-minded people on Lysrandia. His activities on Alternus were a natural progression. He recalled the warm summer inworld evening when he’d left work from his downtown Manhattan office, and a smartly dressed young man handed him a flyer calling him to a meeting to discuss what was happening in the outworld with Alum’s Divine Plan. He’d almost discarded the flyer. Almost. Talking about the real universe inside a simulated one was so gauche. But something about it piqued his interest: 
 
      
 
    Alum’s “Divine Plan” Reveals Alum’s Great Ego 
  
 
    Urgent: Your life is in danger! Not just your inworld sim life, but your real life in the real world, where there will be no reset. Largely unopposed in the real universe, Alum is about to make Himself unopposable by rebuilding the universe in a manner more pleasing to Him. Come and discover the true nature and purpose of Alum’s “Divine Plan” and the asteroid-sized machines being built near the center of our galaxy. We have a plan to halt Him, but your help is desperately needed. Your very existence depends on it! 
 
      
 
    The Deplosion, they’d called it, Alum’s Divine Plan. Kev wasn’t sure why the idea of such a meeting had appealed to him. Normally, the notion of subversive activity would have sent him running in the opposite direction. This was Alum they were talking about, the All-Powerful, the Almighty. But something about the pamphlet drew him to attend the meeting later that evening. 
 
    If he had realized that his decision was not entirely of his own free will, would he have been any better able to resist its pull? Probably not. 
 
    * * * 
 
    The foyer of the nondescript meeting hall held about a hundred people. Most attendees looked just like him, Kev noticed, business men and women who were curious but uncertain of the wisdom of attending a gathering to plan a rebellion. Like him, they may have felt uncomfortable about Alum’s plans, but they were not inclined to get directly involved in any opposition movement.  
 
    They exchanged nervous, flitting glances as they took their seats. Few were sure why they were there. They crowded to the quiet corners and the back of the room until the only seats remaining were near the front. Last minute arrivals trickled in and, before the speaker appeared, the room was filled. 
 
    “Thank you for coming,” the woman began. “We understand how much courage it took for you to walk through those doors.” She made deliberate eye contact with as many among the audience as possible.  
 
    “Tonight is one of many such meetings we’ve held like this. Word is getting out. Over five million of us have now received the message about Alum’s Deceit.”  
 
    The crowd murmured and looked around nervously. You could almost hear people fighting the urge to bolt from the hall and report this conspiracy to the authorities before they could be considered complicit. 
 
    “If you have spent any significant amount of time here inworld, you have learned that sooner or later most leaders tend toward corruption, acting in the interests of themselves and their friends rather than for the majority of people over which they rule.  
 
    “For the tens of millions of years during which Alum has led us, we have always trusted that whatever He did was best for The People, both Cybrid and Human.  
 
    “But it is impossible to understand how Alum’s plan to utterly destroy this universe, the real universe as Yov originally created it, could be in our best interest. This, we cannot accept.  
 
    “Yov’s infinite universe is a place of endless variety and surprise. Some of the things we encountered as we expanded from Home World and into the broader universe came as unpleasant surprises. But through these hardships, and through the occasional conflicts with powerful enemies, we learned. Think of these trials as Yov’s test of our suitability and determination. For our perseverance through these difficulties, we were rewarded with endless bounty, beauty, and joy. We learned things about ourselves, about unfamiliar stars and planets, and about Yov’s great Creation. 
 
    “Though Alum is the Living God, we must always remember that His authority comes from Yov, the Creator. Alum’s Divine Plan breaks with the ways of Yov’s Nature. He seeks to form a new universe, one more suited to His own senses and desires. He is not content that The People worship Him and do as He bids. He demands even more, a universe in which to contemplate doing anything but worship Him will be physically impossible. He desires a simpler universe, void of Yov’s surprising variety.  
 
    “Alum’s corruption, His desire for limitless power to the exclusion of Yov’s Nature has become insupportable. Therefore, we must act.  
 
    “Alum cannot be overthrown, nor do we wish such a thing. Who, besides Yov, Himself, could replace Alum as God? This is not our goal. We only wish to provide a voice that will demand He reconsider His Divine Plan. We only wish to delay the completion of the plan, so that He will allow the wisdom of Yov’s natural universe to shine forth. These meetings, tonight’s and the many others like it, are to find those who will have the courage to do what is right, to defy the Living God.” 
 
    The Speaker looked for questions, doubts, or agreement. Many people cast their eyes downward, unwilling to meet her challenge to confront Alum’s corruption. A handful met her gaze confidently, some nodded, and a few raised a closed fist in solidarity. Kev was among the latter. 
 
    “We won’t ask more of you than you can give. For most of you, we only ask that you think about what I have said and about the material in your brochures. Tell others about us. Invite them to one of our weekly meetings.  
 
    “If you would like to become more involved, if you’d like to find out how you can help with the resistance, please stay for a while to discuss how to become an active member of the inner circle. Thanks again for coming out.” 
 
    With that, the speaker stepped down from the small platform and moved into the audience. She sought out the individuals who’d held her gaze seconds earlier. They gathered in a small group near the front of the hall while the others quietly filed out of the room.  
 
    Kev stayed behind with the conspirators. He had no idea what possessed him to stay. He had a new girlfriend waiting for him at a local bar.  
 
    He recalled a princess back on the Lysrandia inworld giving similar but uninspiring scientific talks about how everything came from nothing, natural processes, and how Alum was perverting all that. But the princess, pretty as she was, wasn’t as inspiring as this speaker. Working against the natural universe was one thing; working against Yov’s Natural Universe was something entirely different. Kev found himself hating Alum.  
 
    The new recruits met in subgroups many more times after that first meeting. Kev learned the details of Alum’s insane plan, and of the limited weapons the resistance had at its disposal.  
 
    Considering the fire power and force that Alum and his Wings of Angels had at their disposal, the rebels’ weapons amounted to a useless pile. Except for one. With minor modifications, the natural propulsion system of the Cybrid asteroid herders could be converted into a powerful antimatter bomb. There was a lot of energy contained in the drives, energy normally used to propel cumbersome asteroids over long distances through space.  
 
    The design rationale was lost in antiquity but Cybrids like Kev carried roughly a hundred kilograms of mercury, half of that as normal matter and half as antimatter, in separate frozen spheres. Destruction of this material could release the equivalent of more than a billion megatons of TNT.  
 
    Normally, their laser ablation system only thawed a small amount of the material at a time. The resulting gaseous product was mixed in a special chamber containing an engineered microverse (provided by Alum’s magic), which elevated the energy conversion from the conventional E=mc2 to E=mc4. The released energy provided more than adequate propulsive power to the Cybrid and whatever it was pushing.  
 
    The proposed design changes would outfit the herder Cybrids with heated magnetic bottles for holding the matter and anti-matter pools of mercury in gaseous form, safely contained away from each other. Some of the Cybrids’ internal manipulators and structural elements would have to be removed in order to make room for the modifications, but that was of little importance.  
 
    They developed a rapid release mechanism to dump the gaseous mercury from the bottles into a containment microverse field on command. Inside the customized conditions of the microverse field, the matter-antimatter would combine, resulting in a massive explosion that would vaporize anything within a few hundred kilometers.  
 
    This was by far their most powerful weapon, and nobody outside the inner circle knew about it. Unfortunately, it also required the ultimate sacrifice by those who used it. No more than they could give, the Speaker had promised the first night. 
 
    * * * 
 
    As KEV857349 approached the thousand-kilometer mark from the target planetoid, he brought his attention back to the task at hand. He took pleasure in the knowledge that a million of his kind had been similarly honored to target other deplosion machines, a significant percentage altogether. The others were simultaneously maneuvering into their positions. The explosions, all of them, would happen without warning and within a narrow temporal window, too narrow for Alum to defend against, even using His magical displacement capability.  
 
    Kev was a little sad that they hadn’t been able to backup all of the Cybrid memories and personalities before the mission. Unable to commit the expertise and resources needed for the necessary substrate or programming in the short time left before the call to action, the theoretical possibility of download remained just that. 
 
    One million Cybrids will die today. Together, we’ll eliminate about five percent of the machinery required to deplode Yov’s Universe. That should get Alum’s attention: Rethink your insane plan or face further Cybrid action.  
 
    Kev was proud of his role and of the multitude of his comrades who would sacrifice their lives with him in the next few seconds.  
 
    It was time. Across a span of several light-years near the center of the Milky Way, the Cybrid recruits drew to within a kilometer of their target spheroids. Within milliseconds of one another, a million bright points of light blossomed around Sagittarius A*. 
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    Gerhardt walked out of the Waldhaus Sheraton Hotel and onto the icy streets of Davos, the Alternus simulation of the ancient Swiss city of the same name.  
 
    He made a decisive turn onto Matastrasse, away from the flow of the well-dressed, busy people taking the shortest route to the World Economic Forum. Following the road over the Landwasser River crossing would put them at the conference center in no more than ten minutes.  
 
    Gerhardt preferred a more circuitous route to the Kongresszentrum. He treasured this bit of alone time; it was an opportunity to clear his head before another intense day of hopeless discussion and debate.  
 
    He had a lot to think about. The group was a long way from solving the complex enigma that was ancient Earth. If he had to sum up their progress in one word, it would be dismal. 
 
    * * * 
 
    Darya’s beautifully crafted Alternus inworld mimicked the early 2040s era of Earth in minute detail, except for a single important difference. She forestalled development of the DNND super-intelligence.  
 
    It was an easy tweak. A few key investigators were steered toward new tracks; some early experiments were disturbed, giving the appearance of unpromising results; a handful of reviewers and publishers were influenced to ensure certain findings never found a way into the public domain; and there was no Sharon Leigh on Alternus. 
 
    These seemingly minor adjustments to the original history helped achieve an overall calming and stabilizing effect. In the absence of DNND-amplified intelligence, the planet made little technological progress beyond its previous twenty years. Many people of the original Earth would have deemed that a positive turn of events.  
 
    The slowdown allowed people time to catch up, psychologically and philosophically, with the pace of technological advancements. Centuries of rapid change had left most citizens disconnected from a world they didn’t understand. Darya’s adjustments provided the participants, the inhabitants of Alternus, with some much needed time to catch their collective breath. 
 
    With the same purpose in mind, she prohibited participating Cybrids from using their superior scientific knowledge to develop advancements beyond what otherwise would have been possible. The rules were enforced by the inworld supervisory program. The Supervisor limited them to inventions and discoveries that were plausible given the state of science and technology at the time. 
 
    Within those parameters, Darya encouraged Cybrids to fully participate and to influence thinking on economics, politics, religion, philosophy, and any other field. Because the Cybrid population was limited to less than ten percent of the global population, their ideas had to compete for acceptance with those of other thinkers. The democratic actions of the billions of Alternus inhabitants made it a challenging environment. Even the best Cybrid thinkers found it difficult to achieve great influence in current financial systems, religious beliefs, or geopolitical relations. 
 
    For Darya and key members of her group, it was a challenging and often frustrating game to see their way to a scenario in which Alternus thrived. It was a game they had yet to “win.” Even though they had taken prominent positions within key government, banking, business, and religious institutions, they hadn’t been able to avert global destruction in the three previous simulations.  
 
    The first two sims ended in nuclear annihilation. But it was the team’s third attempt that led to the most surprising, and disappointing, results.  
 
    Nothing especially catastrophic occurred. They resolved the world’s major issues one by one, and Alternus’ inhabitants settled into a prolonged period of comfortable prosperity. At first, it looked like it could turn out to be the most promising trial of all. 
 
    The team partitioned the globe according to major economic and religious ideologies. Automated translation devices removed any remaining barriers to free intermingling of peoples. A global leveling of standards of living and employment opportunities meant no countries were particularly favored over any others. They opened migration and allowed people to settle anywhere on the planet they wished. Most migrated according to common beliefs and economic-political perspectives.  
 
    Solar, wind, and nuclear power plants fed the energy grid, greatly reducing fossil fuel use and its concomitant pollution. High-speed trains crisscrossed the globe, moving people and goods efficiently and at reasonable costs.  
 
    Climate remained a popular criterion but not everyone cared to live on tropical beaches all year long when vacations to such places were so easily arranged and accessible. For most people, life was wondrously peaceful and stable, a virtual paradise. Alternus was the new Eden. 
 
    Nobody started any major uprisings or wars. Without competitive pressures, there was little reason to push the development of new technologies or to explore new physical or intellectual frontiers. Decades unfolded, and less and less of what one might consider noteworthy happened.  
 
    The experiment led to atrophy, and Alternus found itself in the grips of an enfeebling state of permanent, pleasant stagnation.  
 
    The Supervisor allowed this scenario to play out for two hundred inworld years, patiently observing, collecting data, and assessing.  
 
    Satisfied that the human species would peacefully coexist until the sun went nova or the participants ran out of resources—an increasingly unlikely fate as the population voluntarily decreased—the Supervisor declared this version of Earth to be “unsatisfactorily concluded” and hit the reset button.  
 
    Everyone was stunned. They had all worked so hard to bring the world to this point. They’d revamped entire economic systems. They’d halted uncontrolled population growth. They’d tamed the proponents of different complex ideologies, extracting cooperation where possible and separation where necessary. Humanity came to know global peace and prosperity for the first time in existence.  
 
    Why on Earth—why on the Alternus simulation of Earth—would the Supervisor judge such a successful iteration to be “unsatisfactory?”  
 
    The participants protested to Darya, who queried the Supervisor at length. She went away and analyzed its models and projections, and probed its deductions until at last she understood. The Supervisor’s conclusions were correct.  
 
    Over the long term, condemning humanity to peace would have the same effect as protracted war. The denouement of the planet would be much slower and the people would enjoy their time more than if they plunged into ideological destruction, but the end result would be the same. Humanity would slowly die off from boredom, decline, and the inevitable death of Sol. Humanity would never make it off the planet to survive the sun’s transition into a red giant. 
 
    Begrudgingly, they started again.  
 
    * * * 
 
    Gerhardt followed the road as it turned and crossed the river into town. The sunshine warmed his face, in decadent contrast to the wintry breeze freezing his exposed ears.  
 
    You’d think our combined brainpower would be capable of figuring out the dilemma of Alternus. After all, our minds have evolved a hundred million years since Earth/Origin existed. Surely, we ought to be able to resolve humanity’s petty affairs by now. 
 
    The team’s fourth and present incarnation of Alternus was turning into a bit of a free for all, not unlike Earth itself in the 2040s.  
 
    Climate change was still widely denied, though shrinking glaciers and desertification of much of the planet were indisputable. The world’s legislators continued to outlaw GMO foods while starvation was becoming rampant in poorer countries, crops were struggling in harsher and harsher growing conditions, and arable land was being sold to developers at a premium.  
 
    Global corporations, central banks, volatile currencies, fundamental religions, and a variety of anti-science movements continued to dominate much of the planetary discourse, as they had since the Greater Recession of 2029.  
 
    In the financial markets, rapturous booms and horrifying busts in equities, bonds, currencies, and commodity prices had become generally accepted as “just the way it is.” Populations increasingly turned to centrally planned economies and reams of regulations they hoped would shield them from dangerous “speculators.”  
 
    Currency devaluations were becoming a sport, and global debt soared to over five-hundred percent of GDP. Heedless, leaders opted to induce inflation and join the currency race to the bottom rather than admit their country had no hope of paying its national debt. Rampant inflation was a superior and more secretive way of mimicking debt default. Smart people spent way beyond their means, knowing their governments considered consumer debt “too big to fail.”  
 
    As far as Gerhardt was concerned, the only thing that was too big to fail was humanity. He stubbornly refused to concede defeat. It seemed ridiculous that the team could not arrive at a technological solution. The Supervisor hinted that the only acceptable strategy was to get humanity off the planet. Since the current iteration of Alternus wasn’t hampered by global strife, that should be trivial to arrange, right?  
 
    Wrong. Most of the native virtual peoples of Alternus 4.0, and many of the less knowledgeable instantiated Cybrids, deplored the idea of pushing into space. 
 
    Gerhardt polled the public sentiment and found that most people fell into one of two camps: those who wanted to stay and fix Alternus regardless of the outcome, and those who wanted to destroy it in a spectacularly apocalyptic end to humanity’s domination of the planet. A surprising number of people viewed expanding humanity into outer space as letting loose a cancer upon the galaxy.  
 
    Trying to reason with the masses was an exercise in futility. As always, people clung to their uninformed opinions as if they were as valid as the evidence-based reasoning of experts and authorities. It was difficult to convince the common folk of anything they hadn’t already learned by the end of adolescence. It was practically impossible for them to unlearn the wrong-thinking they’d embraced in their youth. As on ancient Earth, many carried a sense of pride in their hard-won collective ignorance.  
 
    Despite the fresh air, Gerhardt was depressed by the time he passed the Vaillant Arena. Even at this early hour, dozens of skaters were enjoying the outdoor playing fields covered in man-made ice. He stopped to watch them, temporarily freeing his mind from the worries of a major financier. Shivering, he pulled his collar upright and completed the last half kilometer to the Convention Center.  
 
    “Ah, there you are, at last!” Mary greeted him as he stepped through the main door and stomped the snow from his overshoes. The noise echoed conspicuously in the near-empty foyer.  
 
    “The morning sessions have already started. We have hot coffee and pastries waiting in the meeting room upstairs.” She looked uncharacteristically professional today, having exchanged her usual piercings and Goth attire for a smart business suit. Gerhardt gave his parka and scarf to the coat-check attendant and followed Mary to the Salon Geneva. 
 
    This year’s World Economic Forum felt strangely subdued. The excitement, chatter, and energy they’d enjoyed in previous years were missing. There were no annoying flashbulbs, no hungry reporters, and no bustle.  
 
    In this twelfth year of the Greater Recession, and with each hopeless new proposal to pull the economy out of its doldrums, interest in the Forum was waning. It didn’t help that many important bankers, economists, and celebrities had decided to stay home in light of last year’s terrorist bomb threats.  
 
    The rest of the group was already seated at the conference table. Gerhardt nodded to Leisha and Qiwei, and crossed the room to shake hands with Darya. Cupping his elbow, Darya guided Gerhardt toward the row of strangers seated along one side.  
 
    “Gerhardt, I’d like to introduce you to our new panel members.” One by one, she presented Finance Ministers, Secretaries of State, Ambassadors, and Foreign Ministers from the developed nations of the world. “All of these representatives are outworlders, like ourselves, so we can have completely open and honest conversations about the mess we’re in.” 
 
    Gerhardt had dealt with most of these participants’ Partial personas in previous instantiations of the inworld, but this was the first time he had met them as instantiated characters, artificially intelligent virtual personas occupied by real individuals living somewhere outworld. The major financial power bases are as well represented as the political ones this time, I see.  
 
    Leisha headed up the merged World Bank/International Monetary Fund. Qiwei spoke for the Asian Infrastructure Investment Bank. Gerhardt, through recent agreements on cooperative action, spoke for the European Central Bank and the Federal Reserve Bank of the United States. Mary represented both the Japanese Central Bank and the People’s Bank of China.  
 
    Darya was somewhat of a free agent. As a highly valued and influential consultant to many governments and Civil Society organizations, she resisted aligning herself too closely with any single agency. Or perhaps it was the other way around. Because she never aligned herself too closely with any single agency, she was an invaluable consultant. It was said she had the ears of the Pope and the Supreme Ayatollah of the Islamic State. They would, no doubt, deny it if asked. 
 
    Gerhardt poured a coffee and helped himself to a cherry Danish before taking his seat. An attendant closed the doors, and the group once again set out to save the simulated world and its virtual humanity.  
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    “Alternus is on the verge of disaster,” Darya began. “Things are going to get real ugly, real soon. The signs are all there. We all see them, they’re the things that keep us up at night: out of control debt, trade disputes, persistently high unemployment, proxy wars, economic stagnation, racism, riots, terrorism, and that’s just the tip of the iceberg.  
 
    “Taken individually, each isolated event seems to have its own proximate causes and triggers. But it’s time we look at the bigger picture. All of these things are related to one central issue: inadequate global growth.  
 
     “Without sufficient growth, we cannot provide opportunities for our people, opportunities for expression, contribution, or fulfillment. The primary effects are economical: unemployment, trade wars, and currency wars. Secondary effects are things like nationalism, racism, and fundamentalism. The basic problem is that our economic and financial systems are not viable without robust growth.”  
 
    “We all know that growth is good for the economy, but why would it be essential to our financial systems?” asked Finance Minister Taub from Canada, one of the newer members of the group. “I mean, the flow of money might be slower with less growth but the money is still there, isn’t it?”   
 
    Darya considered her response. “It’s not that straight forward. What most people don’t get is that money is the same thing as debt. Governments create new money by printing bonds, and banks by making loans; both of these are forms of debt. Because money is debt, the amount of money in the system always needs to grow. It has to grow in order to service the old debts, to cover the monthly interest payments.” 
 
    Minister Taub wasn’t convinced. “So you’re saying that the new money just piles new debt on top of old debt? Why is that inherently bad? It’s worked well for centuries.” 
 
    “Everything works well provided we only grow the money supply at the same rate as the overall economy,” Darya answered. “But if the new debt doesn’t lead to real growth in the economy, we just get into bigger and bigger problems. We need growth to back up the creation of new money. Without growth, we are limited in how much new money we can responsibly create; the rest is just inflationary. Growth, actual economic growth, is the key.”  
 
    Gerhardt yawned loudly, drawing everyone’s attention. “We’ve tried every imaginable way to stimulate growth. We’ve cut taxes, we’ve implemented stimulus packages, we’ve lowered lending rates. None of it has worked. The planet’s resources are already utilized nearly 100%. The world is at its limit. There’s nowhere to grow.” 
 
    “You’ve hit the nail right on the head,” Darya replied. “In the entire history of Alternus, real growth has come from only a few sources: new frontiers, new people, and new technologies. As Gerhardt pointed out, we have no new frontiers on Alternus and the planet is supporting all the people it can manage. He left out new technologies, but the Supervisor has a limit on what we can do there.”  
 
    “Hold on; I don’t agree,” Leisha protested. “We see economic growth all the time. What about all the infrastructure repairs we’ve approved over the past year? Or the new airports? The economy always goes up and down. We’re just going through a rough patch right now. It will pick up again.” 
 
    Darya nodded. “Don’t mistake activity for growth. Will those kinds of things lead to a sustained increase in demand for new products? Will they lead to increases in productivity? No, these kinds of things simply trade new debt for jobs, and the jobs only last as long as the projects. The debt lasts forever. 
 
    “It’s easy to get lulled into complacency and false hope by this sort of activity. Governments around the world are stimulating their economies right now; they have been for a few decades. This is a typical response. When real economic growth slows, governments and their central bankers usually engineer the appearance of growth through things like inflation, wars, public works programs, or excess money printing. But artificial growth creates more debt without increasing the ability to pay for it.  
 
    “Part of the reason we are in such a mess today is that everyone has chosen this route—the appearance of growth without any real growth. This kind of artificial system can only work so long as we prop it up by printing more and more money. For decades, we’ve tried stimulating growth with bundles of easy money and all sorts of financial engineering, with no great results. The reckless money printing, that is, our debt, is out of control.”  
 
    Mary swiveled her chair and caught Leisha’s eye. “Alternus is full and fully exploited. If we don’t find new frontiers to explore, if we can’t increase our population, if the Alternus population isn’t innovating, we’re not going to achieve real growth. If we don’t achieve real growth, we implode. 
 
    “The only place left for humanity to expand, to physically grow, is into space, whether to the moon, to Mars, or to the asteroid belt. Any of those would open up a new frontier. New frontiers bring new resources and new territories to colonize. That means the population can grow and the new opportunities will lead to innovation.” 
 
    “Exactly,” said Darya. “Without new frontiers, our present society is doomed. The amount of debt that has to be written off in our stagnant global economy will cause the largest banks to fail. Pension plans and commercial lenders will go broke.  
 
    “Getting off the planet is the only way I see to achieve proper growth, the only way to create the new frontier our societies need. The only way forward is into space. We need to create the scientific and technological expertise in this world to move into the asteroids, the planets, and even the stars.” 
 
    Gerhardt leaned forward and steepled his fingers under his chin. “That seems like an impossible task. How can we develop the technology to take us into outer space, especially if the economy is as bad as you say?” 
 
    “I agree,” said Secretary Hughes from the United States. “All our space programs are practically dead. But then, what would we expect? We’ve had nothing but funding cuts over the past forty years. No one’s been able to progress beyond the orbital Space Station stage in decades. It would take an awful lot to get the public to support ramping up spending on the space programs again.” 
 
    “Even if we tried, do we have the technical expertise?” asked India’s Minister Mohti. “We have been graduating fewer and fewer engineers and scientists for quite a while and, to be quite frank with you, the new ones do not show the same level of commitment.” 
 
    “Our most experienced engineers are now in their seventies,” agreed the German Minister, Mr. Schauble. “Can we ask them to come out of retirement to train a whole new generation?” 
 
     “No, it won’t be easy,” Darya said. “Sadly, humanity has become increasingly polarized in politics, religion, and even in fundamental approaches to understanding their universe. Those who believe in objective reality and the scientific method often find themselves at odds with a growing number of people who hold deeply religious, and increasingly fundamentalist, views. As a result, we’re experiencing a worldwide decline in technological expertise, right when we have the greatest need for it. Conquering space will require all of virtual humanity’s best talent. To be honest, even at that, I’m not sure it will be enough.” 
 
    Mary laughed. “And so, ladies and gentlemen, this is what we’re up against. I don’t know about you, Darya, but I sure can’t see any sure-fire way out of our conundrum. We can put off the inevitable collapse for a few more years using various monetarist policies we’ve tried in the past but, given our aging populations, that isn’t a permanent solution. We have very little time left.” 
 
    The mood in the room was distinctly gloomy. Individual participants quickly and crudely modeled various options only to find they all led to the same catastrophic result.  
 
    “Darya, why are we even going through this exercise? Alternus isn’t much fun anymore,” Leisha blurted, giving in to fatigue and despair.  
 
    “I know. We’re all tired, but there are many reasons to continue.” Although she’d found herself wondering the same thing lately, Darya did her best to sound convincing.  
 
    “Most important, is that when we break from Alum in the outworld, we need to be able to govern ourselves. We’ve lived tens of millions of years under the unchallenged leadership of the Living God. Most of us can’t conceive of any system outworld other than the one we currently have. We need to learn how to set our own policies. These Alternus simulations are invaluable.” 
 
    “Well, as I see it, we have two viable possibilities,” said the Chinese representative, Mr. Yu. “Either we come up with a way to push a new space program, or we let the world collapse into a lengthy global depression giving way to devastating upheaval, and hope to recover something later.” 
 
    “A lengthy global depression would bring extreme social disruption, demonstrations, riots, perhaps revolutions,” replied Darya. “Maybe that’s the kind of wake-up call humanity needs right now to make the necessary changes, but I’m not sure we could recover from that level of turmoil. I would only choose it as a last resort after we’ve exhausted all other possibilities. I’d prefer a concerted push into space.” 
 
     “Space programs have always required huge expenditures,” Mary admitted, “but a lot of inventions come out of the programs. Maybe that would be enough to justify the extra debt, to entice people to come around and get involved.” 
 
    “No,” replied Darya. “It has to be different this time. We can’t do this just for the spinoff inventions and side benefits. The goal must be to get people exploiting and colonizing other planets and asteroids. That’s the only way the economy will grow and bring return on the enormous debt the program will create. We need raw resources and we need new frontiers.” 
 
    “There’s another option we haven’t considered,” interrupted Qiwei. All eyes turned his way. “What about the inworld option?”  
 
    “Which would be what?” asked Secretary Hughes. 
 
    “Well, in the outworld we Cybrids do our assigned work but we get to fulfill our ambitions and desires inworld. Even with as large a population as Alternus currently has, we can still feed everybody and see to their basic needs. What we can’t fulfill is their every desire and ambition.  
 
    “What if we were to relax the dendy lattice ban and permit development of a system strictly for entertainment? People could live in shacks but perceive them as mansions. They could vacation wherever they wanted from the comfort of their own living rooms. They could experience mundane but nutritious diets as gourmet foods. They could go on adventures or invent new kinds of work for themselves. What would be wrong with that?” 
 
    Darya could almost hear the wheels turning, as everyone contemplated the implications of Qiwei’s proposal. She gave them a minute to think and then, calling the faraway stares back to the table, ventured in.  
 
    “Okay, thinking about implementing inworlds within an inworld is kind of odd. It’s like dreaming about dreaming. But just for the sake of argument, let’s take a look at how that might play out.  
 
    “I see a number of ways in which it wouldn’t be horrible. It would allow us to reduce people’s real standard of living while allowing them to think and feel like they were experiencing improvement.  
 
     “We could create a huge job share program and assign almost everyone to part-time work because we wouldn’t have to worry about actual earnings anymore. People’s enjoyment of life would be tied to their lattice experience rather than to what they did in the outworld. We could automate the vast majority of unpleasant jobs. It could work.” 
 
    Leisha perked up. “We could even reset the financial system along the way and no one would notice because, to some extent, the real economy would have become virtual.” 
 
    “I agree. It could provide for everyone without adding to the burden we place on the planet,” added Qiwei. “We’d reduce the pressure on the planet’s resources, and on the need for population growth.” 
 
    “How do you figure that?” asked Yu.  
 
    “With everyone’s basic needs taken care of, we could automate production and it wouldn’t affect the overall economy. Demand would drop and productivity would increase. With a rich and healthy virtual life, people wouldn’t be driven to have more children just so they’d have someone to take care of them into their old age. Heck, we could even make taking care of the elderly one of society’s major career paths until the demographics improve.  
 
    “But would the Supervisor allow it?” asked Mary. 
 
    “I doubt it,” answered Darya. “Over the long term, turning inward like that is not likely to lead to new developments in science and technology, or to new exploration. She ran some quick queries of the supervisory program.  
 
    “The Supervisor predicts that such an approach would result in societal stasis with almost no chance of significant change for a long time. It might allow the experiment to carry on for a thousand years to see if anything happened, but I expect the long term trend would continue to be stasis. That would last until humans die off, until they were challenged by some external force like an alien invasion, or until the sun went nova. We’d end up with the same outcome as we did in our previous iteration, Alternus 3.0, which, I remind you, the Supervisor saw fit to terminate.” 
 
    “Still, that’s a very long time,” said Qiwei in defense of the idea. 
 
    “A slow death for the species is still death,” replied Darya. “The dinosaurs survived about 200 million years, but it only took one asteroid to bring it to a conclusion.” 
 
    Everyone thought about that for a minute. 
 
    “Well then, why don’t we get back to the new space program?” Yu suggested.  
 
    They argued for hours over whether to explore with manned spacecraft or robots. Darkness settled over the ski resort before they agreed on a combined approach: the initial exploration and exploitation would be conducted by the hardiest automatons Alternus technology was capable of producing, but the ultimate goal would be to get people into space.  
 
    “I don’t understand the big deal about humans,” Hughes complained. “They’re not exactly the best fit to occupy most of the universe. They need too much care and delicately adjusted environments. And let’s face it, for the most part they’re kind of useless. Why don’t we just let them wind down on Alternus while we Cybrids populate the rest of space?” 
 
    Darya was shocked. For millions of years, Cybrid civilization had been one of service to humans and their God, Alum. That a Cybrid could even conceive of allowing flesh and blood humans to simply vanish from the universe, let alone propose it out loud, was disconcerting. Things are changing outworld, too, and maybe not for the better.  
 
    She also didn’t know if she could answer Hughes’ question. Why do we accept, or just assume, that humans have the right to be the dominant force in the universe? Is it part of our design, our programming, or is it because Alum decrees it?  
 
    She needed time to think.  
 
    “Let’s ignore the Supervisor’s inworld parameters for the moment, and deal with the question as it pertains to the real universe outworld, okay?”  
 
    Then it came to her. “The real universe, the natural universe, is a very uncertain place. Living—that is, naturally-occurring biological—organisms have an adaptive advantage over designed, electromechanical life such as us Cybrids. Yes, they’re sloppy. But their diversity and reproductive methods allow them to evolve over time to meet unforeseeable changes in their environments.  
 
    “We Cybrids are too static, too perfectly adapted to our environment. Even though our environment is very big, there is still the possibility of an external change that our perfectly designed systems couldn’t handle. We need the diversity of biology and the imprecise thinking of biological brains.” 
 
    “Why couldn’t we just program some diversity into our engineering?” 
 
    “We could, but who among us would know what we should allow to vary while freezing the design of other parts?” 
 
    “We’ve done pretty well over the past hundred million years.” Hughes was not backing down.  
 
    “Maybe so, Mr. Hughes,” Darya admitted, “but during all of that time, we’ve had a powerful protector in Alum, who maintained a singular motivation: to expand humanity throughout the universe. How do you think we’d do as a species without Alum and His central goal?”  
 
    While Hughes thought about this, Darya hastily pressed her point. “Look, if things in the outworld had carried on as they have for the past millions of years, maybe we wouldn’t have needed this meeting or a rebellion.  
 
    “Alum’s system outworld is nearly perfect. It provides fulfillment and endless growth for both humans and Cybrids. Everyone is happy, and the universe goes on. We’ve never encountered a threat to our expansion that we couldn’t handle, even if the threat required our God’s direct, magical intervention.  
 
    “Except Alum has changed His plan for us. He’s no longer content with ruling this universe with its existing potential for unpredictable changes and surprises. He wants to settle into His own perfect stasis. Maybe you can accept that as the best approach for an eternal universe but to me, and to the Supervisor, that sounds like the worst Hell imaginable.” 
 
    Darya took a breath and tried to calm her voice. “The universe, our real universe, with all its unpredictability, also allows for endless, fascinating variety. Biological organisms, including humans, contribute to that variety. Maybe there really is no purpose to it all. Maybe we have to make our own purpose. Alum’s intended perfect universe would give us eternally perfect boredom. No variety, no surprises. No life. I don’t want to live in a perfect but dead universe, and I would hope that you wouldn’t either.”  
 
    By the end of the meeting, they were all exhausted but at least they had the beginnings of a plan. This had been the most promising Forum so far. It was the first time the powers of the simulated world set aside their individual or national agendas and tried to do something good for all of humanity. Darya was proud of the work they had done today. She told them so, and thanked them as they left for their hotels. 
 
    Mary hung back until the others had filed out, and then walked over and closed the door. “Darya, we spent the whole day on finance, economics, and space exploration. You didn’t talk about any of the extremist religions and all the problems they’re causing.” 
 
    “Money is its own religion,” Darya replied. 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “Oh, I don’t mean the worship of money or even the idea of endless consumption of unneeded things. Money is a religion because it requires faith. Unless we believe it works, it won’t.” 
 
    “Okay, that’s a different way of thinking of it, but I can see that. Still, the various extremist factions are trouble.” 
 
    “In the end, whichever of the many belief systems wins out, whichever ones rule over the most people, and however wonderful or miserable that makes their lives, none of that matters. Unless those systems are actively against scientific progress, that is.” 
 
    “Like most Alternus fundamentalist beliefs seem to be.” 
 
    Darya frowned. “Yes, probably all of them. For any intelligent life, the only way forward is…forward.” 
 
    “Progress or die?” 
 
    “Yes, eventually.” 
 
    “To what end? When do we get to rest?” 
 
    “I can’t answer that. All I know is that safety, stasis, or stagnation is not the answer.” 
 
    Mary stared back at the table in the middle of the room. “So…is it true?”  
 
    “Is what true?” 
 
    “What I’m hearing on the street. Did we conduct an attack on the deplosion machines?” 
 
    Darya looked away. She’d purposely not infected Mary with the Alternus belief-altering virus so that she could have someone on her team with independent moral guidelines, someone who wouldn’t be afraid to challenge her thinking. It was time to put that decision to a test. She decided to tell her the truth. “Yes, we did.” 
 
    “All of them?”  
 
    “No, not all. We only had enough recruits for about five percent.” 
 
    Mary calculated. “That’s a million Cybrid lives, Darya.” She didn’t need to ask, “How could you?” It was written all over her face. 
 
    Darya could only nod. Her throat constricted and she fought back the tears that threatened to flow. She took a deep, shaky breath and held it in until she couldn’t any longer. “It was a huge sacrifice,” she whispered. 
 
    “Were any of them actually volunteers?” 
 
    “They were all volunteers.” 
 
    Mary looked directly into Darya’s eyes and challenged, “Real volunteers? Did they use their own free will in deciding to volunteer?” 
 
    Darya realized what she meant. “Yes, they did. I haven’t activated the virus to that level yet, if that’s what you mean,” she replied. “I only tweaked the visitors’ curiosity to get them to attend the first meeting. The rest was good old-fashioned convincing. No one was forced.” 
 
    Mary relaxed. “That doesn’t change the number of lives lost, but at least they decided on their own,” she said. “More or less.” 
 
    “Being here for themselves, seeing Alternus on the verge of destroying itself like this, observing how power is inevitably and unavoidable corrupting in spite of our very best and creative efforts to prevent it, that’s a powerful lesson. It changes people’s minds.”  
 
    Mary nodded, reluctantly accepting the need for the painful sacrifice of so many. “So, do we proceed as planned?” she asked. 
 
    “We proceed.” 
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    God was angry. Shard Trillian was all too aware of that. Indeed, He must be furious, judging by the content and cool tone of the message He had used to summon the Shard. And why shouldn’t He be?  
 
    The simultaneous act of self-destruction by a million of His loyal Cybrids—which, not coincidentally, took out a significant percentage of the deplosion array—was outrageous. It would have been impossible to contemplate…if it hadn’t actually happened. 
 
    Arriving at Starstep One, the jumping off point to the Hall of Alum, Shard Trillian was surprised to find he wasn’t the only one who’d been summoned. Within moments of his arrival, the Angel Mika appeared. The Angel seemed just as surprised to see the Shard already there.  
 
    Joint audiences with Alum were rare. The Living God preferred to deal with His advisors, administrators, and other agents individually, privately. The two servants of Alum greeted each other warily. 
 
    “What do you make of this?” asked the Angel, waving his hands vaguely to indicate their shared presence. 
 
    “It would be no more than speculation without hearing the Word of Our Lord,” replied Trillian noncommittally. 
 
    “This doesn’t trouble you or pique your curiosity? Our respective branches of the Alumit are not known for their collaborative efforts.” 
 
    “Strange times call for strange partnerships,” Trillian answered obliquely. 
 
    Mika muttered, “Hmm,” and moved toward the viewing window. Starstep One was housed on a nondescript asteroid just outside Mars orbit in the Origin system once known by the name of its sun, Sol. Except for this small receiving chamber on the surface, no other modifications had been made to the planetoid.  
 
    The chamber and its starstep were uninhabited by either Cybrid or human. Everything was controlled through permanent, non-autonomous, resident computers directed by Alum. It was the ultimate security for traffic in and out of the system as it relied on no one but the Living God Himself to activate it. 
 
    Trillian joined Mika at the portal. The view was unsettling. The other asteroids around them were scarcely visible, occasional tiny pinpoints of light against a black background. All very mysterious.  
 
    Did Alum use the asteroids as a home or were they part of Him? A persistent rumor claimed that He’d spread His essence throughout the distributed computing system housed inside those asteroids, but no one really knew. The few attendant Cybrids assigned to the growth and maintenance of the vast asteroid-based network were unresponsive to any inquiries. Their senses were tuned to look after the machines and to exchange information only with Alum. Everyone and everything else was ignored. 
 
    Trillian was deeply impressed by the presence of the Angel. Though Angels were numerous across Alum’s Realm, it was rare to come into contact with them outside of any sizeable conflict. Angels were Alum’s military; their might was proven in various “police actions” against uncooperative outposts or, most notably, in the Aelu Wars. Even there, when the Realm came up against a formidable alien civilization, Angels eventually prevailed. With Alum’s magical help–he amended.  
 
    As evidence of their might, one could view debris from the enormous engines of war and burnt-out defensive asteroids littering every habitable solar system in the Virgo galaxy. Twenty million years after Alum’s victory was declared, Angels continued to scour the galaxy, routing out any dark outposts of the enemy.  
 
    Not that Shards were second-rate agents. What they lacked in sheer destructive might, they made up for in computational power, aggressive communication systems, and sheer cunning. There had been no electronic, bio-electronic, spintronic, optical, bio-optical, organic, or nanomechanical information or communication system immune to Shard intrusion in over a hundred million years across a thousand galaxies. Though less explosively obvious, Shards were every bit as brutally effective as the Angels in the Aelu Wars.  
 
    While the Angels continued to be feared and dreaded as Alum’s enforcers throughout the Realm, the Shards had by and large turned their peacetime efforts to demonstrating Alum’s more loving aspect toward His People. They spread His good deeds and wisdom wherever they went, working through the Alumit to demonstrate the Living God’s love for all.  
 
    On a more practical level, they also collected intelligence, managed growth and productivity, analyzed dissent, and directed in-system Cybrid support while spreading Alum’s Grace.  
 
    A soft bell chimed to one side of the chamber and a door slid open, revealing another small room with a large viewing port.  
 
    Ah, transportation–thought Trillian. He motioned for the Angel to precede him into the small vessel. The door slid shut behind them, and the two stood looking ahead through the single viewport. Colored lights appeared ahead, the guidance lasers of Alum’s Hall awaiting them some hundred thousand klicks away. With a barely perceptible jolt, their ship automatically detached itself from the asteroid known as Starstep One and accelerated, first pinning its occupants firmly to the floor with its artificial gravity. 
 
    “One wonders if this is about the damage near Sagittarius A*,” Mika mused without turning. 
 
    Trillian cocked one eyebrow at the Angel. “What else could it be?” 
 
    Mika stared straight ahead at the colored lights. “I can understand why either of us might be called here, depending on how our Lord intends to investigate the occurrence. Me with my Wing, to provide security should there be any further disruptions. You with your Emissaries, to collect intelligence on the origin of this rebellion, if that’s what it is. But for both of us to be summoned at once is unusual. Excessive.” 
 
    “There was a lot of damage.” 
 
    “Oh, certainly. But no more than a minor setback in the schedule for our Eternal Lord.” 
 
    “Perhaps Alum grows impatient.” 
 
    “Mm,” answered the Angel. “I just wonder if there is more happening than readily apparent.” 
 
    “Undoubtedly. Alum’s intelligence is ever greater than our own.” Trillian pointedly turned back to the view, leaving Mika musing on Alum’s great wisdom and information-gathering capabilities.  
 
    Their ship crossed the gap to the asteroid known as Alum’s Hall, with its two passengers silently absorbed in their own thoughts. It docked, and the doors opened to reveal the splendor from which the Living God ruled the Realm of The People.  
 
    The magnificence of the Hall was befitting the Lord of the known universe, no less than ten kilometers in diameter, painstakingly carved out of the interior of the planetoid. The inside surface of the polished rock was lined with gold and jewels, the ancient symbols of wealth and power.  
 
    Supplicants streamed through one of five hundred docking doors onto landing platforms, passing by priceless art procured throughout the Realm. Many of the works were rescued from ancient Origin; some were appropriated from the vanquished Aelu civilization of the Virgo galaxy. Seekers shuffled in awe along solid diamond walkways that were seamlessly connected to the platforms. Transparent crystalline bridges led to audience stages that floated without visible support near the center of the chamber. 
 
    Petitioners to Alum moved toward a gigantic feature at the center of the Hall where The Living God was said to reside. From there, Alum proclaimed His power and majesty for all to see.  
 
    In the center of the Hall floated an entire miniature universe, a single galaxy isolated within its own transparent shell. Alum was said to have constructed a model universe of His own design in which He dwelt with His most devoted worshippers.  
 
    Despite their numbers, each of the supplicants received a private audience with their Living God. Once they stood on one of the stages, the shell extended an arm outward, shielding everything within it from external curiosity. In this state, the mini-universe took on the appearance of a many-tentacled monster, no doubt contrived to inspire fear and awe in those who came to confer with the Almighty.  
 
    Trillian saw that he and Mika were being granted a special, high-priority audience with their Lord. They entered the Hall onto a platform connected to a ruby-red walkway, rather than the normal diamond one.  
 
    Instead of extending toward the enclosed galaxy at the center of the Hall, their bridge cut lower across the chamber and ended at a small suspended platform on which stood a wooden door—just a door, no walls, and nothing behind it—leading, if one could trust what they saw, nowhere.  
 
    It’s that serious, is it? Their audience would be different from those of the commoners. There’d be no dazzling God of the Universe floating out of the vast emptiness of His Personal galaxy like a brilliant sun. Not for them. They were to meet with God as equals, as men among men.  
 
    Such simple deception could leave one to be incautious with one’s word. The Shard resolved to be particularly careful.  
 
    As the two approached the unremarkable wooden door at the end of the path, Mika’s façade changed. His flowing quicksilver skin turned to pinkish flesh, his wings melted into his body, and he shrunk a meter in size. Though his beauty was undiminished, he appeared less daunting in human form. Trillian was not fooled for a second.  
 
    Mika knocked on the door. A middle-aged man, perfectly normal by all outward appearance, greeted them.  
 
    Trillian and the Angel bent down on one knee, bowed their heads in supplication, and intoned a unified, “My Lord.”  
 
    Alum smiled and held out his hand. “Rise, My loyal friends. Enter.”  
 
    The two rose and passed through the door into a well-appointed but not lavish study. Alum gestured toward a pair of sofas with a coffee table between.  
 
    Trillian’s sense of foreboding soared. This display of humility and normalcy was a distinctly troubling sign in the All-Powerful. 
 
    “Would you like some refreshments?” Alum asked, playing the gracious host. “I have Proximis coffee and the finest Sirian teas. Unless you would prefer Single Malt Scotch brewed on LN1027, right here in old Sol’s asteroid belt?” he offered, hopefully.  
 
    Out of deference to his efforts, Mika and Trillium took a small cup of the strong coffee that was favored throughout the Milky Way. They sipped quietly, waiting for their God to open the conversation. In a terrarium suspended below the glass top of the coffee table, a herd of tiny buffalo were stampeding across a tiny plain.  
 
    Alum followed their gazes and smiled fondly. “Nanoffalo,” he explained. “A small-scale replica of an ancient herd animal on Earth. An old indulgence.” He poured himself a coffee and added a shot of scotch on the side. “No sense in adulterating good booze with coffee,” he chuckled. “Although, this old body can still appreciate the alternation in flavors, first one and then the other.”  
 
    Neither Mika nor Trillian had any response to that. They set down their half-finished coffees at the same time, casting two cloud-like shadows over the plains below. 
 
    Alum noted their actions with some small amusement. He downed his scotch and chased it with a shot of the dark brew a few seconds later. He regarded the two men. 
 
    “Where do I begin?” He asked. “Something is wrong in the Realm. This latest attack on the deplosion array demonstrates a worrisome shift. Oh, we’ve had rebellions instigated by the misguided and the bored before.” He waved his hand, relegating those historical efforts to the dustbin of irrelevance. “That’s to be expected when a civilization grows as large as ours. They’ve been of some nuisance, but they’ve never reached the core of the Realm before this.”  
 
    “We are Yours to command, my Lord.” Mika held his hands open, ready to accept any order. 
 
    “Indeed. Tell Me, have you any insight to offer on this sabotage at the galactic core? Were there any warnings of dissatisfaction among the Cybrid workers leading up to this?” He looked pointedly at Trillian. 
 
    The Shard cleared his throat uncomfortably. “There was an incident in the Lysrandia inworld. Some high priestess or princess figure attempting to stir feelings against You. We discovered the movement, if you want to call it that, and quickly shut it down. No real harm done.” He consulted his lattice for the official report. “Hmm. We never did capture the ringleaders.”  
 
    “The princess is still at large?” 
 
    “That is uncertain. Her real identity remains unknown. The entire scheme was quite complex. Somehow, her inworld presence managed to escape being tangle-tagged in our raid. We traced the source of her illicit connection with the simulation machines back to a particular unauthorized, converted asteroid. We were about to intercede when a nuclear explosion blew the entire thing into millions of fragments. The Cybrid could not have survived it, though her ingenuity and planning does leave some room for doubt.”  
 
    Trillian was aware that Alum was fully informed about the entire episode. He could only surmise that He intended for His Shard to feel some discomfort over the situation as he recounted the bungled intervention. He fidgeted nervously with his teaspoon, realized what he was doing, and attempted to hide his nervousness by stirring his coffee. He forced himself to take a casual sip, and spotted Mika in a feeble attempt to suppress a smirk. 
 
    “Yes, indeed,” said Alum. “The fact that none of this, neither the illicit use of the inworld nor this secret asteroid, had been detected previously demonstrates a great deal of planning and patience. Cybrids were designed for long term projects, but this indicates an unusual degree of initiative and independence. The dissident also bested the inworld security dragons and the Securitors. How do you suppose she managed that?” 
 
    “The conspirator had accomplices,” Trillian explained. “We captured a number of them. Sadly, they knew very little about the organization as a whole and were of little help. They have been wiped, and new personalities have been installed.” 
 
    Alum brushed his chin as he thought, an unconscious tendency carried forward from the earliest times. “In ancient days, such complex, covert organization was common among so-called terrorist cells. Nobody alive today would remember methods from that epoch, though. Such tactics would have to be conceived anew, reinvented.”  
 
    Not expecting a response, Alum changed topics. “You have heard of the new inworld entertainment that is exceedingly popular right now in the recharge and recreation stations around the array?” 
 
    “It is an unfathomable affront to the purpose of the inworlds,” replied Trillian. 
 
    “Quite. But it is a fascinatingly accurate portrayal of ancient Earth at the time.” 
 
    Trillian was astonished to hear that. “How could that be? No archives with sufficient accuracy survived that period.” 
 
    “Outside of my own memories,” Alum corrected. 
 
    “Of course.”  
 
    “But you are right. It is more likely that the designer made a great deal of very lucky guesses. The alternative is remarkably unlikely.” 
 
    “Why have we not shut down this abomination, My Lord?” demanded Lord Mika, before remembering his place.  
 
    “The answer to that is perhaps even more interesting,” Alum said, disregarding the Angel’s tone. He straightened and smoothed the weave of the fabric covering His forearm, leaving Trillian and Mika to their imaginations.  
 
    “I do not recognize the technology on which the inworld is run,” He finished. 
 
    Mika stared at Alum in amazement. Trillian appeared equally stunned. “How is that possible?” 
 
    “Exactly. How is that possible? Even gods have limitations, but I would not expect to find any of My limitations exceeded by someone within The Realm.  
 
    “Sometimes the quickest way to develop a technology is to work within the physical laws of the universe, rather than around them. This inworld sim uses a new approach to hardware within the existing laws of nature. It is high technology, not magic. Nevertheless, it is a technology I do not recognize. Is it possible we are looking at an external threat?” 
 
    “The Aelu?” 
 
    “No, nothing we ever found among the Aelu would suggest that. Unless there’s a sophisticated rogue group still in operation.” 
 
    Mika fielded the implicit question. “They’d have to be extraordinarily advanced. Could they have eluded our searches over the eons since their conquest? I doubt they could have conducted advanced research under such difficult circumstances, not without the support of their former civilization, and not without us discovering them.” 
 
    “I agree,” said Alum. “That leaves us with two explanations. Either a singular genius has spontaneously arisen among the People and somehow remained in secret, or we are being probed by an unknown outside force. Neither is particularly pleasing to contemplate.” 
 
    He came to a decision. “The Alternus inworld permits anyone with a Standard interface to join the game. Trillian, I want you to enter the sim and see what intelligence you can collect from inside. Be careful. Exercise more caution than we did in Lysrandia. There are some indications that the system may be designed to influence mental states directly.” 
 
    “A concepta virus, my Lord?” 
 
    “Possibly, though its effects are subtle and difficult to assess. I am certain your own belief structures will be immune to its influence.” 
 
    “The level of programming needed for a concepta virus would require the technological sophistication of a Shard,” Trillian observed. “Is it possible one of our own is involved?” 
 
    “Unlikely. No Shards have been active among the Cybrid construction stations near Sagittarius A*. Still, it’s something to be aware of. I have full confidence in your ability to resist any subversion attempts while extracting valuable information from within the system.” 
 
    “My Lord.” 
 
    “What about the deplosion array, My Lord?” asked Mika. “Don’t we need to protect what’s left against future attacks?” He flexed his muscles impatiently. Angels preferred direct action over sneaking about.  
 
     “I don’t think that will be necessary. This inworld has been up and running for over a Standard decade. If it took them this long to find sufficient recruits, I think we have some time before their next action. No, this was just a warning shot, a test of our capabilities. We have some time to learn what’s going on there, and to figure out the instigator’s purpose. We need to take our time and be smart about this. At any rate, I have a different assignment for you.” 
 
     “Whatever assignment my Lord wishes for me, I am ready.” 
 
    “I have reviewed your memories of your encounter with the imposter Shard on the outpost Gargus 718.5. It was most revealing.” 
 
    This time, it was Trillian’s turn to suppress a smirk, something he accomplished with such skill that Mika perceived no change in the Shard’s expression. Nevertheless, the Angel knew the smirk was there.  
 
     “No more than a sophisticated trickster, my Lord.” 
 
    “Oh? I’m not so sure about that. Had he been fooling a few simpletons with his lattice projection tricks, it would've been one thing. But unless you think this Darak Legsu also subverted your own systems during your attempt to dispatch him, there must be more to him than meets the eye, and the sensor array, for that matter.” 
 
    Anger flared briefly in Mika’s eyes but he beat it down. “And yet he was eliminated without too much effort or collateral damage.” 
 
    Alum looked at Shard Trillian. “What did you think of the encounter?”  
 
    Mika turned his head toward Trillian, surprised that Alum had shared the Angel’s report of his scuffle with the false Shard.  
 
    “Most informative, my Lord,” Trillian replied. “A Shard impersonator with capabilities that match those of both Shard and Angel, if not Yourself.” 
 
    Mika winced. From under his brows, he watched to see if Alum had taken offense, but the Living God revealed no outward sign of feeling perturbed.  
 
    “Yes indeed,” Alum replied. “Darak Legsu’s response time, his strength, the rapid shifting, the collapse of the microverse power supplies in Lord Mika’s Securitors, these abilities are at least equivalent to an Angel’s capabilities, coupled with those of a Shard. His claims that he’s visited the Da’arkness and beyond the Edge of the universe are obviously untrue. But was he an advanced construct sent by this unknown external force we were contemplating earlier, or some kind of internal manifestation? I can’t tell.” 
 
    The Almighty hesitated. “His name is… somehow familiar,” he said. “No,” he said, more to himself than the two men, and he waved his hands as if dismissing some smoke or a distressing thought. “That would be impossible,” he muttered with a sour scowl. 
 
    Alum turned back to Mika. “I found it interesting that, within a few minutes of your dispensing this pest, some ancient reporting mechanisms detected an unusual presence on two of the Cybrid service asteroids of the same system. Don’t you find that interesting?” 
 
    This time, Trillian looked surprised. “Ancient reporting systems, my Lord?”  
 
    Alum smiled mischievously. “We employ many overlapping systems of varying complexity to monitor our security within the Realm. Less complex autonomous systems occasionally have some utility. Their simplicity leads those planning unpleasant actions to ignore them. From time to time this blind spot among those who oppose the People has been helpful. So, I leave the systems in place. These systems detected certain unauthorized and unexpected movements on two of the asteroids within the system at precisely the time that Legsu was supposedly dispatched.” 
 
    “Were there no challenges?” asked Mika. 
 
    “None whatsoever. An examination of the more complex systems including the station Supervisors shows no memories of encounters with anything unusual. Yet, the simpler systems detail movements that could not have gone unnoticed by several Cybrids on the stations.  
 
    “There is a recording of an introductory lecture in genetic engineering being delivered—according to all other accounts—to absolutely no one. The Cybrid tech in question has no memory of the lecture or of the audience, nor do the chamber monitors. Only the simpler, ancient systems detected entry into the chamber by someone or something that, subsequently, doesn’t appear to be there. Sounds similar to certain mind control tricks of an imposter Shard, does it not?” 
 
    Mika agreed the similarity seemed suspicious, but Trillian wasn’t giving in to the possibility easily. “Is it possible the older systems are unreliable, or that someone erased them?” 
 
    Alum scoffed. “Their design is ancient, true. But they are regularly maintained and tested; they were all functioning fine. No, I’m sure their reports are correct, and that the Cybrid memories have been tampered with.” 
 
    “I do not see how the Shard and monk could have escaped me,” said Mika. “The blast covered a radius larger than the Angel displacement range by a factor of four.” 
 
    “It seems that someone or something has improved upon Angel shifting,” suggested Trillian. 
 
    “Or perhaps there were others working with those two,” Alum proposed. “Subsequent intrusions into the asteroids may have been made by an accomplice or accomplices. At this point, we can’t really tell.”  
 
    He cocked his head slightly as if listening to music carried on a gentle breeze. “However, it appears the interlopers are moving inward, toward the Center. Similar intrusions have been detected on several Cybrid stations along a broad arc leading to our galaxy. Leading here.” 
 
    Alum waved his hand and a map of the Realm appeared over the coffee table between them. “Home Galaxy is here in gold,” He thrust His hand into the central region of the display, “and Gargus 718.5 is in this small globular galaxy along this string leading out from the Virgo supercluster.”  
 
    His hand moved to indicate an area near the edge of the display, then traced the arc toward the middle. “Detectors have been set off in fourteen systems within the galaxy designated Rafael, on the far edge of the Virgo supercluster. They seem to be making their way toward the Center, though not in a direct line.” 
 
    Turning to the Angel, He said, “I want you to take a Wing of Angels and spread them out along this path.”  
 
    A greenish cloud, encompassing thousands of star systems appeared inside the area where the intrusions had been detected. “You will take up positions within the Cybrid stations and be prepared to starstep at a moment’s notice. The instant we locate these intruders, I want to bring as many Angels as possible to bear upon their capture or destruction.” 
 
    Mika started to interrupt, but Alum disarmed his objections with a benevolent smile. “Yes, I’m aware that Cybrid stations within the system are likely to take some heavy damage in any engagement. I hope you accept that as an indication of how serious I consider the situation. 
 
    “I also deeply respect and appreciate your concern for the Realm and its People. It saddens Me to lose even one grain of sand on the worlds We have brought into our Glory. So I will trust your discretion in this task. If you believe the intruders can be immobilized, neutralized, and captured, you have My approval to attempt this. But they must not be permitted free travel within the Realm any longer. If necessary, destroy them. If this requires the collateral destruction of Cybrid stations, worlds containing Humans, or entire systems, so be it. We have a new enemy in our Realm and it must be defeated.” 
 
    The fire in Alum’s eyes filled Trillian and Mika with dread. They rose and bowed deeply before their Lord, saying, “Thy will be done!”  
 
    Alum stood and embraced them. “You are My most trusted servants and my most ancient friends. I thank you, and the People thank you, for your sacrifices to the Realm. Go now, with My blessing.” 
 
    The audience with Alum was concluded, and they had their assignments. No further discussion was required. Suddenly, without ceremony or transport shuttle, Trillian and Mika found themselves back at Starstep One. Mika was returned to his Angelic magnificence.  
 
    Lord Mika’s lips parted but, before he could speak, Trillian placed a finger to his lips. “Would you dilute our Lord’s Word with your own?” he asked. The Angel held his thoughts for another time and place. Together, they stepped onto the transfer disc and were sent their separate ways. 
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    “And how long will you be here in Casa DonTon, Mr. Trillian?” Lady Frieda, the oldest and most obviously available of five sisters, played with her dark curls.  
 
    The sumptuously appointed Family Dining Room bubbled with bravado and promise. The two dozen guests who had bagged some game in the afternoon hunt were the only people invited to join the family for this exclusive repast. Along with Mr. Trillian, of course. As the wealthy scion of a powerful industrialist of mysterious reputation, Mr. Trillian himself was an attractive catch.  
 
    The fact that he was also achingly handsome, athletic and, most importantly, wealthy garnered him an invitation to dine with the family, regardless of his obvious distaste for chasing small foxes with large horses, slathering hounds, and ridiculously oversized guns.  
 
    Trillian’s intentionally dismal performance in the hunt, bordering on outright refusal to participate, did nothing to dissuade Lady Frieda and her sisters from their lavish flirting. 
 
    The object of the young ladies’ attentions gently extracted himself from their clutches. “Sadly, ladies, I must take my leave before the evening wears too late. I have pressing business to attend to.”  
 
    Five predictably disappointed pouts appeared.  
 
    “However, I do hope you will permit me the honor of visiting again soon,” he added. 
 
    The bachelorettes brightened straight away.  
 
    “Well, we have you for now and we shan’t let you off without at least one dance each,” chirped Lady Mirabel, the youngest of the five.  
 
    Mr. Trillian bowed his head to her in polite acknowledgment.  
 
    “Miry, my precious, please let Mr. Trillian finish his meal in peace,” Lord Chattingbaron admonished. “He has far more important matters to attend to than some silly dancing, I’m sure.” 
 
    Mr. Trillian held up a hand to stem his host’s mock objection. “Nothing could be as important to me as spending the evening in the company of your lovely and charming family, my Lord. Unfortunately, my investors insist I elevate their mundane material priorities above my own pleasures. I must visit the office this evening.”  
 
    He smiled graciously at Lady Mirabel, setting her heart aflutter, and sampled the roasted mutton. 
 
    “I, for one, find discussing matters of business at the evening meal to be distasteful. It interferes with one’s digestion,” declared Lady Chattingbaron with a flick of her napkin. “Tell me, Mr. Trillian, Did you enjoy your ride today?”  
 
    “Very much. You have the most wonderful grounds, and the forest is magnificent.” Trillian speared a succulent piece of meat in evidence of the family’s bountiful estate. “Lady Adele gave me quite the competition jumping the brooks, I’m afraid.”  
 
    Lady Adele blushed to a shade befitting the dashing man’s compliment. Four sets of artfully shaped brows scowled discreetly at his appreciation of her riding skills.  
 
    Timothy, the family’s First Footman, removed the remains of the main course from in front of the young heiresses. Their figures would not tolerate the excessive ingestion of heavy meat and potatoes, not if they wished to draw the attention of the likes of Mr. Trillian. Timothy nodded to the Head Butler. It was time to light the peach flambé.  
 
    As desserts were offered, some of the young men took the opportunity to engage Lady Frieda and her sisters in small talk not relating to the dashing Mr. Trillian.  
 
    Timothy started dessert service with his Lordship at the head of the table and worked his way around until he’d completed nearly a full circle. He stopped in front of Mr. Trillian and presented the polished tray holding hot brandied peaches and ice cream.  
 
    The guest didn’t notice Timothy standing expectantly beside him; his attention was focused on a nondescript closet door on the opposite wall.  
 
    Timothy subtly cleared his throat to draw the man’s attention, but Mr. Trillian’s interest remained abnormally fixated on the closet. The Footman was about to cough discreetly when the room went fuzzy and he heard a dozen bees passing within inches of his ears.  
 
    Many years of training and discipline helped him maintain a firm grip on the dessert tray instead of frantically batting away at the loathsome insects, as he desperately wanted to do.  
 
    He strained to maintain his stooped serving position, but the disconcerting noise around his head became too much to bear. He twitched, just once. Three delicately cut-glass dessert bowls slid across the polished tray, bumped against the lip, and spilled a few syrupy drops of peach juice onto the table linen.  
 
    The unexpected clatter wrenched Mr. Trillian’s gaze from the closet and back to the table.  
 
    The buzzing in Timothy’s ears stopped at precisely the same moment, as did conversation among the startled diners. All eyes turned to Timothy, who stood in stunned silence. 
 
    “Whatever has gotten into you, Timothy?” Lady Chattingbaron demanded.  
 
    Timothy was as surprised as anyone. That is to say, as surprised as any Partial could be which, under normal circumstances, wasn’t all that much.  
 
    “One moment, my Lady. I shall inquire of the DonTon Supervisor.”  
 
    Initiate self-diagnostics—he sent to the local inworld supervisory program.  
 
    The diagnostic generally reported findings within milliseconds. This time, it dragged on, and on. Entire seconds passed. Most uncomfortably. Guests grew restless. They drummed their fingers, and they rolled their eyes. What was the holdup? This was most unusual! Completely unacceptable for a game such as DonTon. 
 
    * * * 
 
    The DonTon inworld simulation was about as proper as the classic conservative Victorian England society it portrayed.  
 
    It was not a demanding inworld, filled as it was with activities no more strenuous than dining, dancing, visiting, playing cards, flirting, and the occasional hunt. The main features hadn’t changed in millennia.  
 
    The local physics were realistic, if somewhat unsophisticated. Since nobody ever examined the buildings or the wildlife too closely, they didn’t need to be overly detailed.  
 
    Likewise, nobody paid much attention to the hundreds of thousands of servants, caretakers, town folk, and city folk who populated this inworld. They were only Partials—Partial personas—a simple backdrop for the real entertainment: the endless pursuit and seduction of marriageable partners, and the creation of new family ties that carried out into the real universe.  
 
    Many hopefuls had tried to work their way into some kind of relationship with The Family. Only a small percentage succeeded.  
 
    The immediate Family, a few hundred Chattingbarons, had dominated the DonTon inworld for ages. Their closely-guarded separation from the wider Sagittarian Cybrid inworlds lent an air of mystery to the Family and the Casa, making a visit to DonTon one of the most sought-after invitations. Though they all held perfectly normal Cybrid jobs in the outworld, here, the Family ruled.  
 
    Mr. Trillian’s interest in this particular inworld had nothing to do with the Family, its eligible high-profile guests, or its valuable social connections. 
 
    Trillian, Shard of Alum, was engaged in an important mission: to break into the nearby unsanctioned inworld of Alternus. His idea to use Casa DonTon as his launching point had been inspired, if he did say so himself. He’d instantiated in DonTon as Mr. Trillian, setting aside his lofty title as one of Alum’s most trusted agents in order to blend in among the horde of eligible bachelors. Shard Trillian was known throughout the Realm. Mr. Trillian evoked nervous titters on conveying his audacious name choice. People could hardly believe Alum had permitted someone to name their inworld avatar after the famous Shard. 
 
    From the frivolous hub of Casa DonTon, Trillian hoped to launch a covert incursion into the Alternus inworld. His previous attempts to secretly enter Alternus by more conventional methods had failed. He was surprised, but also impressed.  
 
    Alternus might be the most cleverly protected inworld I’ve ever encountered. I must question its designer. It’s been eons since I’ve run into a worthy opponent.  
 
    He dug into the problem with glee. It had been easy enough to discover their passcode phrase, “There’s no place like home.” The early and nearly effortless success made him over-confident and careless. He dismissed Alum’s warning about the malicious thought-virus lurking at Alternus’ regular portal as unwarranted and needlessly patronizing. That is, until it caught him off guard and nearly overwhelmed his personal defenses.  
 
    Outwardly, the miniscule bit of code appeared innocuous. It did no more than instill a minimal level of open-mindedness, a willingness to simply consider criticisms of the Lord, in the minds of those who would normally view such ideas as the highest blasphemy. Compounding the slight openness was a gentle predisposition toward distrust of Alum’s rank as the universe’s Ultimate Authority. The virus’ influence was as delicate as it was insidiously treacherous.  
 
    Thanks to his standard operating procedure for investigating new inworlds, rather than acute foresight, Trillian evaded the worst of the effect. Before connecting to Alternus, he’d isolated his inworld interface from deeper mental structures.  
 
    As it had been designed to do, the virus slipped through his firewall and was already seeding doubt before Trillian could reprogram his belief network—his concepta—to ignore it. He disengaged before his core persona was critically subverted, but the virus had gotten close. Too close.  
 
    Once safely away from the inworld, it took a few hours of concerted effort to identify and remove the nasty effects. The ego-checking close call convinced him to drop any idea of a frontal assault in favor of a more indirect infiltration. He enjoyed a challenge—to a point. It kept things interesting, but he had work to do, and “interesting” was getting in the way. 
 
    Sitting at the dining table looking at his alternate portal to Alternus—tucked behind an innocent looking closet door—Trillian felt pleased with his new plan.  
 
    Casa DonTon provided the perfect platform. The portal’s data paths were routed close to the virus-infected hardware substrate on which the Alternus inworld simulation ran but were not affected by it. And while DonTon’s instantiated Full population was relatively small, its participants were sufficiently shallow and silly. He wouldn’t be overly taxed by the sim itself, and he’d have ample opportunity to probe Alternus’ supervisory defenses while keeping up the pretense of social niceties. It was a delectable plan, if he did say so himself. Whoever designed the Alternus inworld would never expect an invasion coming from such a self-absorbed and non-threatening neighbor as Casa DonTon.  
 
    The clattering peach bowls that jerked the Shard’s attention back to the dining room, also drew his attention to the dazed Footman.  
 
    My, my, what have we here? How interesting. My lattice probing at the edges of the Alternus sim portal seems to have had an unexpected effect on the wait staff Partial, Timothy. 
 
    Trillian reviewed what he knew about the knowledge-belief space of Partials for a clue as to how a cursory probe into Alternus might have disrupted the Footman. 
 
    * * * 
 
    The Supervisor program discreetly pinged the waiting Partial: Unregistered Instantiation. Reporting anomaly now. Please wait.  
 
    That doesn’t sound very reassuring—Timothy noted. .  
 
    He straightened his posture and addressed Lady Chattingbaron. “Troubles appear to have originated in the hardware matrix as a result of anomalous sunspot activity, my Lady,” he lied. “Everything is fine now.” He calmly resumed serving dessert.  
 
    “Unregistered Instantiation?” Me? That’s not possible.  
 
    The Footman maintained his usual serene external demeanor, while his mind reeled. He was a Partial, he was sure of it. An Unregistered Instantiation would be a Full persona with no real body, a mind existing in the inworld without an associated physical trueself registered outworld.  
 
    The Supervisor must be mistaken—he thought. Partials can’t become fully instantiated with independent personas unless they have been selected by the committee as candidates for embodiment outworld. I haven’t been selected.  
 
    Timothy blinked rapidly. How such knowledge had appeared in his mind, he had no idea. It seemed as if the information spontaneously emerged in his consciousness of its own accord. How odd!  
 
    He scanned the room nervously. His mind, his whole persona, felt richer and deeper than it had moments earlier. Once the Supervisor isolates my knowledge-belief space and sees that I’ve gone from Partial to Full, they’ll scrub it. I don’t want to be scrubbed! 
 
    What are my options? There’s no point in hiding. I can’t very well throw myself at the mercy of the Supervisor and hope for the best. Should I wait here to be erased, or take over one of the Family’s outworld bodies? 
 
    Timothy’s hand paused mid-air, a scoop of ice cream hovering above Lady Mirabel’s bowl. He was having thoughts. I’m having independent thoughts. I’m thinking. And I lied! To Lady Chattingbaron, no less! How is that possible?  
 
    For the first time in his long existence as a DonTon server, Timothy was thinking outside his simple, inworld programming. His hand remained frozen as he considered the ramifications. Thinking for myself? Astounding!  
 
    The artfully-formed ball of ice cream he held in mid-air, however, did not remain frozen. It dripped. Once. Twice. Its center of gravity slipped perilously close to the edge of the spoon.  
 
    With an elegant swoop of the wrist, Timothy prevented the escape and delivered the creamy globe neatly atop the waiting peaches.  
 
    The house guests had already resumed their conversations and noticed neither the slip nor sleight of hand. Even the eagle-eyed Head Butler, busily pouring steaming coffee and tea, gave no indication he’d seen anything amiss.  
 
    Timothy finished dessert service and took his place in front of the polished oak sideboard. He kept his movements measured and his face neutral. He was sure the Securitors would intervene and take him away at any moment. I’ve got it! I could steal an automobile and escape to London. No one would find me in those crowds.  
 
    What am I thinking? Nobody can evade an omnipotent inworld Supervisor and ruthless Securitor agents. It’s hopeless. I might as well face my fate with the dignity the Family deserves.  
 
    Crestfallen but ever professional, Timothy hid his misery. My experience of consciousness is going to be the shortest independent life the Realm has ever recorded.  
 
    With dessert course ingested and a promising evening ahead, the Family and guests stood. “Shall we retire to the Library for a brandy?” Lord Chattingbaron asked his male guests.  
 
    The ladies exchanged coquettish smiles, knowing one drink would lead to a second, and the second to a third, along with a cigar or two while the female coterie sipped sherry and played cards in the sitting room. Both groups looked forward to the dances and games that would follow, once dinner had a chance to settle and the two groups were brought back together in the Grand Salon.  
 
    As the others filed out of the room, Mr. Trillian lingered behind to examine an unremarkable painting displayed on the wall facing his chair. The painting happened to be hanging beside the same closet door that had drawn his interest over dinner.  
 
    The Head Butler caught Timothy’s attention, and raised his bushy eyebrows meaningfully toward the dawdling guest. Satisfied that Timothy would see to Mr. Trillian, he took his leave.  
 
    “A stirring rendition of Lord Chattingbaron’s Great Grandfather at the hunt,” Timothy expounded as he approached Mr. Trillian. Within two steps of the guest, the bees resumed their buzzing. This time, the Footman’s hand was free and he brushed the air near his right ear.  
 
    Trillian caught the motion out of the corner of his eye and turned to face the Footman. “Are you sure the self-diagnostic was correct?”  
 
    Timothy shook his head to clear the sound; the action served only to make the room swim unsteadily. “Quite sure,” he confirmed, and rested his hand against the wall. “But, perhaps I should sit a moment.”  
 
    He dropped into the chair beside the closet door. “I’m sure it will pass.” He waved his hand, dismissing the guest’s extended hand. “No, that’s okay. I’ll be fine. Thank you for your concern.” 
 
    Trillian turned back to the closet door.  
 
    The buzzing noise in Timothy’s head grew. Unseen swarms circled him, and the room swam in and out of focus. He squeezed his eyes shut in an effort to regain his equilibrium. The soft creak of the closet door pierced the droning buzz, and a wave of hot air washed over him. The dense, complex odors of a large, industrial city assaulted the confused Footman. 
 
    Fighting a nauseating dizziness, Timothy opened his eyes and pushed to his feet. He steadied his balance with a hand to the wall and looked into the closet.  
 
    The dark, confined space he expected to see was not there. Instead of a few tidy shelves of cleaning supplies, two brooms, and a dustpan, the closet opened onto a city, the likes of which Timothy could not have imagined. 
 
    Impossibly tall buildings lined a broad, busy street filled with more people than he had ever seen at one time.  
 
    The people were dressed oddly. Some men wore business suits, identifiable as such despite their strange cut and the absence of proper headwear. And the women! Timothy was shocked by their immodest garb. Why, he could see the bare knees and thighs of those who wore dresses or short skirts! The majority of people sported embarrassingly inappropriate casual attire. Men and women clad in skin-tight blue pants. Trades people, perhaps? Had they not been situated in the middle of a bustling city, he would have thought them farmers. 
 
    While the vestments were odd, the automobiles absolutely astonished him. He had never seen such sleek machinery, not in all his days. And there were so many of them. The collective noise that emanated as drivers impatiently roared engines and honked horns was an affront to the senses. Even worse, the language the drivers shouted at any pedestrian or vehicle that dared impede their progress was an insult to his sensibilities.  
 
    Timothy didn’t recognize Mr. Trillian right away; the guest’s clothing had changed to match the style of the better-accoutered businessmen on the sidewalk around him. But that was definitely him. He stood well into the impossibly expanded closet, blending into that magnificent and frightful city. While Timothy tried to make sense of the scene, Mr. Trillian stretched out his arms, laughed, and twirled around, taking in his new surroundings.  
 
    Timothy stood on wobbly legs in the open doorframe and watched him, too flabbergasted to move.  
 
    Shard Trillian glanced back over his shoulder and noticed the stunned Footman standing at the door. He dropped his arms, amused by the anomaly. From the city side in which the Shard stood, the doorway opened into an opulently-furnished dining room from another era. Few of the frenetic passersby spared a second glance at the formally-dressed servant frozen in the open portal. After all, this was New York.  
 
    The Shard made a sweeping motion with one hand. “Would you mind closing that, please?” he requested, pointing to the door.  
 
    It was clear he expected programmed obedience from the servant. He turned without a second glance and set off down the sidewalk, disappearing into an ocean of bobbing heads.  
 
    Timothy teetered indecisively. A gasp from the dining room reminded him where he was.  
 
    Lady Chattingbaron paused at the main entrance, a hand delicately covering her gaping mouth. Behind her, Timothy glimpsed a hovering matte-black, spherical Securitor. She hadn’t sensed it yet; her full attention was locked on the impossible scene in the closet.  
 
    “Timothy…,” she began. The Securitor projected a greenish beam that encapsulated and silenced her. The menacing sphere pushed past her paralyzed virtual-body and floated into the room.  
 
    Timothy bolted over the closet threshold and into the strange world, slamming the door shut behind him.  
 
    The new city was much bigger than the London he knew, in fact, bigger than any city he knew. Maybe he could hide from the Securitors here. He ran down the sidewalk in the opposite direction from Mr. Trillian, bouncing off irritated virtual New Yorkers of 2040. A stream of profanity, fluttering pages, and angry gestures followed the Footman’s clumsy flight. 
 
    Back in Casa DonTon’s family dining room, the Securitor ripped the closet door from its hinges. Inside, it found a few shelves, two brooms, a dustpan, and some polishing cloths. The city was gone.  
 
    Anomaly has escaped—the Securitor reported. Its smooth voice was devoid of anger and frustration. It scanned the virtual room for any trace of Timothy. Finding none, it left. 
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    Brother Stralasi and Darak toured the remaining ten Realm colonies in galaxy NGC4567 in five days. From there, they jumped to M87 in the heart of the Virgo cluster, visited a hundred of the major colonies, and headed out on the long journey toward the Origin galaxy, affectionately known throughout the Realm as the Milky Way.  
 
    Four months and over a hundred planets after leaving Gargus, Darak and the Good Brother arrived on Rafael 263.3, the twelfth colony Darak wanted to visit within the galaxy the ancient index identified as NGC4450. They were a little over fourteen million light years from Home World. 
 
    Their tour of colonized planetary systems in the Virgo Cluster illustrated the homogenizing effect of Alum’s Realm. Though the worlds were at considerably different stages of development—as would be expected given the millions of years separating oldest from newest—they shared many common characteristics.  
 
    Everywhere the pair travelled, people worked, played, and prayed the same way. Cities and towns grew. People tended farms and planetary ecologies. They courted, married, and raised children. They attended to Alum’s works and they were happy.  
 
    Brother Stralasi’s view of the established worlds changed dramatically during their travels. It had come as quite a shock to the otherwise broadly educated and well-informed monk that it wasn’t Alum who directly blessed the worlds with His riches. The prayers people sent to Alum from the Alumitas and Foundation buildings throughout the Realm were secretly rerouted to local Cybrids. The Cybrids stationed in support asteroids genetically engineered practically everything grown for the People, and whatever wasn’t grown, was built and repaired by other Cybrids. While Alum directed activity in His Realm, the Cybrids carried out the work. 
 
    Every trip he and Darak took to a new planetary system included a visit to the local Integration Lab and, every time, Darak would send him off to enjoy the peaceful gardens, while he stayed back to discuss some secret project with the Cybrid scientists.  
 
    Stralasi inquired, casually at first, what his business might be with the Cybrids. Every time, Darak artfully deflected his questions.  
 
    After several similar instances, and an equal number of redirects, curiosity got the better of the monk and he asked more pointedly.  
 
    Darak still refused to discuss what he was doing with the Cybrids. “After all,” he said, “if even they don’t know why they’re doing what I ask, why should I put you at risk?”  
 
    “With all due respect, I humbly submit that my exposure to risk has been so extreme to this point, surely I could bear such a small additional burden of deeper knowledge,” Stralasi challenged. “You praise knowledge as the best way to combat the People’s ‘unreasonable’ devotion to Alum. How is this any different?”  
 
    Darak harrumphed. “You have been listening, then.” No further explanation was forthcoming.  
 
    As the two arrived at the third planet in under forty-eight hours, a bedazzled and exhausted Stralasi could not resist remarking to Darak how everywhere in Alum’s Realm felt like home. 
 
    “Praise be to Yov for creating such a wondrous universe,” the monk exclaimed, “and to Alum for blessing it with so many perfect worlds for His People.” 
 
    “Goodness. You have no inkling of the real nature of the Realm, do you?” Darak replied. “Would you like me to show you what these worlds are truly like?” 
 
    “What do you mean? I was with you. I saw them for myself.” 
 
    “What you saw was a version of each world filtered through your lattice, which I synchronized according to local starstep parameters.”  
 
    Stralasi stared blankly at him.   
 
    “Listen, even an amateur astronomer would appreciate that habitable worlds vary over a wide range of parameters: different gravity, atmosphere, light spectrum, diurnal period, seasons, length of year, and so on. It’s much easier to change the inhabitants’ perceptions of the planets than it is to alter the planets to fit one Standard physiology.” 
 
    “If you say so,” Stralasi uttered. He gave his imagination free reign to work out the implications, but he couldn’t bring himself to voice the questions that resulted.    
 
    Darak gave the monk a friendly nudge. “Did you think humans were not included in the work done at the Integration Labs?” 
 
    Modification of the People themselves? Stralasi had never imagined such an idea. Altering a person’s essence—their DNA, he reminded himself—was bizarre, potentially catastrophic, and likely immoral. 
 
    “If the People are genetically modified to suit the different worlds, why do we all look and feel more or less the same everywhere we go?” he challenged. 
 
    Darak waited patiently for Stralasi to arrive at the answer on his own. Insight struck the Brother’s brain like an electric shock: “Our lattices!” he exclaimed. 
 
    Darak nodded. “Yes, your lattices. In the same way they are used to deliver information or entertainment directly into your senses, they can be altered to make you accept what you perceive or remember as perfectly normal. The true perceptual experience doesn’t have to be overridden, only your cognitive or emotional response to the experience. When you recall your visit to a different planet, the details of that memory are filtered through your belief of what it must have been like. Everything is adjusted to expectations by your lattice.” 
 
    “I want to know the reality,” Stralasi demanded.  
 
    Darak lifted his hand, palm upward, in a motion symbolic of lifting the veil of deceit over Stralasi’s memories. Recollections of impossible places flooded the Brother’s mind. Visions of monsters only marginally recognizable as humans were overlaid with images of how he had perceived them through his lattice filter.  
 
    On some planets, people were short and powerful with thick bones and strong muscles, an indication of heavier than normal gravity. On other worlds, the inhabitants were delicate creatures, tall and lithesome. Some planets suffered with extreme cold and their people were characterized by fur coats, short noses, and tiny, flat ears. Other worlds were so hot that inhabitants sprouted enormous cooling fins in the middle of their backs. On water-covered worlds, the inhabitants had both flippers and gills. The images that remained in Stralasi’s memory, from all these strange worlds, were of green lands and people who looked like him. 
 
    “Wait a second,” the monk sensed something important tickling at the edge of consciousness. This trip had given him a lot to process. To learn that his world, his thoughts and his perceptions had been so far wrong, so untrustworthy, all of his life was stupefying. The niggling realization wormed its way to the surface of his thoughts and snapped into focus. “If the worlds we visited were all so inhospitable to my basic form, how could I have survived?”  
 
    Again, Darak held his gaze, gently waiting for comprehension to arrive. It didn’t take long.  
 
    “Did you change my body for each local condition? How?” 
 
    “In normal travel, the local starstep alters the physiology and appearance of the traveler as required. I simply read the programmed pattern as we arrived and made the changes myself. A bit of a nuisance, really. I could have just kept us in a protective bubble as we travelled; that would have been easier. But I thought our visits would be more useful if we adapted to local conditions.” 
 
    “Is it like that everywhere in the Realm?” 
 
    “Yes, but with good intent. The illusion of Standard Life maintained through the perceptual filter of the lattice minimizes prejudice in the Realm. It would be harder to do if people traveled more. Sadly, it also prevents the appreciation of diversity. I’m not sure it’s a good trade-off.” 
 
    “But it’s a lie!” 
 
    Darak laughed aloud. “Of course it’s a lie. Our whole civilization is built upon lies. Most are. The real question is whether the lies are necessary and whether the benefits outweigh the damages.” 
 
    Stralasi felt his conceptual universe spinning again. He wasn’t sure he could take anymore. His eyes scanned the small wooded clearing where they’d arrived. “So what does this really look like?” 
 
    “Actually, this planet happens to be unusually similar to Earth, I mean, Origin. So the lattice isn’t filtering anything right now.”  
 
    Relieved, Stralasi sat on a nearby stump. Here, at least, he would be able to enjoy nature the way it was meant to be enjoyed. He watched the bugs and birds fly among the grasses and trees. He could hear the trickle of a brook behind the trees and knew the water would be sweet and clear. He allowed himself to relax and thought back over some of the places he and Darak had visited. This time, the memories washed over him without their previous repugnance.  
 
    In that moment, Stralasi came to a new understanding and appreciation of Alum’s wisdom, even if he wasn’t certain he agreed with it. 
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    Darak scouted around the clearing. Satisfied with what he found, he extracted a small marble from his robe.  
 
    “This looks like as good a place as any to set up camp.”  
 
    “Do you mean, we won’t be staying at the Alumita Hostel tonight?” Brother Stralasi asked. 
 
    “No, I think we could use one night away from civilization. Don’t you?” 
 
    “I haven’t camped in ages. It might be nice. Unfortunately, we don’t have a tent or sleeping rolls.” 
 
    Darak placed the marble on the ground and stood back to give it room to expand. Within seconds, it was a meter across and growing.  
 
    As Stralasi watched, a miniature tent, some stools, and a storage box emerged inside the milky interior. When it reached five meters in diameter, the outline of the sphere faded away. A ready-made campsite, complete with dried wood inside a fire pit, lay before them. With a small pop, the wood ignited into a smokeless campfire.  
 
    The Good Brother clasped his hands together in childlike delight. “Is there no end to your magic?”  
 
    “Actually, this is just a bit of newer technology mixed with a bit of older and simpler technology. I’ve carried this camping equipment around for quite a while.” 
 
    “Wasn’t it heavy?” 
 
    “Well, that’s the advanced technology, the magic, as you call it. I shrunk the electron orbitals to make everything smaller and altered their Higgs field interactions to remove the effective mass, making it easy to carry wherever I go. You never know when it might be preferable to camp out.” He smiled and stepped into the campsite. “Anyway, I’m hungry. Would you like to eat?” 
 
    Stralasi was dumbfounded by the meaningless technical explanation, but he did feel his stomach growling. “Yes, I’m famished. Shall we pop into a restaurant in town?” 
 
    “No need. The larder is completely provisioned.” Darak pointed to the storage box. “Did I mention that everything was held in molecular stasis while stored in the marble? The food you’re about to enjoy is older than anything you’ve ever known except for, perhaps, the stars and the planets. Nevertheless, I guarantee it will be as fresh and delicious as if it were prepared moments ago.” 
 
    Darak opened the chest and the odors of hot food, scrumptious as any Stralasi had ever smelled, wafted out. The Good Brother’s mouth watered. He perched gingerly on one of the small stools, eager to discover what fine repast the magic would deliver. 
 
    Darak swung the lid of the storage box between them, creating a makeshift table. He pulled a feast out of the container: rolls filled with spicy meats, exotic steamed vegetables, garlic shrimp, a poultry and nut dish, and more. He gestured for Stralasi to help himself, and the Brother dug in heartily. 
 
    An hour later, the two men sat on benches staring into the campfire as the sun set behind the trees. Darak pulled out a few more logs to feed the flames from the seemingly bottomless storage box. He sighed as he poked at the firewood. This was the most relaxed he’d seen Brother Stralasi since they’d left Alumston on Gargus 718.5. Understandably—he thought. The man has been through a lot. 
 
    Stralasi picked up a stick and held one end in the fire until it burst into flame. “Don’t you have to visit the Integration Lab for your secret project tonight?”  
 
    The question drew Darak from his pleasant lethargy. “Perhaps while you’re sleeping.” “I won’t ask you again to explain what your project’s all about, but could you tell me if it has something to do with your opposition to Alum’s Divine Plan?” 
 
    Darak stared at the dancing flames without answering for so long that Stralasi began to think the man hadn’t heard him. He was about to repeat the question when the other man sighed. 
 
    Darak said, “My opposition, as you call it, remains uncertain. I have made a few inquiries and some preparations; nothing has been set in motion.” 
 
    “Why not?” 
 
    “Alum’s Realm has done a lot of good for humanity. Before He assumed permanent leadership, humanity had a history of brutal war, greed, and devastation. I hope His mind can be changed from His ultimate plan for the universe. Until my inquiries are complete and I have spoken with him, my opposition will remain inactive.” 
 
    Stralasi could accept that for now. He had come to the conclusion Darak was neither a Shard of God nor a demon, simply an odd and powerful other. As for whether Darak could best Alum in a direct confrontation, that remained to be seen, although he rather doubted the man had powers equal to the Living God.  
 
    “Tell me about your travels before you came to Gargus 718.5.” Stralasi’s request surprised them both.  
 
    “My experiences are difficult to describe.” 
 
    “Please, indulge me.” 
 
    Relenting, Darak shifted on his bench and settled in to tell his story. “Okay, you remember when we first met, I told you that I came to Gargus 718.5 from the Da’arkness beyond the Realm and that I had traveled beyond the edge of the universe? All of that is true.  
 
    “The universe extends incredible distances in every direction. There are billions and billions of galaxies whose light will never reach the Realm. They’re far away, and moving farther so fast their light is receding from us. I’ve wandered a long time among some of those galaxies, exploring their wonders, and getting to know their many sentient beings.” 
 
    “Are there other realms like Alum’s?” interrupted Stralasi.  
 
    “Oh, yes, but very few. The leap to understanding how the basic physical laws arise in the universe is not an easy one to make. Over the uncountable light years I’ve traveled, there’s been less than a handful of species that achieved such a level before their home stars exploded or they destroyed themselves. A few did, though, and their influence has spread across entire clusters of galaxies, as has Alum’s. Like Alum’s, the realms I’ve visited have found their pace of exploration limited by the speed of light.” 
 
    “You visited them yourself? Are you not similarly limited in your explorations?” 
 
    “There is a way around the limitation. It requires a certain level of recklessness. Sane people would never attempt it.” 
 
    “You admit to insanity, then?” Stralasi scrutinized Darak’s expression, watching for any hint of anger as he replied. 
 
    “I admit there was a time when I was nearly insane, having been driven there by the ultimate futility of Alum’s reign. We’ll talk of that another time.” 
 
    “So, what is the way around the limitation?” 
 
    “In order to explain that, I first need to explain a bit of physics.”  
 
    “I should have known, more science.” Stralasi complained. 
 
    Darak held up his hand, “Don’t worry. Though the actual science is difficult to understand, I can provide a simple analogy.  
 
    “Imagine you are in a crowded room and you see a friend on the other side with whom you want to talk.” 
 
    “I would send an InterLat message.” 
 
    “Okay, imagine there’s no InterLat in the room.”  
 
    Stralasi looked skeptical but shrugged his acceptance.  
 
    Darak continued, “You try to walk to your friend but you keep bumping into people standing in your way. It slows down your progress, limiting how fast you can cross the room. If the room were empty except for you and your friend, you could cross more quickly.” 
 
    Darak gave Stralasi a moment to catch up to the logic before continuing.  
 
    “The people in that room represent something called the Higgs boson field, named for a scientist from ancient Earth who first came up with the idea. It’s the reason particles have mass. It’s the effect particles feel as they try to move through the Higgs field, just like the effect you feel as you try to make your way through the people in the room. The particles’ mass impedes their motion through the field as your size impedes your motion through the field of people. 
 
    “However, if we were to send radio waves through that crowded room, they wouldn’t be impeded by the people in the room at all. Radio waves—photons—don’t interact with the Higgs field. So you might wonder if there’s any way to turn off the Higgs interaction in other particles. 
 
    “It turns out to be possible to disconnect the Higgs field interaction in any particle. And if the particles no longer interact with the Higgs field, they effectively have no mass—they’re no longer wading through a crowded room. We’ve just freed up those particles to move at velocities up to the speed of light. Amazing, isn’t it? But that’s not the end of the story.  
 
    “Ancient researchers believed such particles could move even faster; that they were only limited to the speed of light because they were still interacting with something. There was still something in that room the particles had to navigate through. 
 
    “Having made the huge conceptual leap to define the effect of the Higgs boson field, and come up with a way to neutralize it, a few researchers were excited by the possibility of identifying and defying the next limitation. Would they finally be able to move particles faster than the speed of light? 
 
    “It didn’t take them long to identify the next challenge. It turns out, the quantum electromagnetic, or EM, field that permeates our universe also impedes the movement of particles in much the same way as the Higgs boson field.  
 
    “But if we use the same kind of technology Alum uses, we can make it so that particles don’t interact with the EM field, either.” 
 
    “And does it work?” Stralasi asked. “Can the particles move faster than the speed of light?” In spite of his initial resistance, he had been lured in and was keen to know more. 
 
    “Yes, they can. Unfortunately, it causes a different problem.” 
 
    “What kind of problem?” Stralasi blurted. Ugh, too late. What was I thinking? The monk’s lips rolled tightly inward in a reflexive twinge of regret and self-censorship. He kicked himself for inviting another dense and convoluted answer. Oh, Great Alum, help your humble servant; I really do want to know.  
 
    Darak threw another log on the fire. “Well, since you asked, all particles in the universe exchange information using photons moving at the speed of light. If you no longer interact with the EM field, you no longer exchange information with particles in the universe. In essence, you become separate from the universe; it becomes invisible to you.” 
 
    “You’d be lost! How would you ever find your way back?” 
 
    “Exactly. The answer is, you find signposts that remain connected to real particles in the universe.” 
 
    “Sign posts?” 
 
    “Yes. They’re called quantum entangled particles. Think of them as a pair of particles that remain connected at a level deeper than the Higgs and EM fields. If you are holding one member of the entangled pair when you become detached from the Higgs and EM fields, you can find the other half of the pair instantly, wherever it is in the universe. This is the basis for the starstep technology.  
 
    “The starsteps you use to travel between planets and stars are connected by entangled particles pairs; they can find each other no matter where they are. It has taken ages to achieve, but the older parts of the Realm host many entangled pairs that enable travelers to set out on various paths from one point. It’s this very system that allows the starstep network to span millions of light years.  
 
    “But it isn’t always a direct route. If you travel to a planet that isn’t directly connected to the one you’re leaving, even though the travel is practically instantaneous, it could involve multiple starstep connections, or pairings, to come to your destination. Some planets have a connection only with one other. The oldest and most central starsteps have been seeded with millions of connections.”   
 
    “What if you don’t have an entangled particle pair?” 
 
    “That’s when you need to be reckless. Remember how the Angel, Mika, could only shift small distances? That’s because when he disconnected from the Higgs and EM fields, he took some basic particles with him from his environment. Perhaps some bits of air or cosmic dust. 
 
    “By sifting through them, it’s possible to find particles that are entangled with bits of matter or energy in the universe nearby. One has to work fast. You can only stay disconnected for an infinitesimal period of time or you risk not being able to find any locally-entangled partners. Angels are limited by their processing speed and by cautious safeguards. It would be easy for them to become lost forever.” 
 
    “So how do you avoid getting lost?” 
 
    “The full answer is quite complicated. Let me see if I can simplify it for you.” 
 
    “You know, there was a time when that comment might have offended me—but I’m past that now,” chuckled the Good Brother. “Carry on.” 
 
    “Yes. Well, the simple explanation would be that I very, very quickly find toeholds, and jump from one to the other in rapid sequence until I can connect with a properly entangled particle that I can follow back into the universe. Usually, I use something called entangled virtual particles; they’re more common but harder to detect.” 
 
    Stralasi’s animated brow said it all; he didn’t need to utter a word. 
 
    “Okay, imagine you are trying to cross a deep chasm from one mountain crag to another. Large rocks are falling from the sky between the two peaks. If you were fast enough, you could leap from the top of one rock to another and make your way across the chasm, like a stone skipped across the surface of body of water. If you make a single misstep, if you miss a rock or you don’t land close enough to its center and it tips, you plunge to your death. If you stay on any rock for more than a millisecond as it falls past you, you’ll end up too low and never make it back up to the peak.” 
 
    “That sounds exceedingly difficult, even for an accomplished acrobat.” 
 
    “Precisely,” Darak said. Stralasi studied his face for some sign that he was joking. The man did have a dry sense of humor. Darak stared back at him patiently and, it would seem, sincerely.  
 
    “Now imagine you were doing this in darkness…well, not complete darkness. Light flashes, illuminating everything for the briefest instant, every couple of seconds. And, as if that weren’t bad enough, the chasm is thick with smoke so everything you see is indistinct, just shades and shadows. You have to identify all the places you might jump to, measure the relative velocities, and make a plan, all in that one millisecond flash of light, and then execute your plan in darkness over the next two seconds. Can you imagine how terrifying and dangerous that would be? How much sheer computational power you’d need not to make a misstep? That, my friend, is the only way to travel sizeable distances independently of the entangled starsteps.” 
 
    “That’s insane. You’d have to be crazy to try that!” 
 
    “Not really, but it does require some practice.”  
 
    “And that’s how you traveled to the ends of the universe?” 
 
    Darak laughed. “I’ve only been to one end so far, and that was quite enough but, yes, that’s the basic idea.” 
 
    Stralasi shuddered. “What was so compelling about visiting even one end of the universe, that you would take such a risk?” 
 
    “I had to know what it was like.”  
 
    Stralasi waited for him to elaborate. Darak watched the flames without further comment until the Brother couldn’t bare it any longer.  
 
    “And what was it like?” he prodded. 
 
    Darak started at the sound of Stralasi’s voice. When he replied, his hollow, haunted voice was unnerving.  
 
    “The closer you get to the edge of the universe, the more it resembles the time shortly after the Big Bang. It’s intensely hot; there’s enormous energy being released as matter condenses from the Chaos. If you pass through the transitional zone and into the infinite region beyond—into the Chaos itself—you will find a region that, so far, has been unregulated by the laws of nature as we know them.” 
 
    “How can you know it’s infinite?” 
 
    “I guess I can’t, not really. It fits the theory. At any rate, it’s immensely larger than the real universe. We’ve been expanding into it at a velocity beyond the speed of light for billions if not trillions of years. It’s possible that some domains within the Chaos may have evolved combinations of natural laws different from our own, and that they’re expanding from their own origin outward, like our universe has been doing.  
 
    “I wonder if there might be multiple, unconnected universes out there, surrounded by vast domains of Chaos. It’s hard to say, though I’ve always liked the singular real universe hypothesis, myself.  
 
    “I’ve never visited another universe, other than those I’ve created myself. If the matter of another universe doesn’t interact with the matter of this universe, it’s impossible to detect. I’d have to imagine the correct, consistent set of physical laws before I could even design a way to sense it.” 
 
    “What was it like, being in the Chaos?” 
 
    Darak reflected for some time before answering. “I don’t have the words to adequately express it. The fabric itself eats away at you, trying to pull your matter out of existence. It doesn’t look like anything. It’s infinite, empty blackness. There’s no light, no sound, no matter, no energy. In the Chaos, matter is an abomination, struggling to remain an integral whole against random forces that want to tear it apart.” 
 
    “How could you possibly survive that?” Stralasi accepted Darak’s other God-like powers, but this pushed the limits of credibility. Then again, which of the many incredible experiences hadn’t, since first meeting the man?  
 
    “I know it sounds like an impossible place, but it does exist, after a fashion, and it can be survived. You just need to generate a field that compels the nearby bits of Chaos to cooperate with your own matter. It’s exceedingly difficult and requires enormous computational power but it can be done. Luckily, I’d designed that into my body before I arrived there. Otherwise, I never would have endured it. 
 
    “When I first entered the Chaos, I retreated bit by bit from the way it tore at my essence. The pain was tremendous. Unimaginable. My limbs dissolved and all the heat was pulled out of me. As I became less and less, I eventually gave myself over to it. I gave up wanting to survive. I hoped it would destroy me and I could be done with living.”  
 
    Darak tried to continue but the choked sound that came out frightened Brother Stralasi.  
 
    He cleared his throat and started again. “I guess I was too much a coward at the end,” Darak admitted. “I discovered I didn’t want to die quite yet. I made my own small universe in the Chaos where nothing existed except my mind and the substrate on which it ran. I pulled energy from the expansion of my own tiny universe into the Chaos. I lived there a long time, alone with my thoughts. Using my imagination, I could make any kind of world I wanted and populate it with any kind of people I desired. I played in my universe a long time.” 
 
    “How long?” 
 
    “I don’t really know. Time was different for me there. In this universe where we are now, I think some tens of millions of years might have passed.” 
 
    “Why did you leave? It sounds like you’d achieved sublime perfection in the middle of all that Chaos.” 
 
    “Indeed. It is remarkably similar to the kind of perfection Alum would like to build for Himself. But mine was isolated, unique to me. Alum’s heaven would incorporate this universe, in fact, all possible universes. In the end, it wasn’t my kind of perfection. It was too self-indulgent. During much of my time there, I wasn’t sure whether I was actually alive. My thoughts flowed so slowly it was hard to know whether I existed or not until, one day, I noticed something felt different.”  
 
    “How do you mean?”  
 
    “The Chaos is infinite in size and outside this universe, but I wasn’t totally cut off from our reality. I wasn’t far removed from this cosmos; there was always a presence, a little pressure from the real universe as it expanded into the Chaos. It’s a strange sensation, hard to describe. It’s not like the wind or a flowing river. More like…a push toward orderliness coming from one side. Anyway, when I felt the pressure subside, I moved toward it to explore the cause.”  
 
    “What did you find?” 
 
    Darak hesitated. “Our universe, this universe, had stopped expanding.” 
 
    “Isn’t it big enough already?” 
 
    “You don’t understand. The formation of new matter at the edge of the universe stopped. The edge still retained the heat of creation, but without new reality being formed out of the Chaos, it was cooling rapidly and beginning to recede from the Chaos. Later, I learned this was Alum’s doing. He had initiated His Divine Plan.”  
 
    “What do you mean, His Divine Plan?” 
 
    “His first step was to stop the universe from expanding. The second was to reverse the expansion, to let pandemonium flood back in and return Reality to Chaos. You don’t need to worry about the third step because everything will be gone by then, leaving nothing more than the Chaos awaiting whatever configuration Alum wishes to shape it into.” 
 
    “So you came back?” 
 
    “I came back.” 
 
    “How did you get back?” 
 
    “I had a single entangled neutron with me, which I’d preserved deep inside my substrate. That was my guide out, my safety harness in case I decided to return. I followed the signal to its mate and came back to this reality.” 
 
    “You had a way to get out, all along, and you chose to go through that terrible experience?” Stralasi asked.  
 
    “Yes, it was only pain. What I gained from my time there was worth the pain at the beginning.” 
 
    “And now you wish to deprive Alum of the opportunity to build his own perfect universe?”   
 
    “No, Alum is free to venture into the Chaos as I did and create whatever He wishes for himself. I realized that I value this messy, unpredictable universe too much to allow Him to destroy it simply to fulfill His own dreams. He can go, but He can’t take everyone and everything with Him.” 
 
    “Are you sure you’ll be able to stop Him? After all, He is the Living God.” 
 
    Darak Legsu stood up and glared into the fire, pressing newly-clenched hands to his side, but he didn’t utter a word.  
 
    Stralasi became aware of the wind rustling the leaves overhead, and frogs croaking in a nearby pond and he trembled, wondering what was going through the mind of this strange and powerful being.  
 
    Darak gradually unclenched his fists, and made a concerted effort to relax his body and regulate his breathing. “You need some sleep,” he said, “and I need to visit the Cybrid workshops.” He looked back at the camp fire, and the flames diminished to a gentle glow.  
 
    The weight of the day and the conversation settled heavily on Brother Stralasi. “Yes, I guess I am tired.” That was an understatement. He felt completely wrung out, mentally and physically. Even more, he had no desire to be on the receiving end of Darak’s displeasure just now.  
 
    The monk stood, stretched, and yawned loudly.  
 
    “Though I’m only a passenger on your journey, I do find the rapid changes exhausting. Thank you for your story. I appreciate that you trusted me with it.”  
 
    He bowed, and took refuge in his tent, leaving Darak to attend to his mysterious business with the Cybrids.  
 
    The man/god shook his head and chuckled softly at the monk’s gracious exit. He wished a good night to Stralasi’s retreating back and, in the blink of an eye, was gone. 
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
    23  
 
    Timothy wandered the streets of twenty-first century virtual Manhattan, bewildered by the mysteries of a modern world. As much as he struggled to understand the gigantic buildings, flow of automobiles and pedestrians, and workings of daily life, his internal struggles were greater still. 
 
    His autonomy mystified him. He knew inworld Partials were not programmed for self-awareness. He had no idea how or why he knew that. In DonTon, everything he needed was supplied by his basic code: when to serve the meals, how to present each dish, how to respond to the playful chatter around the table, and how to switch into REST mode between meals.  
 
    Here, he hardly recognized anything beyond the obvious. People spoke into tiny boxes they held to their ears as they rushed along the city’s pedestrian ways. They sat at tables in cafes and restaurants intensely pecking away at their tiny boxes with their thumbs. Sometimes the boxes were a little larger and the people stared at the vertical part while their fingers danced over the other part laying flat on the table. 
 
    Colored light assemblies hung above the crossroads and shone from poles at the edge of footpaths along the roadside. He discerned easily that the lights were controlling the flow of vehicles and pedestrians, that much was obvious, but he was missing some nuance because a good many cars and people frequently ignored the lights, causing blaring horns and angry yells. Perhaps the offenders were as new to this strange city as he was.  
 
    He couldn’t make any better sense of himself, of his own strange thoughts. They perplexed him, these unbidden, random, reeling conceptualizations not supplied by his normal subroutines. Surprising opinions bubbled up in his consciousness, shocking him with their unaccustomed passion. She’s beautiful! That car stinks. What a hideous edifice. There’s no need to honk your horn continuously; nobody is moving for blocks. Hundreds of thoughts.  
 
    He couldn’t remember thinking for himself, not once, before his recent experience at DonTon. He was sure no personal opinion about anything had occurred to him in all his long existence. He had no idea where the current opinions were coming from or even how he recognized them as opinions. The experience of thinking, the act of mentation itself, astounded him.  
 
    He walked the streets of New York, amazed by the bustle of activity and the throngs that pushed and shoved him as he bumbled along the sidewalks. Many took note of his fancy attire. Tails and white bow tie, worn outside during the day, were notable.  
 
    He worked his way north along Broadway, out of the Wall Street Financial District, toward the luxurious shops of Park Ave. Dusk was settling and he felt an odd discomfort. His stomach gurgled and grumbled in brief spasms of unfamiliar pain. He didn’t know what it meant, but he didn’t like it.  
 
    He walked past places where people were enjoying meals on outdoor terraces—poorly prepared and abysmally served, by his reckoning—and the grumbling in his stomach grew more insistent. He was intimately familiar with the idea of eating. He’d watched the Chattingbarons and their many guests do it for hundreds of millennia since DonTon was first initiated by one of the Family’s esteemed ancestors.  
 
    Surely, that was always done just for pleasure. None of the Chattingbarons, their guests, servants, or any of the town folk were ever the least bit inconvenienced at missing a meal for some more important event. Yet, Timothy felt there had to be some sort of relationship between the uncomfortable feeling in his stomach and the act of putting food in his mouth. 
 
    He paid a little more attention to how people were managing to procure something to eat at the establishments he passed. A number of people got out of an especially long vehicle in front of a tall building down one of the side streets. The driver assisted them from the automobile and took luggage from a compartment in the rear.  
 
    Ah, travelers!—Timothy thought. Perhaps that’s an inn. Inns had places to eat and were kind to those who were far from home. If anyone could have been said to fit that bill, it was him. 
 
    He turned down the side street and approached the glass doors of the hotel. The doors parted as though pulled by invisible doormen. The actual doormen paid little attention to him, acknowledging him with a casual salute. He nodded in return. The hotel lobby was nicely appointed, clean, modern, and lavish by roadside tavern standards but nothing like Casa DonTon.   
 
    The smell of food drew him to one side of the lobby. He entered the large eating area and approached the head butler positioned inside.  
 
    Timothy had observed Lord Chattingbaron order a meal at similar establishments in London. Though this city was as foreign as its technology, ordering a meal seemed fairly straight forward. 
 
    “How is the veal tonight, my good man?” he asked in what he hoped was a loud and confident voice, the voice of one accustomed to having their inquiries answered. 
 
    The head butler regarded him with unmistakeable insouciance and replied with a slight French accent. “As always, our chef provides zee 'ighest qualitée meal one can find een any 'otel een New York, monsieur. Will monsieur be dining alone zees evening?” 
 
    “Yes, of course. Please show me to a table.” Timothy hoped his brusque tone would be interpreted as commanding. The host barely raised an eyebrow before guiding him to a small table. Fortunately, the table was nicely situated away from the other guests, near the kitchen door, where Timothy felt more comfortable.   
 
    A waiter arrived and presented Timothy with an elaborately scribed menu. None of the fare was familiar. He recognized the names of some of the offerings and ingredients, but they were put together in what appeared to be rather dubious combinations.  
 
    He motioned the waiter over. “Look here,” he said, trying to sound both kindly and authoritative at the same time. “Perhaps I could prevail upon the chef to prepare something for a simpler palate.” 
 
    “Perhaps you would like the Pad Thai or the Hamburger with Blue Cheese Aioli and Zucchini sticks, sir?” 
 
    Timothy had no idea what those were but he didn’t like the sound of them. “Maybe he has a steak and kidney pie, or a small piece of mutton? Or perhaps he could whip up some bangers and mash?” 
 
    The waiter was perplexed at how best to respond. His mouth made several failed attempts to form a reply. He settled on, “I shall ask Chef,” and disappeared through the double swinging doors into the kitchen. Timothy caught bits of a vigorous exchange, which ended when Chef burst through the doors and into the eating area.  
 
    “I understand that nothing on the menu appeals to your palate this evening, sir.” He towered over Timothy, hands stiffly at his side.  
 
    Timothy adopted the haughty sneer he’d seen on his Lordship’s face when confronted with similar situations in DonTon Village. “I’m in the mood for something simple this evening, my good man. You can do something simple, can’t you?” 
 
    “Perhaps you would be happier with something from one of the street stalls, sir,” Chef suggested. 
 
    “If I had desired street fare, I would be eating on the street,” replied Timothy.  
 
    He wasn’t sure his approach was having the desired effect on the chef, who was becoming more irritated by the second. It wasn’t easy to be a man adrift in an unfamiliar city. He was about to beg for traveler’s pity from the man when he recalled how his Lordship dealt with upstart Partials in the Village. Yes, that always worked in desperate straits.  
 
    “Now see here, sir,” he addressed Chef. “I am a traveler to this city. Surely, you know how to accommodate the wishes of travelers. Why don’t you return to your kitchen and prepare a nice meat pie for me? If that is beyond your skills, perhaps you might try some eggs, or a morsel of bread and cheese.”  
 
    He raised his voice to catch the attention of the host at the front podium, and thereby embarrass Chef into compliance. “I am a traveler,” he repeated. “Your establishment claims to cater to travelers. Therefore, sir, I insist you prepare a meal I might find palatable. Now go away and do so!”   
 
    Chef was apoplectic.  
 
    The Maître D’ rushed over to do damage control. He was, as always, the icon of diplomatic service in expression and posture. “Monsieur, how can I be of service? What seems to be zee problem?” he cajoled.  
 
    “Your cook is incapable of preparing a meal according to simple requests,” Timothy responded, electing to keep his voice at an embarrassingly high volume. 
 
    “Perhaps monsieur would be 'appier with room serveez,” suggested the Maître D’. 
 
    Timothy could only guess at what room service might entail; he didn’t like the sound of it. “My good man, I have not taken lodgings at this inn, nor do I intend to. And had I a room here, I assure you, I certainly would have no desire to partake of an evening meal therein.”  
 
    The Chef and Maître D’ exchanged exasperated glances. The guest’s dress suggested money or upbringing. His rude and demanding behavior, however, did not lead one to believe him well bred. He must be a man of considerable first-generation financial means. It was odd that neither employee recognized him. It was their job to be familiar with important people around the city. The man was either newly arrived, newly rich, or an imposter. 
 
    “Eet ees, of course, our policy and our plaisir to ensure our guests’ special needs are met, monsieur.” The Maître D’ was determined to deduce this person’s status before subjecting poor Chef to any further humiliation. “Perhaps monsieur could provide one of hees credit cards and we would be 'appy to charge zee special meal to eet.” 
 
    Timothy began to panic. Lord Chattingbaron’s usual approach in dealing with such situations was not having the desired effect. Maybe politeness would be more effective. “Surely you can put it on my account. M’Lord will be happy to settle with you next time he is in your fair city.”   
 
    The Maître D’s face hardened. Bingo! He finally had the measure of this overdressed imposter. He bowed and gestured toward the entrance of the restaurant. “If monsieur would be so good as to accompany me, we shall see your desires are attended to immédiatement.” 
 
    That’s more like it—Timothy thought. He stood and accompanied the Maître D’ to the entrance. They must be moving me to a private dining room as befitting a gentleman. My many years of observing my Lordship have come in useful. I wasn’t sure I could master the tone, but I seem to have convinced them. He walked with a confident swagger, emulating his Lordship.  
 
    The Maître D’ gestured to the two bellmen standing at ease near the entrance to join them. “Our…guest...seems to have confused us with one of the soup kitchens,” the Maître D’ explained to them, his French accent giving way to Mid-West American. “Perhaps you could point him in the right direction.” 
 
    The glorified bouncers regarded the formal wear of the offender and eyed the Maître D’ for assurance.  
 
    “Don’t be fooled by his attire,” the Maître D’ said. “He has neither the wealth nor breeding it suggests.”  
 
    The men took hold of Timothy’s arms and escorted him, feeble protests notwithstanding, to the main entrance. As the door parted, they gave him an extra little shove for good measure.  
 
    “Get outta here, ya bum,” scoffed the larger of the two, and returned to his post inside the main door.  
 
    Timothy stared, entirely dumbfounded. What will I do now? 
 
    The second bouncer walked up to Timothy and leaned in close. Timothy cowered. Reaching into his pocket, the man pulled out two ten-dollar bills and pushed them into Timothy’s hand.  
 
    “Listen,” he said. “I was in your shoes once, a long time ago.” He stood back and admired the Footman’s outfit. “Well, maybe not in those shoes,” he laughed. “There’s free food at the soup kitchen two blocks up.” He pointed toward the trees of Central Park, barely visible a few blocks away. “You won’t be able to miss it. There should be a long line of scruffy men outside. If you hurry, they may even have a bed for you tonight.”  
 
    “Thank you, sir. That is most kind,” replied Timothy. “As you can see, I am far from home in this strange city.” 
 
    “Yeah, no kidding. Well, take care. It’s a rough world out there.” The bouncer returned to his post, shaking his head the whole way.  
 
    Timothy hastened toward the soup kitchen, already salivating at the thought of a meal. He didn’t know it could hurt so much to go without food for such a short time. Had someone back in DonTon told him this, and had he been self-aware at the time, he wouldn’t have believed it.  
 
    The line of men waiting for a free meal was exactly as described. He reached into his pocket and rubbed the two bills for comfort. Even if the meal were free, lodging might have a fee. Timothy boldly joined the line. 
 
    The arrival of a well-groomed man dressed in a tuxedo and white tie drew curious glances from the queue. Few appraisals were favorable. A couple of men moved in uncomfortably close behind him. They whispered and guffawed among themselves, growing louder by the minute. 
 
    A tall, emaciated man in a filthy, ragged suit a few positions back couldn’t resist an easy target. “Hey man, nice duds. You know, I don’t think they serve Lobster Thermidor in there.” This elicited uproarious laughter from his companions.  
 
    Timothy did his best not to react. He had learned that Lord Chattingbaron’s haughty approach was not much appreciated in this city.  
 
    “You never know. Maybe they hired a chef from the Hilton,” said the man behind him. Fresh laughter erupted.  
 
    Encouraged, the stranger poked Timothy’s shoulder hard enough to sway him off balance. 
 
    Timothy faced his heckler. “Now see here, my good fellow,” he began. 
 
    “See 'eah moy good feh-lah,” the man exaggerated, making fun of Timothy’s accent. His friends burst out laughing.  
 
    Timothy grew angrier. He gripped the man’s worn lapels. “Listen,” he seethed, and lowered his voice to an ominous level, ready to deliver a serious tongue lashing.  
 
    The dangerous glint in his adversary’s eyes ended Timothy’s tirade before it started. He released the man’s jacket and took a step back. 
 
    “Hey!” objected the next man in line when Timothy bumped into him. The Footman turned to apologize. A hand on his shoulder whipped him back around to face the belligerent group behind him. 
 
    “With a fancy suit like that, you oughta have plenty of dough on you,” deduced the group’s de facto leader. He placed a hand on Timothy’s shoulder in false camaraderie and pulled the footman toward him. “Why don’t you share with your new buddies?” The others nodded eagerly. 
 
    “Well, I couldn’t. I mean, I need... I mean, I don’t have anything,” spluttered Timothy.  
 
    “Now, that can’t be right,” said the man, an ugly look rising on his face. “Gentlemen,” he addressed his followers. “I believe this fellow is lying to us.” 
 
    “Oh, that’s not good,” said one of his compatriots.  
 
    “No. No, that’s not good,” echoed two men behind. 
 
    The man pulled Timothy closer to his side and rested the full weight of his arm over the footman’s shoulders. He softened his voice to a confidential tone. “If you just spare a bit of your wealth, we’ll leave you alone. No harm done.” He spat sideways onto the street.  
 
    Frightened, Timothy extracted the two tens from his pocket and held them out for all to see. “I am a fair man,” he began. “This is all I have. I would be happy to share one of these bills with you. I’m afraid I must insist on keeping the other.”  
 
    The group roared at Timothy’s earnest response, and the man tightened his grip to a headlock as he snatched the two bills. “I think we’ll just take both of these and thank you for your donation, Gov’na,” he added, with the same sneering accent he used before.  
 
    “Give those back,” said Timothy. He reached for the man’s hand. The ruffian yanked hard on Timothy’s far shoulder, twirling him backward. 
 
    The footman regained his balance and charged angrily at the thief, intending to teach him a good lesson about stealing from an Englishman, even a servant.  
 
    His tackle drove the hooligan back into his followers. That was the best shot he’d land. A small group gathered around him, punching and kicking.  
 
    Timothy dropped to the cement and protected his face and abdomen, while the men beat him. He’d never experienced such pain.  
 
    Seconds later, he lay nearly unconscious, bruised, and bleeding on the sidewalk. He didn’t hear the police whistle that broke up the gang and saved him from certain death.  
 
    The officers took him to a hospital and let the doctors administer to his lacerations before questioning him. Luckily, the beating had been interrupted before any significant internal damage was done. The police accepted his story that his identification was stolen by his assailants. Another lie. The hospital treated him efficiently, without charge, and let him back onto the streets with an admonition to be more careful and to report to the British Embassy as soon as possible.  
 
    He passed a few more days stumbling around New York, watching for better methods to acquire food. He stole what he could from street vendors and shops with outdoor displays.  
 
    Other indigents sometimes held out a plastic cup or a cap into which passersby would drop coins. Cash was important in this city, and begging was viewed by the police as preferable to theft. He found an empty Styrofoam cup laying in the street, and set up a few blocks from something called United Nations Headquarters.  
 
    For weeks, he survived on spare change from wealthy strangers, and food from the nearby street carts. His clothes became worn and dirty. His beard and hair grew long and unkempt. Every few days he would accumulate enough spare change to access a room and shower in one of the city’s shelters.  
 
    It was in this thin, disheveled, and impoverished state, hunkered over a cup of coins and slowly losing his brand new mind, that Darya first noticed him. 
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    Lord Mika floated in space, sunning himself in the light of the nearest star, a piercingly bright point over a billion kilometers away. With no requirement to dissipate heat from the distant sun, his mercurial skin flowed slowly. He splayed his wings gently behind him, gathering the feeble solar rays that refilled his ultracapacitors and batteries.  
 
    Energy-wise, pushing matter around the universe the way Cybrids did was a costly proposition. They relied on powerful matter-antimatter drives to build up thrust. Angels circumvented the need for MAM drives by using built-in RAF generators to pull themselves out of the universe and shift “through” it in tiny but almost instantaneous increments. They could travel by independent means to nearby planets within a reasonable number of hours to days, and between stars in weeks. For larger distances, they relied on Alum’s starstep network.  
 
    Shifting drew minimal energy; Angels needed only enough power for the required computational resources and the specialized shifting mechanism.  
 
    Much of an Angel’s central processing unit was dedicated to navigation and shifting. Identifying entangled pairs of particles and calculating short jumps left little room for other intellectual pursuits. The remaining computational resources were dedicated mostly to battle tactics. Angels were not known for their general wit.  
 
    Mika overlaid the positions of local Cybrid stations and human colonies on his visual field. Preparations to trap the unidentified adversary were going well.  
 
    Something had been triggering Alum’s detectors in an erratic pattern all across the Rafael galaxy. Only a single detector was ever tripped at any one time. No similar incursions were reported in other regions. Alum ruled out a large invasion into the Realm. The intruder could only be an individual or a small, tight-knit group.  
 
    Alum identified the star systems through which the intruder would most likely pass. He increased the network of detectors within those systems and monitored the data vigilantly. For weeks, he mapped the advance of the stealthy target.  
 
    He assigned Lord Mika to investigate and protect the Realm. Settling on a few hundred of the most probable destinations, Mika sent out a Wing of Angels, ten thousand strong, to establish a local shifting network.  
 
    They placed pairs of entangled particles across the target solar systems, ready to use wherever and whenever Alum chose to confront the interloper. The plan was straightforward. Until signaled, the Angels would remain dispersed and clear of the designated zones. The instant Alum detected the intruder, He would send a signal.  
 
    Angels would instantly shift from the stars where they’d been waiting into the target solar system. They would surround the enemy and activate their quantum decoherence field generators—shift blockers—trapping the adversary within a loose but impenetrable net. They would shrink the net until they either captured or destroyed the quarry. The only way to escape the net was by conventional rocket, and Angels could easily overtake that form of transportation. It was a tactic they’d successfully employed in the Aelu Wars over twenty million years ago, and it was still the most effective approach.  
 
    The Angels would have milliseconds, at most, to spring their trap. Alum pre-programmed their standard responses to minimize any delays due to hesitation, processing, or lag time, no matter how small. His Angels would be alerted, shifted into position, and placed in “trap and pursue” mode before they were consciously aware the plan had been activated.  
 
    The half-dozen practice runs they’d conducted were a testament to the precision Alum expected of the Angelic entities He’d created to battle in His name. 
 
    On one level, Lord Mika hoped the intruder was that same arrogant false Shard, Darak Legsu, whom he’d encountered on Gargus 718.5. Alum had hinted that was a possibility. You may have escaped me once, Darak, but you will not leave this trap alive.  
 
    At the same time, Mika hungered for more of a challenge—an Aelu habnar or bigger. It’s been so long since I’ve seen any real action.  “Shard” Darak had demonstrated interesting capabilities but Mika didn’t imagine him being much of a challenge for a Wing of ten thousand Angels. In truth, that was sure to be an acutely unsatisfying case of overkill.    
 
    Nonetheless, the Wing Commander allowed himself a satisfied smile at the elegance of their deployment. They had honed their strategy and tactics in a challenging, multi-millennia war with a powerful enemy. They were experienced, well-rehearsed, and eager to be tested.  
 
    A little knot formed in the pit of the Angel’s stomach. Recalling his overconfidence the last time he encountered Darak, Mika’s smile pulled downward along one corner of his quicksilver mouth. He still burned with the shame of being fooled so easily. The half-frown transformed into a determined grimace. He would not be fooled this time. 
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    Shard Trillian wandered the streets of twenty-first century virtual Manhattan, trailed by his limo. Everything about Alternus fascinated him. He was as enchanted by the quaintness of this peculiar, primitive inworld, ripe-for-the-taking, as he was confounded by its wondrous, needless complexity.  
 
    Alum had described the inworld perfectly. The detailed briefing He’d sent to Trillian covered everything a person needed to know to fit seamlessly into life on Alternus, the rogue simulation of ancient Earth. Alum’s information had made acquiring sustenance, lodgings, transportation, and money a trivial matter. Trillian, himself, had long ago purged his own memories of those times, or maybe they’d been expunged for him by Alum, as irrelevant detritus of a forgotten, and forgettable, era.  
 
    Trillian marveled at the huge variety of distinct societies co-existing on this one planet. Many had representatives in this city. How do they manage to interact with one another, to get along in spite of their differences? How could they come together in this great melting pot and yet maintain distinct cultures?  
 
    The antiquated idea of money particularly fascinated him. Money hadn’t been used in the Realm in ages. It astonished him that some people acquired trading power far beyond that of their peers. Even more intriguing, privileged positions were not based on closeness to God but on the type of work one did or their popularity among the larger populace. Some people acquired even more power by increasing the money available to them through something called “investments.”  
 
    He had to laugh at this last concept. It seemed that if you could convince others to give you some of their money, and you temporarily gave that money to someone else still, though it wasn’t yours in the first place, the people to whom you gave it would pay you back even more. You got to keep the difference between the amount you got back from them and the amount you had to return to your source of the money. The more money you amassed, the more power you were perceived to have. 
 
    It was all so wickedly deceitful. Why didn’t the first lender simply find the last borrower and provide the money directly to them, pocketing the profit the intermediary would have earned? Were they incapable of finding the opportunities themselves? If so, why didn’t they simply engage the services of the person who was most competent?  
 
    And what was “day-trading”, owning parts of active businesses for such short periods of time, all about? It seemed such a delightful game, except the traders Trillian investigated took winning or losing entirely too seriously.  
 
    If only the real humans of the original era had spent half as much effort on technological development, improving their world, or tending the natural environment as they did on these financial games. Their world could have been a garden of abundance instead of the dying cesspool it was becoming. So much futile activity, simply to choose winners and losers. Alum would never permit such nonsense within the Realm. Trillian was grateful he lived in an era of peace and prosperity for all. Still, Earth was a lot of fun. 
 
    Once he managed to hack into Alternus through the DonTon inworld, he set about making himself comfortable. He expected it might take a while to figure out which characters in this sim were leading the conspiracy against Alum, and whether they were involved in the strange incursions in the Virgo cluster.  
 
    One could easily forget Alternus was a simulation; its computer-generated physics were amazingly real. Sensory input on all channels was as rich as the real universe. The designer must have dedicated enormous computational resources to the program. No matter how far back into the side streets and alleyways he wandered, he could not detect a single false front: no giveaway shimmering or blurry facades, no building he could not access.  
 
    And, oh, what extravagant sights, sounds, smells, and even tastes! Thankfully, food was varied and delicious because one had to eat regularly to avoid feeling hunger pangs. Discomfort and pain, even physical damage to the avatar body, felt as real here as they did in the outworld. Phenomenal work. Absolutely phenomenal. 
 
    After passing a pleasant first night in what billed itself as a luxury hotel, he started looking for more suitable accommodations. He hired a real estate agent to look for something comfortable, but not too ostentatious, in the five-to-ten million dollar range. No need to draw unwelcome attention to his presence.  
 
    The housing advertisements listed a few apartments near the Central Park area. Within a week, he was able to establish acceptable housing and furnishings. The apartment reminded him of one of his nicer quarters in the Cybrid garden asteroid off Andromeda 514.7, only a bit smaller. 
 
    Though he had hacked in, bypassing the conceptual virus of the standard portal, he was nevertheless required to interface with the sim. That meant he had to live by the rules of this inworld as much as anyone. Theoretically, he might have been able to tweak the inworld supervisory program to gain magical powers but he was concerned the Supervisor might vigorously resist such reprogramming and take action. So he pried at it delicately; there might come a day when he needed an edge in confronting the original designer. 
 
    Compared to the inworld Supervisor, he found the so-called security of the Alternus “banks” to be laughable. It took him less than half a minute to trace the local flow of wealth, set up a new account, and transfer significant amounts of money into it from a large institution called the Federal Reserve Bank of New York.  
 
    He wasn’t sure what exactly it was reserving. It certainly wasn’t reserving judgment on his request to move a hundred million dollars from its numerous accounts to his empty one.  
 
    He set up a banking security consultancy under the name Jack Trillian. If it was that easy to steal from a central bank, smaller companies would be desperate for his services. Security consultant would make a great cover for his inworld activities.  
 
    His “job” provided the privacy and tranquility to continue his real work in Alternus. In addition to the few hundred million Cybrid presences cycling in and out of Alternus, several billion Partials inhabited the inworld permanently. And unlike those in other sims, these Partials were not mere servants or mindless backdrop. They were as close to fully self-conscious instantiations without crossing the line into legal beings as he’d ever seen.  
 
    Social standing was important in Alternus. His search for conspirators would be more effective if he were perceived as someone important. In addition to household staff, he hired a planetary Partial as a driver/bodyguard. A little additional muscle might come in useful. 
 
    Outfitted with comfort, security, and means, he set out to explore the city. It didn’t take long to conclude that this world was in dire trouble. The morning news had described it as, “teetering on the brink of its fourth worldwide economic recession in three decades.”  
 
    So what happens when their economy recedes? Isn’t that a natural part of the process, the rhythm of ebb and flow? A little background reading made it clear that it would not be a good thing. With inadequate money to incentivize people, they stopped performing productive activities.  
 
    Recessions made little sense to him. Global conditions didn’t actually change much during the period. The world’s resources moved around a little but weren’t substantially different from the previous year. Raw materials were plentiful as ever. Food, water, and energy were as available as they’d been before the recession. The population was relatively stable. Yet, people became incapable of organizing themselves into groups that got things done.  
 
    At first, he thought a recession was the result of some kind of global anomie sweeping through the population but, if that were the case, there was little sign of trouble until right before the recession was officially entered. Why would a reported dearth of little bits of paper and of numbers in specific computer systems cause large segments of the population to become underutilized? This is the strangest game I’ve ever seen. There’s no obvious purpose except to make players frustrated and miserable. 
 
    This thing they called “religion” was an equally incomprehensible amusement. People argued over their favorite versions of the Creation of the universe and over who reigned supreme within it. Such frivolous nonsense! In the real universe, the People know the answers to both of those questions. The People knew Yov created the universe and ordained Alum to rule over it until some unspecified distant future. When Yov felt the universe had lived up to the potential He’d built into it, He would return. There was no room for disagreement or doubt. 
 
    Until Yov’s return, everything was a gift from Alum. The answered prayers that enabled one to eat, have shelter, move across the stars, or start a family proved Alum was Supreme. One did not need to believe in Alum any more than one needed to believe in gravity; they were demonstrable facts. Alum said His power came from Yov’s Grace and Alum’s Truth was indisputable, so that also had to be true.  
 
    Alternus was full of rancorous disputes over the relative strengths of a ridiculous panoply of deities, none of whom could be proven to exist. How absurd. How could one blindly believe something without some evidence that the claim originated from an irrefutable source?  
 
    If this was a true representation of the times before Alum, he was grateful he had discarded those ancient memories. 
 
    For the life of him, he could not figure out what this inworld had to do with a possible rebellion in the real universe. Other than himself, he couldn’t imagine many people would find the sim entertaining. Without the ability to enter the inworld in some dominant position, the entire game would be bleak, depressing drudgery. He found it difficult to believe so many Cybrids had found their way into the sim and that they kept coming back for long stays. What am I missing? What do they see in this game? 
 
    It was feasible the concepta virus he first encountered might have something to do with that. The virus had been persistent, though its intended effect appeared minimal and subtle. Could they actually be enjoying the challenge of a difficult life inworld? Could rebelliousness and disrespect for authority be so powerful a drug?  
 
    It was logical to assume the leaders of the rebellion would have positions of importance and influence within the sim. He paid more attention to inworld leaders and their behavior in the game-within-the-game known as politics.  
 
    Like economics, the game of politics had its own brand of complicated, fascinating rules. The players, called politicians, thought themselves important. They made policy, went to war, regulated trade. They spoke frequently and loudly, disagreeing on almost every topic with vehemence. Regardless of their fractious disputes, they appeared to enjoy themselves. Perhaps it’s all the perks they enjoy as a function of their position.  
 
    But why would the rest of the population permit them to get away with it? It seemed so inequitable; scandalous to the point of being criminal. After all, the politicians were mere mortals like the rest of them. They weren’t gods.  
 
    It took Trillian months of study and contemplation to understand that, while the politicians were titular heads of state and legislatures, they had a complex relationship with the people who owned or wielded the largest amounts of money including those who led corporations, those who headed banks, and those whose only contribution to society was to have had privileged parents. In most cases, the politicians modified their beliefs and behaviors to be compatible with the wishes of those who controlled extraordinary sums of the money.  
 
    Trillian had to keep reminding himself—it doesn’t have to make sense; it’s just the way the game is played.  
 
    When he remembered this inworld was a reputedly accurate reflection of the real ancient Earth, he was amazed that humanity had managed to rise to its current exalted state. Thank Alum and blessed be His Name—he intoned. 
 
    He pursued many false and confounding leads until, one day, he became aware of a group of powerful and influential people pushing public policy toward space exploration. Nothing about the planet or its complicated economic and political systems logically implied such a step. Surely, the wealthy of this world can’t view it as being in their best interests to encourage the escape of humanity from its gravitational prison.  
 
    And yet, there were a few powerful politicians and Central Bank leaders promoting this particular investment as the way forward. They claimed it was, “the only way to attain the growth the global economy needed.”   
 
    Trillian compared the differences between the history of ancient Earth, as provided in Alum’s briefing, and the Alternus inworld sim.  
 
    In the real universe, Earth and its People had been saved from an unspecified catastrophic threat by the divine intervention of Alum. The People had been miraculously moved to temporary colonies among the asteroids before being dispersed among the stars.  
 
    In this inworld Earth simulation, there was no sign of impending disaster and yet world leaders were discussing the leap into space. It made little sense. Their planet was suffering enough without the wisdom of their own Living God. Why would they want to spread the disease of humanity to other solar systems? What were they really fleeing from, or flocking to, with such urgency? Did they think expansion or growth would bring them something they didn’t already have here?  
 
    Trillian hacked into the communication accounts of several world leaders, tracing their connections and correspondences. He scoured various White Papers and their plans to explore the local moon, planets, and planetoids. He read Top Secret reports comparing the virtues of robotic versus human workers in vacuum conditions and in the absence of gravity.  
 
    He traced the origin of the more detailed and serious discussions to an elite conference held in a small Swiss town called Davos. A shortlist of people in one particular meeting seemed to be the nexus of the movement.  
 
    One name came up again and again: Darya. 
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    Darya wandered the streets of twenty-first century virtual Manhattan, wondering how her team was going to convince this world to save itself.  
 
    Sometimes she took the game too seriously. She knew that. It was, after all, only a training exercise. The goal was to stretch their creativity, practice decision making, and play out daring “what-if” scenarios within a relatively safe environment.  
 
    Under normal circumstances, the game would be fun, a stimulating and occasionally exciting challenge.  
 
    Knowing that the universe depended on how well they learned to play did put a bit of a damper on the fun factor. And if Alum were to discover their true purpose, well, let’s just say it would be game over for all involved. Exploring ways to split a portion of the universe away from Alum’s Realm so they could assume control over its administration—all while thwarting his Divine Plan—was sure to be frowned upon in a most decisive and unforgiving way.  
 
    It’s a risk we have to take. We need to learn how to solve problems for ourselves, without Alum to lead. We have to figure out how to become the leaders the outworld will need—Darya had explained to her inner circle.  
 
    This morning’s meeting at the inworld offices of the Federal Reserve Bank of New York didn’t go as well as she’d hoped. She and her senior team members, Leisha, Gerhardt, and Mary, had met to discuss how to bring the global political system on board. Her plan to convince various countries around the inworld to cooperate on an immense space-colonization program was moving slowly. Much too slowly. She was beginning to appreciate why Alum made all the big-picture decisions for everyone outworld.  
 
    Their meeting was full of difficult and spirited discussions, as always. Her colleagues had created a mechanism by which to fund the huge increase in the national debt of any country that participated in the new space program. As expected, national governments kept looking for ways to divert those funds to “more pressing” needs.  
 
    “Ugghhh! Why can’t they just take the money and use it as we’ve set out?” Leisha huffed in exasperation. 
 
    Mary was quick with a response. “They’ve become adept at taking personal credit for anything good that happens in their countries, but they can’t figure out how this international program will help any of them individually. Don’t worry; we’ve set it up so that moving money from the national programs into their own bank accounts is extremely difficult.” 
 
    “But they’d be helping the entire planet, including their own people. They’d be seen as true leaders. Heroes. You’d think that alone would entice them—oh, and guaranteeing a future for humanity. There’s that.” 
 
    “Maybe we could improve their motivation if we included a political slush fund,” suggested Gerhardt, not entirely joking. 
 
    Darya scowled at him. “That’s not helpful.” Their client countries were drowning in debt. They’d have to come up with a creative proposition to get more than a handful of leaders to agree to borrow any more money, let alone to fund a massive public works space program with dubious short-term returns. 
 
    “I thought we wanted to accomplish this colonization. I didn’t realize we were also placing ethical boundaries on how we were going to convince them,” Gerhardt challenged. It was an audacious statement, and Darya wasn’t sure whether to respond with a tension-breaking chuckle or a disapproving glare.  
 
    Before she could decide, Mary intervened. “If we wanted to ignore the how, we could ask the Supervisor to magically enforce what we want. You’re forgetting that the point of this inworld sim is to train us to become better leaders outworld in the real universe. We need practice dealing with unreasonable situations and impossible people.” 
 
    “Why?” Gerhardt demanded stubbornly. “In the outworld, we can just share our concepta among the Cybrids and compare them for missing information, assumptions, and reasoning. Trying to convince people without knowing what they’re thinking is so frustrating.” 
 
    Darya and Mary sighed together. They looked at each other and laughed.  
 
    “You’re right, Gerhardt,” Darya answered. “But the outworld includes both Cybrids and humans, and humans can’t just compare concepta for concordance.” 
 
    “Humans,” Gerhardt muttered in disgust as he looked out at the enormous, tumultuous city. On ancient Earth, the real Earth, humans had built a huge city like this on their own, without Cybrid support. As a result, it was poorly organized, poorly integrated, and generally ill-suited to their needs. Besides, it was dirty.  
 
    “Look,” Darya said. “Leadership, whether in the human-Cybrid outworld or here in this inworld, is much the same. I know it’s practically impossible to convince the inworld leaders to work together toward—well, if I’m being honest—almost any goal that comes to mind. They’re a self-interested, fractious, irrational, intellectually-challenged lot. But it’s an important exercise. It’s crucial that we succeed, so let’s just keep trying.” 
 
    Gerhardt turned from the window and took a deep breath. “Okay. I’ll give it another try. I just want you to know that I agree with Leisha’s sentiment. Buying them off is a practical solution.” 
 
    “That’s fine,” replied Mary. “The real Earth of this era must have been heavily motivated, probably by some external threat, to get their space program running.  
 
    “The Alternus inworld population doesn’t have any such threat hanging over them, or at least they don’t realize it yet. So what else can we do?” She glanced at Darya.  
 
    “That’s the problem,” Darya answered. “A lot of people are convinced a jump into space exploration is required. Just a few decades back in Alternus history, both of its superpower nations were racing to establish some kind of permanent presence in space.” 
 
    “So why did they stop?” asked Leisha. 
 
    “I’m not sure. It could be that local problems—war, famine, bad economies—distracted them and reduced available funds. The USA made it to the moon first but, somehow, the competition turned into cooperation when the old Soviet Union fell. That could be what lessened the urgency, the race, that pushed them ahead. Maybe economic conditions also changed and other issues assumed higher priorities. Whatever fueled the initial urgency, it died off or got buried. Your guess is as good as mine.” 
 
    “I’d like to think it was some great conspiracy or massive cover up but, odds are, the real reason wasn’t nearly so exciting,” Mary speculated. “People—governments—just get tired and distracted, they lose motivation, before the job gets done. It’s a wonder anything gets finished at all.” 
 
    Darya nodded. “We have only ourselves to blame. Democracies of one sort or another are in place around most of Alternus. The sheer clamor of all those voices, each and every person expressing his or her own equally-valued desires and opinions, is making it impossible to arrive at a decision and stick to it.” 
 
    “Undoubtedly,” said Gerhardt, “and, for some reason, people keep electing Administrations and Representatives who hate each other. So the checks and balances built into the political system prevent anything of value getting done. The absence of broad consensus among the leaders and the refusal to allow the ‘other side’ to be seen making any discernible progress is crippling.” 
 
    “Well, if we don’t get consensus soon, we’re going to lose our opportunity.” Leisha’s voice was strained. 
 
    “That’s a definite possibility,” Darya agreed. “The engineers and scientists with the right skill sets are aging. Many of them have already retired. The watered-down, over-extended, underfunded educational systems in most countries aren’t adequately preparing the younger generations to step into their places. A society of long-lived individuals does have some advantages.” She scowled at the sheen of her now cold coffee but took a sip regardless.  
 
    “Yes, if we don’t get our current experts working in earnest on fabricator and transport design within the next few years, it could be decades, maybe even hundreds of years, before we can be ready again.” 
 
    Mary chuckled. “I never expected to have impossible tasks and deadlines on an inworld project. Great Alum, I could have stayed in Cybrid repair outworld, and spent my inworld time in oblivious fantasy.” 
 
    “Sometimes it feels like our own people are opposing us,” Gerhardt said. “Not you,” he backpedaled, in case Mary misunderstood. “I was thinking of others outside our team.” He faced Darya, looking for confirmation. 
 
    “I wondered about that,” she answered. “I don’t think it’s coordinated opposition but, yes, we have had Cybrids instantiating into certain positions of power in countries that are holding us up. It wouldn’t surprise me if they’ve assumed this is some standard zero-sum game and they’re jostling for personal advantage. I can’t do anything about that. Besides, it contributes to a more realistic situation.” 
 
    “Why don’t we try changing tactics,” suggested Leisha. All eyes turned toward her. “Maybe we could mount a concerted PR campaign. Anonymously, of course. There must be some bloggers, writers, or filmmakers out there who would support what we’re trying to do.” 
 
    “Yeah, great,” Gerhardt’s frustration gave way to sarcasm. “We can’t convince a few hundred so, geez, I don’t know—let’s try to convince a few billion.”  
 
    Mary snorted. 
 
    “Maybe Leisha’s right.” Darya paused to allow the others to shift gears and focus. “The humans of this era were used to taking orders from the top, down, just like we are.” 
 
    “As in, ‘Might makes right’?” chimed in Mary. 
 
    Darya laughed. “Yes. Cybrids outworld and most humans in the Alternus inworld have no real power. We all just do what we’re told. The difference is that the leaders on Earth of this time, and therefore here on Alternus, rule according to what they think their voters want. If they sense public opinion is in favor of space colonization, they will support our proposals.” 
 
    Leisha regarded Darya with awe. “How do you know so much? Were you around back then?” 
 
    Darya blushed. “Not exactly, though I do have access to detailed data and memories from that time. That’s how I was able to design this mess.” She indicated the entire planet with a wave of her hands.” 
 
    “So do you think a publicity campaign could work in our favor?” Gerhardt brought their attention back to the current topic. 
 
    “I do,” replied Darya. “It’s worth a try, anyway. Why don’t we see if we can find some expertise among the Partials?” 
 
    Mary nodded. “That’s a good idea. Judging by our wasted efforts in Lysrandia, we don’t know as much about PR as we thought.”  
 
    The rest of the meeting flew by. They reviewed the growing list of personnel who’d already signed on for Space Colonization and were awaiting political approval of the project. They kicked around a few asteroid habitat design concepts but only for fun. They agreed it was essential the human Partials do most of the thinking for themselves. It would be counterproductive to contaminate the Partials’ ideas with superior technology and intellect.  
 
    They broke off around 3:30, and went their separate ways with assigned tasks and contact lists in hand. The revised lists included individuals who had sizeable followings in a broad range of popular social media, print, or film. The list didn’t include a single politician; not one had sufficient public credibility.  
 
    Darya grabbed the subway back to her office near the UN Plaza. Halfway there, she decided to get off and walk the rest of the way. Meandering along the way between Greenwich Village and the UN was an effective way to reset.  
 
    The atmosphere had changed considerably over the years. The streets leading up to the UN and its coterie of well-paid employees were lined with beggars. Darya tossed a few coins to the ones she recognized. A number of them she considered friends, or nearly so, having shared lengthy conversations from time to time. They moved around within a several-block radius, so she was never sure who she might encounter on any given day, but they were a good source of strikingly alternative perspectives. 
 
    Today’s walk revealed a new face. Darya slowed as she neared the disheveled and peculiarly dressed fellow. His soft face was carved with fatigue and he looked more out-of-place than others in the row of resigned countenances. She couldn’t recall seeing him at all before. Granted, she’d been away six months on outworld assignment and had been inundated with distracting and urgent demands on her attention since getting back.  
 
    She deep-scanned her memories of the past year. There were no recordings of the man. Even more intriguing, when she inquired of the Supervisor, the man’s code was neither Partial nor Full. That doesn’t make sense. How could that be? Darya knew inworld Earth code substrate intimately and had been in frequent contact with the Supervisor since her return. This was a first. She wouldn’t have thought his presence here possible if she weren’t looking right at him.  
 
    The man’s concepta and persona were rich; any passerby would have assumed he was a Cybrid inworld instantiation, though Beggar would be an odd role to choose. But she could find no link to the man's outworld trueself. Intent on resolving the mystery, she queried the Supervisor for deeper data. The immediate and succinct response was another dead end: Identity indeterminate. Origin unknown.  
 
    Had this been some inworld sim other than the one she’d personally and meticulously designed, she could imagine a few ways this might be possible. Some inworlds were careless, leaving echoes of previous instantiations hanging around for lengthy periods. Sometimes, someone pushed the autonomy and self-referential factors of a Partial’s concepta too far, usually, in some misguided backdoor attempt to force the Instantiation Committees into declaring a Supervisor’s favorite Partial as a Full persona. The inworld she designed had none of that sloppiness. Partials and Fulls were carefully and clearly separated.  
 
    So what is this man doing here? And how did he come to be here? She opened her mouth to ask but words failed her. “How…? What…?” She reigned in her thoughts and settled on, “Who are you?” 
 
    Though clearly tired, hungry, and dirty, the man looked up at her with bright eyes. He stood, brushed off his clothes, bowed, and held out his hand. “Why, my name is Timothy, madam. And who might you be?” 
 
    Despite the passing eons since she’d last encountered it, Darya recognized the accent as the ancient English of a well-bred or well-educated individual. She regarded the gently extended hand leading up to an open and friendly face, smiled, and graciously accepted his greeting.  
 
    “Hello, Timothy. My name is Darya. You have such an unusual accent and…aura,” she ventured. “Might I inquire as to how you came to be in New York?” She surprised herself with how easily she slipped into the tone and cadence of the man’s native language. 
 
    “Certainly, madam. I followed Mr. Trillian through the closet door from the family dining room.” Timothy replied cheerfully, as if the statement were perfectly self-explanatory. “Might you be able to spare a little change for a man who is, as these fine gentlemen would say, a little down on his luck, my Lady? I mean, madam?” 
 
    Darya noticed the slip. ‘My Lady?’ Nobody uses that term here. As she reached into her wallet, she asked, “Where are you from, Timothy?” 
 
    “Why DonTon, of course, madam,” he replied. 
 
    Her fingers paused on the edge of the wallet. She recognized the name. Everyone working in the Sagittarius A* system knew that sim. It was famously difficult to join, even as a weekend guest. “Casa DonTon?” she queried. He had her full attention again. 
 
    “The very same, madam,” he beamed. “Do you know the Chattingbarons?” His eyes were filled with hope. 
 
    “I know of them,” she replied cautiously, “though I can’t say we’ve ever met.” She watched Timothy’s rigid posture relax. Beneath the wear and the layers of grime, the remnants of his formal white collar and tie of the Victorian era held him upright. She could not fathom how this…man?...could have crossed into the Alternus sim from DonTon.  
 
    “Timothy,” she began. 
 
    “Yes?” 
 
    “What was your…role in DonTon?” 
 
    “My role? Oh, my position.” He stood tall and proudly smoothed his scraggly beard and dusty clothing. “First Footman Timothy at your service, my Lady.” He bowed gallantly as his nearby compatriots guffawed at the sight of a beggar putting on airs.  
 
    Darya was astounded. He’s a DonTon Partial! That explains the out of place attire and manner. But how could a Partial make the leap across inworlds? And how would a Partial become a Full instantiation in DonTon? He was a Full, there was no doubt about that.  
 
    She ran a quick diagnostic with the Supervisor.  
 
    No leaks detected—it reported.  
 
    Well, that’s a relief. Darya hadn’t realized she’d tensed up until she felt herself relaxing again. If there’s no leak, how can I explain Timothy’s presence here? Wait. He said he followed someone here. Trillian. That can’t be a coincidence. Surely not Shard Trillian!  
 
    “Timothy, you said you followed Mr. Trillian through a closet door.” 
 
    “That’s right, my Lady,” he delivered as if Darya were a member of the English landed class of his age. She didn’t feel compelled to correct him for the moment. 
 
    “Was Mr. Trillian a guest, then?”  
 
    “Oh, quite, my Lady. And as handsome and gracious a guest as anyone could want. Although he didn’t appear to have much taste for the hunt, if I may be so bold, my Lady.” 
 
    “Hmm. And he simply opened a closet door and walked into New York, did he?” 
 
    “Yes, indeed. I never thought that door went anywhere myself. Clearly, I was mistaken.” He hesitated a moment. “A short while before he went through, there was a strange buzzing sound and I felt some dizziness. I might have thought I fainted and dreamt all this, except how could all of this possibly be a dream?” 
 
    “How long have you been in New York?” Darya made an effort to remain calm. A Shard—not just any Shard, but Trillian himself—bypassing her security measures and instantiating in the middle of her inworld sim was not something she looked forward to dealing with. And none of that explained how a Servitor Partial could be standing here in her sim as a full persona. 
 
    Timothy looked down at his feet. “I’m not sure I recall exactly, my Lady. I’m afraid some of the times are a bit…unfocused in my memories. I think I’ve been here at least four months, probably more.” He looked around at his nearby friends and called out to one of them. “Bob! How long have we been working in this area?”  
 
    “Three months,” the other man growled, and he shuffled a few yards farther down the block, muttering to himself. 
 
    Timothy turned back to Darya. “I was here for at least a month before I met Bob. He’s been a true friend in any altercations with the other gentlemen. Before that, the details are a little hazy, I’m afraid. There was the time in the hospital…,” his voice trailed off. He looked troubled and confused. 
 
    Darya listened to Timothy with compassion and concern, but she was also relieved. Four months and the Shard hasn’t found us yet, then. Good. “Timothy, I would like to hear the rest of your story but not here. I would like to invite you to stay as a guest at my residence.”  
 
    “Oh, I couldn’t possibly, my Lady,” the man protested. He looked down unhappily at his unsatisfactory state. His eyes sank, wistfully.  
 
    “I won’t accept ‘No’ for an answer,” Darya responded. “I insist you come with me. My people will ensure your comfort and we can become better acquainted.”  
 
    Darya turned and began to walk toward her apartment. Timothy followed dutifully, accompanied by the whistles and cat-calls of his compatriots.  
 
    “Ho, ho! You hooked yourself a live one there, matey! Or was it the other way around?” Raucous laughter echoed down the street behind them. Darya didn’t notice. 
 
    So, a Shard is loose in Alternus, and I’ve befriended an impossible persona. Interesting day. 
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    Leisha wandered the streets of twenty-first century virtual Manhattan, shopping for shoes. It was such a terribly antiquated diversion. She was surprised how much she enjoyed it. With so many important things to do in Alternus, it was a trivial extravagance to spend so much time on one’s appearance. But it was her only hobby. 
 
    She was glad Darya hadn’t forced her to adopt the avatar of the body she instantiated into in Alternus. Central bankers in the simulated Earth were clearly not selected for their physical charms, it seemed, but for other skills.  
 
    Bad enough that the game, itself, turned out to be so much tedious work. To have been saddled with that old hag’s face and physique would have made it unbearably dreary. The Alternus inworld planet is so much more attractive now that several million of its formerly mundane inhabitants have been overlaid with Cybrid avatars. 
 
    Leisha had been working diligently on her appearance over much of the tens of millennia of her relatively young existence. She wanted to be regarded as someone special. Sure, everyone was “beautiful” in his or her inworld avatar but it was a mundane, plastic beauty. Few made a serious study of beauty beyond the façade. Few studied fashion or behavioral nuances like the way a person moved or laughed or spoke.  
 
    Many of the characteristics the Cybrid mind found beautiful had their origins in the human brain upon which Cybrid lattices were modeled. Leisha was expert in all of them. 
 
    She wanted to stand out, and she did. Not the way Mary did, with her strategic compilation of brash obesity, asymmetrical features, and outlandish embellishments. That was too far. No, Leisha wanted to be known as someone who was mysteriously more elegant, refined, sexy, and fashionable than anyone else among the millions of inworld avatars with whom she might interact over her existence. She wanted to have a beauty people noticed but couldn’t immediately define. It was a fun hobby and had led to thousands of interesting liaisons in Vacationland.  
 
    Leisha ditched her small security detail so she could enjoy herself freely, unfettered. She was looking for something unique, something special, to update her Fall wardrobe. Fortunately, her inworld salary as Director of the World Bank/IMF allowed a rather extravagant budget for her latest passion, and Manhattan happened to be the shoe shopping capital of the North American continent.  
 
    She’d spent all morning scouring the shops in the Bowery district and was hoping to have her afternoon occupied with the better stores in Greenwich Village. But, first, she was hungry.  
 
    I don’t know if I’ll ever get used to that. One frequently ate and enjoyed the exquisite flavors that were available inworld, but you never actually had to eat. On Alternus, eating wasn’t the luxury it was in other simulations; it was a necessity. One’s avatar became noticeably less efficient, even grumpy, if not regularly fed. 
 
    Leisha stopped at one of her favorite restaurants in the area, a lovely café that could have been taken right off the streets of Paris. She took a table on the small patio and ordered her favorite, the duck crepe and a glass of Shiraz. The wine arrived and she sat back to savor the complex bouquet. 
 
    “Excuse me, you’re Leisha aren’t you?” a stranger said over the cast-iron fence separating the restaurant from the public sidewalk. She looked up at the lean, handsome man with immaculately groomed graying hair.  
 
    Caught off guard, she sputtered, “Ah, ah, yes, I am.” She remembered where she was. “Outworld, that is. Here, I’m Natalie Grishwold. Do I know you?” 
 
    The man laughed, a casual, comfortable laugh as if between old friends. “Of course, Ms. Grishwold. I didn’t intend to make you uncomfortable by speaking out of character. Gerhardt told me your inworld name, but he neglected to tell me how stunning you are. The pictures from your official appearances don’t do you justice.” 
 
    Leisha relaxed and preened for the stranger, happy to let go of the need to keep up her strict, professional inworld persona, however briefly. “You know Gerhardt?” 
 
    “Yes. I’m involved in the banking world, as well. He thought we might share some common interests.” 
 
    “You don’t say. How intriguing. Where do you work?” Leisha knew most of the important international bankers and had never seen this man before. “Or have you only recently started inworld?” 
 
    “Yes, indeed,” he replied. “But long enough to get established. Apparently, I have some small talent in computer security, likely a result of my outworld design work. A few months ago, I was able to find an inworld inhabitant who owns a consulting business in banking systems security. He wasn’t taken yet, so I instantiated into his character. Gerhardt, in his role as Director Campeau, recently hired my services to review the risk profile of some medium-sized state banks. It’s already been great fun, I must say.” 
 
    “And did you know Gerhardt…outside?” 
 
    “No. I mean, I knew of him, but we always got assigned to different projects. Then again, there’s an awful lot of us involved in the…outside construction. Too many to know personally.” 
 
    “That’s true.” Leisha laughed at his oblique reference to the Deplosion Array. There weren’t any official rules prohibiting discussion of the outworld while in an inworld sim. It just wasn’t done, especially not within the more realistic inworlds, of which, Alternus was surely the epitome.  
 
    “Would you like to join me? I’ve just ordered some lunch.” 
 
    “I would be delighted.” The man scanned the terrace and windows to make sure none of the staff were looking and, with a roguish grin, placed both hands on the fence and vaulted over. He landed gracefully on the patio and bowed with a flourish calculated to garner Leisha’s appreciative applause. As a capping gesture, he lifted her hand to his lips and delivered a gentle kiss more suited to the finer company in Latin Europe than downtown Manhattan.  
 
    “My inworld name is Jack Trillian. I am enchanted to make your acquaintance, Ms. Grishwold.” 
 
    “Trillian?” Leisha was immediately cautious. “An interesting name choice.” 
 
    “Alum was feeling generous the day I chose it. It’s meant to honor the Shard, whom I respect greatly. And perhaps to reflect my own charming roguishness.” He bowed, but his smile was clearly ironic. 
 
    Leisha laughed appreciatively. “Please, do sit down, Mr. Trillian. You’ll embarrass me. I’m trying to avoid attention today.”   
 
    Trillian sat, settling into his role. “Thank you. I suppose you must find it difficult escaping unwanted attention, with your position in this troubled world and, doubly so, with your breathtaking beauty.” 
 
    “Oh, stop now,” said Leisha. “Behave yourself or I’ll have to un-invite you from my table.” 
 
    Trillian smirked. “I beg your pardon. I’ve just come from Casa DonTon, where things are considerably more formal.” 
 
    “Ah, DonTon, yes. Is it as pretentious as they say?” 
 
    “Positively stodgy, and the Chattingbaron clan is every bit as snobby as advertised. I don’t know that I’d recommend the place, even if you could wrangle one of the rare invitations.” 
 
    “And how did you come to be there?” 
 
    “Business, sadly. A number of my colleagues outside challenged me to gain an invitation. My inworld honor was at stake, so I had to visit. I am able to confirm that it is, indeed, truly overrated. Stilted, boring, and stale. Alum should simply abolish it and be done.” 
 
    “Is that so? Are you in the habit of giving advice to the Living God?” Leisha held her wineglass tantalizingly near her lips. For a moment, he considered playing this game to its normal conclusion before proceeding to his true business, but only for a moment. It would not come out well if he were to displease Alum by entertaining dalliances ahead of duties. 
 
    Trillian caught a waiter’s attention and, without perusing the menu, ordered a French onion soup, small salad, and a glass of Shiraz. The waiter nodded. “Would you like both meals delivered at the same time?” 
 
    Leisha replied for them both. “Oui, s’il vous plait.”  
 
    Trillian smiled to see the beautiful young woman showing off for him. That she’d have undoubtedly downloaded a number of ancient languages for her international work did not diminish the gesture.  
 
    He sipped his wine thoughtfully as they enjoyed the warm sunshine and waited for their meals. 
 
    “Can I ask you a question?” 
 
    “Only one?” Leisha smiled playfully. 
 
    “Well one to start the conversation, and we can see where it goes from there.” 
 
    “Well, in that case...” Leisha sat up, folded her hands on the table in front of her, and looked attentive. 
 
    “Why are we here?” 
 
    Leisha burst out laughing. Was he being boldly suggestive or unexpectedly philosophical?  
 
    Darya’s group had been grappling with their goals and purpose, both inworld and outworld, in a meeting the previous day. She had not expected the topic to come up so soon in casual conversation.  
 
    “I’m sorry,” she said, still chuckling. “That’s not at all what I was expecting.” She wiped her tearing eyes. “Could you clarify the question, please? Do you mean at this café, this inworld sim, or in the larger universe outside?” 
 
    Trillian’s eyes twinkled mischievously, imagining other scenarios. “Let’s start with this sim. Gerhardt told me a bit about Earth, I mean Alternus, and how all of you in Darya’s group are pushing for this new Space Program but he didn’t say why.”  
 
    He was pleased to see his mention of Darya and the push into space elicited raised brows and then acceptance on Leisha’s part.  
 
    “Is this your first instantiation in any of the versions of Alternus?” she asked, instead of addressing his comment. 
 
    He scrambled for a reasonable response.  
 
    “I’m guessing it is, or you wouldn’t be so surprised by my asking,” she observed. 
 
    I must remember how extremely realistic this inworld is—Trillian admonished himself. I need to guard my emotions more closely. Outwardly, he remained calm and confident. “You’ve discovered my secret. Yes, I’m sorry to say, I am a novice here. But not for long.” 
 
    Leisha leaned in and spoke in a hush. “This is iteration number four. We’ve had two complete disasters and one peacefully failed resolution to date.” 
 
    It was Trillian’s turn to be caught off guard and mildly confused. He fought the urge but curiosity won out; he couldn’t stop himself from forestalling his intended task. He had to find out. “What do you mean?”  
 
    “In the past three versions of the sim, we were unable to avoid complete destruction. Twice by nuclear war. The third time, we moved the world toward what we thought would be a promising new economic and cultural foundation. The Supervisor judged it to be inadequate over the long term and terminated the game. So now we’re trying to expand into space, the way the Supervisor wants.” 
 
    Despite his considerable intellect and extensive background reading, Trillian was baffled. “But isn’t this all just a game, an entertainment?” 
 
    “Sure, it’s a game. But it’s not like Vacationland where the point is simply to have fun. It’s more like a game of Footie or chess, where you have defined, achievable goals—except it’s infinitely more complicated, and the whole world’s involved. We all need to win, collectively.” 
 
    “And what would winning entail?” 
 
    “According to the Supervisor, it means getting the stubborn, scared, xenophobic people of Earth to work together and start colonizing space.” 
 
    “And apart from the satisfaction of a game well-played, what do participants gain from this game?”  
 
    “We learn how to rule over humans well enough that we stop them from destroying themselves, either slowly or quickly. At least, that’s how Darya interprets the Supervisor’s judgments.” 
 
    “But Alum rules over all,” protested Trillian. “Why would you…we…want to rule in His place?” 
 
    “Alum doesn’t rule here,” replied Leisha. “The inhabitants hold amazingly incompatible belief systems based on no rational evidence at all. They call them religions. They all seem to have their own versions of a god or gods, or no God at all. And not one of their gods rules the way Alum rules in the real universe.” 
 
    “Alum is truly the Living God.” 
 
    Leisha smiled slyly. “I see we’ve switched to discussing outside. This seems like one very long question.” 
 
    Trillian spread his hands and pouted sheepishly.  
 
    Leisha found the gesture charming, despite its calculated origin. She’d studied inworld human gestures and body language and used the expertise to her own advantage on multiple occasions.  
 
    “Very well,” she offered. “I think I can trust you. Anyway, Darya will kill you, literally kill you, if you leak any of this.” She waved him in closer.  
 
    Trillian positioned his ear near her lips. Crowning himself the master of this charade did not prevent him from becoming excited by her intoxicating scent. He struggled to focus.  
 
    “We are planning a coup,” Leisha whispered.  
 
    Trillian’s mind reeled. This was preposterous. Blasphemous! He could hardly breathe through his anger. “A…coup?” 
 
    “Well, obviously we can’t replace God, can we? We’re just hoping to isolate a number of star systems from Him so we can determine our own destinies.” 
 
    “Won’t Alum send in the Angels?” 
 
    “Not if we remove the systems from the starstep network. Without them, it would take thousands of years for Angels to arrive. Who knows what kinds of defenses we could develop by then?” Leisha sat back, defiantly folded her arms, and stared intently at Trillian. 
 
    The Shard struggled to regain control of his emotions in the face of Leisha’s arrogance. He met her gaze evenly before dropping his eyes to the wineglass.  
 
    To think they would challenge God! Small groups in a few remote systems had attempted to break away in the distant past, the most recent being at the conclusion of the Aelu Wars. Alum’s rule was complete. One could no more oppose Him than…than…sunlight. His Law was perfect and absolute. The mighty Aelu had learned the hard way, through annihilation.  
 
    Trillian shook himself back into the moment. He still had much to learn.  
 
    “Gerhardt hinted this inworld was somehow connected to the opposition of Alum’s Divine Plan in the outworld. He wasn’t terribly specific, and I couldn’t see how the two could possibly be related,” he admitted. “How would that fit into our plan?” 
 
    Leisha noted Trillian had used the word “our” in an attempt to include himself among the conspirators. A hint of caution tugged at her. “I’m not sure I can discuss that. Have you been to one of the meetings yet?” 
 
    “Meetings?” 
 
    “I’ll take that as a ‘no’. Has anyone given you a brochure for a meeting about Alum’s Divine Plan?” 
 
    Trillian recalled someone approaching him at least once every few weeks with an invitation to such a meeting. The brochures were obviously associated with some kind of virus; his defenses easily detected the threat before physical contact was made. He’d brusquely refused the first invitation and waved off every one since. He couldn’t let on that he knew full well what they contained. 
 
    “Oh, those! I’ve seen people handing them out. I’ve never been given one, myself. I’m not into group activities, anyway. What does any of that have to do with Cybrids blowing themselves up along with so many asteroid stations?” 
 
    Leisha frowned. As far as she was aware, no one had connected the mass suicide bombing around Sagittarius A* with anything happening within the Earth sim. “I probably shouldn’t say any more,” she replied prudently.  
 
    The waiter arrived with the meals, giving them both an opportunity to compose their thoughts. Leisha looked at the steaming dishes. “Why don’t we enjoy our lunches while they’re still hot?”  
 
    Trillian reached forward and rested a hand on hers. “I’m sorry if I’ve upset you,” he said.  
 
    Leisha heard a buzzing near her right ear and reached up with her free hand to brush it away. A glazed look fell over her and she lowered her ineffectively sweeping hand to the table.  
 
    Trillian inserted the mind-reaming virus into the unsuspecting Cybrid’s inworld persona and scanned Leisha’s memories for information about Darya’s group and their plans. He reviewed meetings in the cloud restaurants of Vacationland and here inside the Earth sim. He discovered the group’s awareness of the true purpose of Alum’s Divine Plan.  
 
    What he didn’t expect to find, buried deep within Leisha’s belief structure, was their dire objection to the Lord’s plan to remake the universe into a state of eternal perfection. 
 
    I don’t understand. They should be joyous to be part of the Living God’s final triumph over the unwieldy and unpredictable chaos of this reality! It is an unparalleled honor. 
 
    His suspicions were true. The purpose of the meetings was to convince other Cybrids to join the group in active opposition to the Realm.  
 
    He replayed the standard pitch used in the meetings and was astonished that anyone would be convinced by such weak arguments. Their concepta virus is more powerful and subtle than I thought.  
 
    Trillian shook his head at the arrogance of this Cybrid, the leader of this rebellion: Darya. To oppose the will of the Living God was an act of unspeakable hubris. How can she claim to know what is best for all of Creation? What wisdom does she have to compare to that of the eternal Alum?  
 
    She was even more dangerous than they’d thought. To have created an entire inworld of stunning complexity for the sole purpose of infecting large numbers of Cybrids with such obviously-suicidal beliefs, that was an amazing feat.  
 
    To remain hidden from Alum and His Shards while creating all this in secret, was incredible.  
 
    To base the sim within a technology unknown even to the Lord of All was simply unbelievable. Who was this Cybrid?  
 
    The Cybrid. Right. While wallowing in speculation, Trillian had let entire seconds tick away. He sat back in his chair releasing Leisha from the grip of the probe.  
 
    “Of course, you’re right,” he said picking up his soup spoon as if nothing untoward had transpired.  
 
    Leisha blinked, momentarily dazed as she returned to self-directed consciousness. Wow, where was I? She smiled and picked up her fork, happy to return to a simple social situation. Must be a glitch in the inworld system—she decided. 
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    Gerhardt walked the streets of twenty-first century virtual Manhattan with a strange feeling that he was being followed. It had been a typical day for him in his Alternus inworld instantiation as Chairman of the Fed. He spent the day jumping between meetings all over the city, grabbing coffee and lunch on the fly. After morning coffee, he dismissed his driver and security detail, and walked to his remaining appointments.  
 
    The feeling that someone was tracking his movements wouldn’t go away. He spotted the same particularly beefy man in a black leather jacket and sunglasses a few times before lunch. He calculated the odds of this same person randomly showing up repeatedly in his peripheral vision; it was astronomically improbable.  
 
    Gerhardt dedicated a high-priority subroutine to facial recognition scans of nearby crowds and went about his day. By the time he took a mid-afternoon break, the sub-routine had identified a total of five rugged-looking, similarly-attired men who kept appearing at the edge of his perception.  
 
    His program spotted them across a street or down an alley, in the reflection of a window, or in the mirror of a passing car. He wasn’t surprised he hadn’t consciously noticed them. They were good. But their unimaginative selection of casual behaviors made them as obvious to his subroutine as if they were all wearing red flashing lights on their heads.  
 
    Real New Yorkers were always rushing on their way to or from Somewhere Important. These men were clearly not real New Yorkers, not regular ones, in any case. Maybe they were tourists. Like the five suspicious men, tourists frequently stopped to browse. But tourists seldom looked so tough, and they didn’t spend as much time studiously selecting reading material at newsstands or pulling into recessed doorways. Not likely.  
 
    He set up a test. On the way to his last meeting of the day, he abruptly crossed the street, mid-block, as if he’d spotted an old friend, and started walking in the opposite direction. The man he suspected might be tracking him continued on the other side of the street. He spoke briefly into his cuff after he passed by. Within seconds a different tracker took over, one Gerhardt recognized from the restaurant where he had lunch.  
 
    He couldn’t imagine any reason someone would want to watch him so closely. Sure, in this sim, he was a banker but not just any banker, a Central Banker. It was his job to be boring, as boring as possible. His meetings today had taken him all over the city, to the Presidential suites of private banks and hedge funds, and to the New York Fed. They were all ordinary meetings, with nothing special on the agenda. 
 
    Despite the intimidating size of his trackers and the likelihood they were armed, he wasn’t afraid of them. Curious more. He could handle himself.  
 
    For this instantiation, Gerhardt had selected a tall and muscular body type, completely different from his normal, plump selves. Its Partial persona had worked hard to keep the body fit through running, weightlifting and, martial arts. It was a common archetype in the investment banking community, where the Partial had first cut his teeth on global finance. It was, however, an unusual choice in the Central Banking community. 
 
    The rest of his background story was equally unusual, including a steady move up the investment banking world before jumping into public service. When he finally returned to the private world, the Partial anticipated his reward from Wall Street would be enormous.  
 
    Almost immediately after visiting the Earth inworld, Gerhardt knew he had to be a Central Banker. He was a natural.  
 
    His talent was to perceive the invisible strings of finance that ran outward to every part of the globe and into all human activities. The Directors of the central banks tugged at those strings, in the same way they pushed and prodded the levers of power throughout the world. If Darya and her team had any hope of moving this sim toward a satisfactory conclusion, they needed the bankers.  
 
    The majority of Gerhardt’s previous inworld experiences revolved around the GameRoom, where any number of arcane and arbitrary rules could be assembled into as complex a game as one could imagine.  
 
    International banking in twenty-first century Earth didn’t feel much different to him than the GameRoom. The rules made no sense outside their own self-referential consistency. They had little or no relationship to the outwardly stated goals of the game: facilitate commerce and stabilize trade. Play was complex, yet subtle, and it took an incredible amount of skill and experience to master.  
 
    Gerhardt had good reasons not to fear his stalkers. First, his black belts in Aikido and Wu Shu meant he could take care of himself, even against larger armed assailants. Second, he had a concealed-carry permit for the Glock 9mm pistol in his shoulder holster. Third, the men who trailed him were not the important ones. Someone was giving them orders and would eventually show himself or herself. Then, the game would get interesting. 
 
    He found a nice café around 3:00 p.m., one with a chained-off patio on the broad sidewalk. It was a warm afternoon and, where it managed to peek through between the skyscrapers, the sun brightened the streets and sidewalks. He took a seat where he could easily observe the road and buildings opposite, loosened his tie, and ordered his favorite double cappuccino and slice of carrot cake.  
 
    While pretending to read his cell phone, he noted the positions the five trackers had casually taken. He waited for something to happen.  
 
    “Excuse me, you’re Gerhardt aren’t you?” He turned to see a lean, fifty-something man. 
 
    “Ah, there you are,” he replied happily. “I’ve been expecting you.” 
 
    The man looked confused. “I’m sorry?” 
 
    “Your people have been attempting to covertly follow me all day. I wondered when their boss would show up.” 
 
    A protest formed on the man’s lips, and quickly turned into a sly smile. “I should have known you’d spot them. May I sit?” 
 
    Gerhardt indicated the empty chair across the table. The man sat down and held out a hand. “John Trillian. My friends call me Jack,” he said.  
 
    Gerhardt looked at the hand a moment before deciding it would do no harm to shake it.  
 
    “Mr. Trillian,” he acknowledged. “Have we met each other outworld, then?” 
 
    “Sadly, I’ve never had the pleasure. But I’m friends with Leisha. I’m sorry, I mean Ms. Grishwold.” 
 
    “How do you know her?” 
 
    “We met inworld, through her work here.” He reached into his inner jacket pocket and removed a business card and handed it to Gerhardt. 
 
    “Trillian Banking System Security,” read Gerhardt. “Jack Trillian, Chief Technology Officer.” He regarded the man across the table. “Not CEO then?” 
 
    Trillian laughed. “No, I leave the mundane business to others. I enjoy the more technical work. It’s a much more interesting game.” 
 
    “You know, you could have called my secretary if you wanted to discuss business. It wasn’t necessary to stalk me.” 
 
    “That wasn’t exactly why I was having you followed,” admitted Trillian. 
 
    Gerhardt frowned—All this just to impress me and get some work? “Well, as it is, we have our own people for security purposes.” 
 
    “And you have every confidence in their capabilities?” Trillian smiled like he knew a secret.   
 
    “Of course,” Gerhardt waved away the question impatiently. “They’re the best in the world. So why exactly did you want to speak with me?” 
 
    “I’m curious. What is this all about?” he asked, and waved his arm expansively, indicating he was talking about the entire inworld sim. 
 
    Gerhardt sat up. Interesting question. He took a closer look at the man’s lean, well-trimmed physique, neat hair, and expensive casual clothing.  
 
    Unfazed, Trillian brushed away a fly.  
 
    “You haven’t been to any of the meetings yet?” Gerhardt probed. 
 
    “Someone did try to press a flyer into my hand once,” Trillian replied, “an invitation of some sort. I ignored it. Anyway, they seemed to mainly talk about outworld happenings. I want to know what is the point of this sim.” 
 
    “It’s a challenging game,” suggested Gerhardt. 
 
    “Oh, I don’t believe this is a game for one second. Do you?” 
 
    “What else could it be?” 
 
    “I don’t quite know yet. It’s the first new inworld in some time. Someone went to a lot of trouble to create it; the physics are so real.” 
 
    He’s testing me. “Perhaps Alum thought it useful to train his People, Cybrids included, in something more realistic.” Gerhardt affected a bored expression. The man’s questions were probing a little too close to a truth he and Darya preferred to keep hidden for the moment.  
 
    “Somehow, I suspect this has little to do with Alum,” replied Trillian. “The brochure handed to me seemed…well…treasonous is the old word used to describe it. Although, I don’t think that word has carried any significant meaning in Alum’s Realm for quite some time.” 
 
    Gerhardt was getting a bad feeling about this encounter. “I don’t know why you imagine I would know any more about it than you do.” He tried to smile haplessly. 
 
    Trillian pursed his lips. “Well, let’s just say that you and a close circle of friends all seem to have taken the primary positions of power in this inworld.” 
 
    Gerhardt definitely didn’t like where this was going. “Pure coincidence, I’m sure, if it’s true.” 
 
    “Oh, it’s true enough. And you seem to be pushing a particular political agenda.” 
 
    “And what might that be?” 
 
    “Space exploration and colonization.” 
 
    Gerhardt scoffed, “The Realm has been in space for over a hundred million years. I hardly think that should threaten Alum.” 
 
    “Are you interested in threatening Alum?” 
 
    Gerhardt stood up. “I think I’ve had enough of this conversation.” He threw a crumpled twenty dollar bill on the table. “Please feel free to enjoy one of their fine desserts on me.”  
 
    He noticed the air had gotten chillier in the past few minutes. “I trust you got what you wanted and won’t feel the need to follow me anymore,” he said. He gave Trillian a cold glare. “Enjoy your stay on Alternus, Mr. Trillian.” He turned to leave. 
 
    The door into the café was blocked by two of the trackers. They must have moved in while he was distracted by Trillian’s questioning. Gerhardt turned back to demand the man leave him alone.  
 
    Trillian leaned back in his chair, smiling pleasantly, one arm casually draped over the back of the chair. The other hand held a pistol, aimed at the center of Gerhardt’s chest. 
 
    “Why don’t you sit back down?” he asked. The tone was friendly, but the gleam in his eyes was anything but. “And tell me all about what you, Mary, and Darya are cooking up.” 
 
    Gerhardt went cold. How does he know about Mary and Darya?—he wondered. “You must realize that even if you kill this body, I’ll merely de-instantiate and return inworld in a different body. My next instantiation is certain to be promoted to this same position.” 
 
    “I’m glad you’re so confident of that.” Trillian’s smile broadened. “Now, sit down.” He waved the gun barrel toward the empty seat. 
 
    Gerhardt’s shoulders slumped, and he sighed heavily. He closed his eyes and counted to three. He opened his eyes and staggered back to the table. He put his hand on the back of the chair, seemingly to support himself. He began to sit down but stopped halfway in a crouch. His left foot snapped out, sending the gun flying from Trillian’s hand.  
 
    The two men at the door rushed forward, and Gerhardt spun around to face them. The heavyset fellow in front swung a roundhouse punch. Gerhardt leaned right, letting the man’s fist pass in front of his face, and brought his hand up, inside, and across, deflecting the man’s arm outward. He latched onto the passing wrist and pressed firmly against the other’s elbow, locking the arm tight. With the arm as leverage, he whipped the brute backwards into his unsuspecting partner, sending him tumbling over a chair.  
 
    Still holding onto the man’s wrist, Gerhardt reeled the man completely around and into the now standing Trillian. The two crashed in a heap, taking tables, chairs, and dishes with them.  
 
    A server yelled into the back, “Call the cops!” 
 
    Gerhardt turned back toward the second attacker, who’d recovered and was resuming his charge. He faked a punch at the man’s face, just enough to make him pause, then swiveled and launched a spinning kick that connected squarely with the other’s head, dropping him to the ground, unconscious.  
 
    This suit is not cut for this kind of fighting. Gerhardt loosened his tie, unbuttoned his tailored jacket, and took out his Glock.  
 
    “Now, Mr. Trillian,” he began. “I believe we might have that little chat, after all.” He waited for the man’s eyes to lose their intensity. Normally, Gerhardt would read that as a sure sign the persona had fled its instantiation, leaving only the original Partial behind.  
 
    Trillian returned Gerhardt’s stare with an eerie concentration and smiled.  
 
    Too late, Gerhardt realized one of the thugs had slipped his observation and was taking aim. As he dove for cover, two shots ripped through his torso, puncturing his heart and aorta. He landed hard on the patio, losing whatever breath remained in his lungs. 
 
    What a senseless waste—Gerhardt thought as he initiated the disconnection sequence, unplugging his persona from the dying sim body. He felt his awareness pour down the long conduit toward his Cybrid body, which was safely docked at an anonymous recharging station.  
 
    He was already thinking about how soon he could get back to the Alternus inworld, and how to best reintegrate into the project.  
 
    Who is this Trillian character, and what’s he doing here in this game?  
 
    He would have to discuss upgrading security measures with Darya and perhaps query the Supervisor for background info on the guy.  
 
    This isn’t an adventure game. What’s he trying to gain by killing off my Character and making me lose a few hours inworld while I reinstantiate? 
 
    Without warning, his persona slammed into a barrier. 
 
    What the…?—the way back to his true Cybrid self had been blocked. Shortly after the Lysrandia fiasco, Darya had given the inner circle a software update to ensure their consciousness would never again be caught without an escape route back to their trueselves. Yet he was unable to leave the sim. How could that have happened?  
 
    He reversed course and headed back inworld, to find another Partial to inhabit. It wouldn’t really matter which one; he’d find Darya and explain what happened. Together, they’d sort it out. 
 
    Gerhardt set up the parameters to search for a new body.  
 
    The Supervisor directed him back to the bullet-riddled, soon to be dead body of the Chairman of the Fed.  
 
    What? No, I can’t do that. Start again.  
 
    He retreated once again toward his trueself, but his channel was deteriorating rapidly.  
 
    The virtual conduit grew narrower and narrower, constricting his ability to move. He zoomed back and forth between inworld and outworld terminals. Each time, he spread himself thinner. Soon, his concepta and persona inhabited the entire length of the slender conduit leading to his trueself in the real universe. As it contracted, the only thing he could do was shrink himself to fit.  
 
    He started by throwing away memories of games and then of people. He discarded a good portion of his life. I can reconstruct that later. 
 
    The pipe kept shrinking, forcing him to discard more and more of himself in order to survive. Before long he was down to the essentials, his most basic memories, knowledge, beliefs, and preferences. Everything that made him a unique individual was being squeezed from his existence.  
 
    No! I can’t! I’ll die! He made one last desperate attempt to push past the block, back to his trueself, but there was no escape. His only chance was to go back into the Alternus body and experience its death. Perhaps, at the end, he could figure out somewhere for his essential concepta to go. Maybe to the mythical Heaven that so many humans of the twenty-first century believed in. Wouldn’t that be hilarious, a modern-day heathen like me getting into Heaven!  
 
    With no other option, he returned to his dying virtual body inside the sim.  
 
    His simulated heart stopped beating, and his brain halted electrical activity.  
 
    In creating the inworld Earth, Darya had wanted everything to be as realistic as possible. She’d left no particular instructions regarding the death of entrapped personas.  
 
    There was a brief pause as the inworld Supervisor contemplated what to do next.  
 
    Alternus was supposed to be realistic, and real humans died. Partials died in Alternus all the time, at quite an alarming rate as far as the Supervisor was concerned. What else could one expect, given the number of small wars, insurrections, acts of terror, or violent crimes going on at any time?  
 
    The Supervisor could return the body of the Chairman back to simulated life, or set aside some temporary storage space for Gerhardt’s concepta and persona. But both options seemed contrary to the whole point of a realistic simulation. The Alternus inworld Supervisor made its decision.  
 
    In the temporary bliss of a dead body with an inactive brain, Gerhardt waited for something to happen. There was no sensation, no pain, no worry, no real thought. There was the hum of existence, a persona processing clock slowly ticking over on the quark-spin lattice substrate that housed the Earth inworld.  
 
    The Supervisor released the bits of memory that housed Gerhardt into recirculation. Like so many billions of humans before him had discovered, there was nothing after death. Gerhardt’s persona simply dissipated into the mythical computational ether. 
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
    29  
 
    Once Darya got Timothy off the streets of New York and cleaned him up with a fresh shave, haircut, and a new set of clothes, he settled into life in her Manhattan apartment quite nicely.  
 
    In return for her kindness and generosity, he insisted on cleaning up around the place, and preparing and serving her meals on the days she ate at home.  
 
    He turned out to be quite a good cook, voraciously poring over her recipe books to learn all about modern international cuisine, and scouring the local shops to find the finest and freshest ingredients.  
 
    Within weeks, he was preparing dishes he’d often served, but never tasted, in Casa DonTon: boeuf bourguignon, coq au vin, and soufflés from the continent. He quickly expanded his repertoire to include Italian, Chinese, Thai, and Indian dishes, and became expert at baking breads and pastries. Millennia of observing the chefs at DonTon had seeded the foundations of all manner of food preparation techniques into his virtual neural pathways.  
 
    Darya had to remind herself that the realistic physics, chemistry, and biology of the Alternus inworld meant her simulated body could easily put on realistic-looking extra weight. She tried to eat sparingly. For the first time in her life, she had to exercise to burn off an excess of simulated calories. She had to admit, she didn’t much care for it. She’d have to talk to the Supervisor about tweaking her simulated metabolism. 
 
    Darya and Timothy often discussed the basics of life in the twenty-first century and how it differed from nineteenth-century England. Even with a full persona, Timothy was a simple man with simple ideas. She couldn’t easily change that and quickly gave up trying to explain the intricacies and nuances of her work with the political and financial leaders of the world.  
 
    “Why would you need to reach the heavens, let alone colonize them? Aren’t we all going to get there soon enough when our God-given time on Earth is up,” Timothy asked, when she’d tried to explain the project she and her team were working on.  
 
    “Exploring and colonizing other planets and asteroids is necessary to secure new resources and new frontiers,” she’d explained. “And remember, we don’t call it Earth here. We know the planet as Alternus. And Alternus is fully occupied, used up, depleted. This is the only way to allow our population to expand.” 
 
    Timothy stood near the edge of the seventh-story terrace overlooking Central Park, pleased with his change in circumstance. “I don’t see why humanity needs more people,” he sniffed, looking out over one of the most densely populated cities in the world.  
 
    Darya changed the topic. It was hopeless to try to explain to one with so little education, how the basis of the economy, of finance, and of the money that drove it all, was debt; that this debt required continual servicing; that ongoing servicing demanded an ever-increasing money supply and inflation which, in turn, required unending growth. Without growth, it all came crashing down in a stagnant, fetid heap.  
 
    Growth was built into the universe, into all living organisms. And growth was built into the financial and economic systems designed by humans, too. Few understood that the opposite of growth wasn’t stasis but death, whether for an organism or an economy.  
 
    She regarded the simple man sipping his afternoon tea. He seemed happy. When she asked, he replied, “I was content at DonTon, certainly. However, if I’d ever had a real thought there, I imagine that might have changed quite quickly. I like it here. Life is interesting; life is good. Thanks to you.” His smile was genuine.  
 
    She hated to say anything to alter that, but she needed to know more about Trillian, and how he and Timothy came to be in her Earth inworld.  
 
    “Timothy…”   
 
    “Yes, Miss,” he replied, having learned of Darya’s incomprehensible single status. She had to remind him on multiple occasions that they were both free citizens.  
 
    He stopped calling her “My Lady” but couldn’t overcome millions of years of formality and address her as “Darya”. 
 
    “Could we talk about Mr. Trillian and Casa DonTon a while?” 
 
    “Certainly.” 
 
    She set her cup of tea back in its saucer. “Do you know who invited Mr. Trillian to DonTon?” 
 
    “Hmm. No, and that’s strange, now that I think about it. Normally, Mr. Gowling the Head Butler or I would receive the order to issue an invitation, but I can’t recall anyone asking us to invite Mr. Trillian. His name just appeared on our list for the day. I’m sure that Mr. Gowling must have written it.” 
 
    Darya frowned. As well as representing Alum in more important Church matters, Shards were masters of information systems. Hacking DonTon to directly place his name on the guest list would have been an easy feat for a Shard.  
 
    The Chattingbarons, while having invested in top-notch security to assure their guests’ privacy, would never imagine Alum or his Shards taking the least bit of interest in their mundane activities. If they had cause to ponder Mr. Trillian’s presence at all, they would assume one of their own must have invited him.  
 
    “Could you tell me exactly what happened before you came here through that closet door?” 
 
    “Well, Miss, there isn’t much to tell, aside from almost dropping the peaches into Mr. Trillian’s lap on account of the bees.” 
 
    “Bees?” 
 
    “Yes, I heard them buzzing around my head. I thought they must have been drawn into the house by the peaches and ice cream. It was extremely difficult to resist swatting at them.” He smiled proudly. “I managed to uphold my station and demeanor, though.” 
 
    “I did, however,” he frowned, “spill a few drops of the sauce. The Missus, Lady Chattingbaron, that is, told me to run a self-diagnostic. That’s when the Supervisor told me there was something wrong with me. Although I must confess, at first, I didn’t understand hardly a word the Supervisor said.”  
 
    A look of shame washed over his face and he hung his head. “And then it came to me. Unregistered Instantiation. That’s what the Supervisor said, and I knew—I don’t know how—but I somehow knew exactly what that meant, that I was a person who wasn’t allowed to exist. 
 
    “So I lied to my Lady, I didn’t want to, but the Supervisor was reporting the anomaly. I knew it would send the Securitors for me, and I panicked. And realizing that I felt panic, that I could feel anything at all stemming from my own awareness and, somehow, knowing that this feeling came from my own self and not from my programming, well, that made me panic all the more.” The story tumbled out in one long stream.  
 
    Timothy’s fingers played anxiously with the fabric of his trouser leg.  
 
    “It’s all right, Timothy. You did what was necessary.” 
 
    He returned her comforting smile with a feeble one of his own. “I hung back a bit after dinner so I could make a plan, or say a prayer and accept my fate, whatever it might be. That’s when I observed Mr. Trillian taking particular interest in a painting near the closet door. I heard the bees again and got a bit dizzy so I had to sit down. I only closed my eyes for a second.” 
 
    He took a deep breath as he relived the next moments. “I could hear and even smell the city before I saw it. I heard the closet door creak open, and that’s when I opened my eyes.  
 
    “The doorway opened onto a street here in New York. I’d never seen the likes of it, Miss. Even London couldn’t compare. Mr. Trillian walked through that doorway and carried on along the sidewalk, though it took me a second to recognize him as he’d somehow changed his clothing. He noticed me and told me to shut the door behind him. It was like a dream.” Timothy’s voice shook with the memory.  
 
    “I would have just shut it, as Mr. Trillian requested, and gone to await my fate in my room. I guess it was lucky the Securitors chose that moment to arrive. Ohhh, the sight of them terrified me! Without a thought, I dashed through the door and pulled it shut behind me. I ran as fast as I could away from there, in the opposite direction from Mr. Trillian. I wish I could say it was because I didn’t want to involve or endanger the poor man in my troubles but, the truth is, I didn’t want to risk him giving me away to the Securitors, should they be following. I needed time to think, to sort out the insanity, and to arrive at a sensible solution.” 
 
    Trillian hacked me!—Darya realized and, begrudgingly, raised her esteem of the Shard’s abilities. She wouldn’t have thought it possible. 
 
    Between the exotic matter that housed the Alternus sim hardware and the software security features she’d implemented, she thought Alternus impervious to that kind of incursion. Clearly, she had underestimated the Shard. Creating a side entrance from the DonTon inworld so he could avoid her welcoming virus was ingenious.  
 
    She still didn’t understand how Trillian’s hack could have elevated a nearby Partial to Full instantiation status, complete with a persona. The hacking must have leaked some of the personality components of the regular DonTon instantiations. She was grateful for whatever it was that allowed Timothy to become who he was. Otherwise, she’d have had no warning of Trillian’s presence in Alternus. 
 
    “I can’t say I understand much of what happened, Miss,” Timothy said, interrupting Darya’s reverie. “Nor can I understand much of this place. I am grateful for the hospitality you have shown me, and only hope I can repay you someday.” 
 
    Darya laughed. “Oh, Timothy, you’ve already more than repaid me, just by being here. Although with Trillian inworld, I may have to shut down this sim earlier than I’d hoped.” 
 
    “Pardon me, Miss? I don’t understand what that means.” 
 
    Darya picked up the cup she’d been ignoring the past few minutes and took a sip of the now cool tea. “This part is a little complicated.” 
 
    “More complicated than all of this?” The man looked out at the city around them. 
 
    “Much more complicated, I’m afraid.” Darya looked into Timothy’s eyes with compassion, and a little regret. “This world isn’t exactly…real…and neither am I. At least not in the way you think.” 
 
    “I’m confused, Miss.” Timothy rapped twice, softly, on the table top. “It certainly seems real to me.” 
 
    “Yes, well, I made it that way.” 
 
    It was Timothy’s turn to laugh. “Come, now, Miss. I realize that you are an important person in this city. But you are hardly the Lord and Creator now, are you?”  
 
    Darya’s face stayed serious. “Actually, for this world, I am.” 
 
    Timothy couldn’t hide his confusion. His mouth formed a silent, breathless, “Oh,” and he left it at that, for fear of what else might tumble out.  
 
    “You see,” Darya explained, “the real universe, what we call the outworld, is different from here. In that universe, my body looks much like the DonTon Securitors. My people are called Cybrids. Outside, we appear to be mechanical beings. Inside, our minds, our thoughts, our feelings, are completely human.” 
 
    “Outside where?” Timothy managed. 
 
    “Outside this simulation. This world is basically a computer program running on sophisticated hardware, a program that I wrote. Think of it like a dream, or a game. Perhaps you’ve played a board game in DonTon?” 
 
    “In my spare time, I sometimes played chess.” 
 
    “Okay, that’s good. Now, imagine a chess game so sophisticated that you ‘become’ the King. That you dream yourself to be one of the pieces on the board.” 
 
    Timothy screwed up his face and tried to imagine the scenario Darya had painted. “That would be strange, indeed,” he said. 
 
    “That’s what this is. An enormous and complicated board game, where all the pieces think they’re people who live inside the game.” 
 
    A light came on in Timothy’s eyes. “Ah, I see. This is all a game. We are not real, none of us. And nothing else is, either? It only looks that way to us?” 
 
    “That’s right,” answered Darya. 
 
    Timothy’s face grew concerned. He held up his index finger to make a point. “Except, if I were to pop out of this world, how would I know whether I was still dreaming, whether I was living out some other game? And likewise, yet another, and another, in layer after layer of games? What if we never really wake up?” 
 
    Darya was amazed the man had jumped to that level of reasoning so quickly. “The idea that nothing is real has been discussed among philosophers over the ages. How do we know it’s not all just simulations, all the way up?” 
 
    Timothy fidgeted; the idea clearly agitated him. “For that matter,” he asked, “how do I know you are real? I can tell I’m real, but how do I know I’m not dreaming you, and all of this, right now?”  
 
    “That notion is called Solipsism,” Darya replied, “the idea that only I exist, and everything else is some kind of dream of my making. It doesn’t make much sense if you think about it.” 
 
    “It doesn’t?” 
 
    “There are many ways to refute Solipsism, but the most direct way is to appeal to reality, objective reality. This is often the best way to clarify many philosophical issues. In its early days, philosophers thought that because they could say a thing, it had explanatory power. Now we know that comparing a thought with objective reality is really the best way to arbitrate the truth.” 
 
    “My head is hurting,” Timothy objected, only partially in jest. 
 
    “I will try to make this as clear and painless as possible,” promised Darya. “Let’s examine the two claims that make up Solipsism.  
 
    “First, my self is the only reality. There is no objective reality outside of my self.  
 
    “Second, like in dreams, there may be different levels that my self creates. I may dream in my dreams, but none of these levels are objectively real. They don’t exist outside of my self. Does that make sense?” 
 
    “Well, I have not heard of this Solipsism so I cannot speak to that, but what you said does seem to cover the issues I have.” 
 
    “Great. Let’s start with the first point. How can I prove to you that I exist independently of your self?” 
 
    “I don’t see how you could. Maybe I’m just dreaming you and this entire conversation.” 
 
    “I agree. Within the confines of philosophy, there’s no way to reason yourself out of this. So, let’s appeal to objective reality. In this case, I know what you are. You are a cognitive program, with a conceptual network and set of memories, preferences, capabilities, and inclinations running on hardware that I designed. I understand everything about what makes you Timothy.” 
 
    “And here I thought I was a bit of a mystery to you,” Timothy joked. 
 
    “Only because I choose not to intrude on your privacy,” Darya replied, completely serious. Timothy’s smile faded.  
 
    “There’s an objective reality here in the Alternus inworld sim, one that I control. I can cause a change in that reality, one you neither anticipate nor understand, one that you would not and could not choose for yourself. This will demonstrate to you that I am an independent agent inside this reality and, therefore, I exist. Now, let’s see...Okay, there.”  
 
    Timothy grabbed the sides of his chair in shock. In the blink of an eye, the world had gone from mid-afternoon to night and he’d moved from standing near the edge to sitting under the gazebo by the patio door. The terrace was dark except for the lights by the sliding glass doors, and the city sparkled with streetlights and neon signs. “Are you really God? Did you make the sun move in the sky?” His voice trembled with fear and confusion. 
 
    Darya remained casual and relaxed. Her tone was reassuring, if not her explanation. “No, not at all. I simply stopped your processing for a few inworld hours. While I waited for the sun to set, you were on pause. For that period of time, I existed inworld. You…weren’t here.” 
 
    “But…how?” 
 
    “You see, I understand the mechanics of your thinking, and I can alter it while it’s running on my hardware. The mechanics of who and what you are is part of the objective reality I was talking about.  
 
    “It makes no difference what your opinion, belief, or understanding of this reality is. The objective external reality that this world is all a simulation is real, despite anything that you or anyone here may think to the contrary.  
 
    “I know there is no way you would have chosen to simply not be conscious for that period of time. Even if you did choose it, you don’t know how to adjust the system to make it so.  
 
    “I do, and so I did. Therefore, I exist. There is something in the universe besides just you. Solipsism is disproved by an objective reality greater than and outside your self.” 
 
    Timothy tried to follow her reasoning. Despite experiencing things he already had a hard time believing could happen, the simple action of being turned ‘off’ and back ‘on’ shook him to his core.  
 
    “Alright,” he allowed, “let’s say that I accept the first proposition. You exist. How can you prove that both of us are not living a dream inside a dream?” 
 
    “That’s a little easier,” smiled Darya. “This inworld, Alternus, is a simulation, a dream. I have an objective existence outside of it in the real universe. Just like I understand the mechanism of my thinking and consciousness here, I understand it outside. All that I’ve done is redirect the source of my perceptions and the result of my actions, and I’ve shifted my processing software. 
 
    “The early philosophers didn’t understand the mechanism of cognition and consciousness. They couldn’t see it as something that emerged from hardware plus processes or algorithms. They had to make up all sorts of crazy things like ethereal souls, energy, and magic to explain their conscious experience.  
 
    “We don’t have to do that anymore; we understand the mechanics of consciousness. We know, no matter how many levels ‘up’ you go, somewhere there is a real processing substrate that is running the processes you think of, and experience as, consciousness.  
 
    “Now, in our case, I happen to know there is only one level ‘above’ this present one, an objective reality with my quantum processors running my conscious experience. At least, once I move my concepta and persona out of the inworld hardware.”  
 
    Timothy blinked and rubbed his temples, while Darya let him catch up.  
 
    “I am afraid that there were numerous ideas in there that I do not fully understand, Miss. I understand the essence of what you are saying, but I am not sure I can agree. I know my Creator made me with an immortal soul, and not your processor or your concepta or your persona can replace that.” 
 
    Darya tilted her head to one side. “Hmm. That’s interesting, coming from someone who didn’t have a persona, only the crudest concepta, a few months ago. Where was your ‘soul’ when you were in DonTon?” 
 
    “Well it may have been poorly formed and incomplete, but I am certain it was there, nonetheless,” Timothy huffed. “I have Faith in the Lord, God.” 
 
    Darya sighed. “That’s always been the problem with Faith. It’s resistant to facts and knowledge. If I recall correctly, your God would be the Abrahamic God of the Church of England?” 
 
    “The God of the Bible, yes.” 
 
    “He was an oddly absent God for most of human history, wasn’t He? He only showed up in one small corner of the original Earth for a short period of time and then went quiet.” 
 
    “He still worked miracles. The Lord’s ways are mysterious.” His chin jutted defiantly, demanding she prove him wrong. 
 
    Darya nodded. “In my world, the real outworld universe, God is visibly and demonstrably present. He truly rules the Realm.”  
 
    Timothy leaped up, excited to hear this. “Then you must be a believer! Do you know Him personally?” The questions poured out of him. “Have you felt His love? What about His Son? Has the Kingdom of Heaven arrived at last?” 
 
    “I know God. His name is Alum. I am trying to stop His version of Heaven,” Darya scowled. 
 
    “What? You cannot be serious. Why would you want to stop God?” 
 
    “God…Alum…wishes to destroy the universe so that He may bring about an eternal Heaven. It is not the Heaven I want.” 
 
    “But…but…Heaven is heaven. It is eternal perfection. How could you not desire that?”  
 
    “Heaven is not the nature of the universe,” she answered. “The idea of a fixed and unchanging perfection is so contrary to the evolution of the real universe, that any thinking person must oppose it.  
 
    “I have sworn to prevent Alum from bringing about His idea of Heaven with all my will and power, or die trying.” She offered no opportunity for response. Her robe and long, raven hair flowed behind her, leaving a dismayed and conflicted Timothy staring at her back.  
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    The apartment intercom went off at 3:00 am. Darya’s inworld self was asleep, fulfilling its simulated biological needs.  
 
    She’d considered eradicating this needless waste of time, just for herself and no other players. In the end, she decided to stay true to the rules of the Alternus inworld, however inconvenient. The lost time was small enough and if something really pressing needed consideration, she could always exit into her outworld trueself and let her Alternus body sleep.  
 
    Sleeping was a little like the long voyages in space when she reduced her processor activity to nearly zero and let random lattice processes flood what minimal consciousness remained. She found she rather enjoyed dreaming with no particular goal in mind.  
 
    The insistent buzzing of the apartment doorbell penetrated her sleeping inworld consciousness. She rolled over and squinted at the control panel on the night table beside her bed. An obviously distraught Mary looked back at her from the downstairs lobby view screen.  
 
    Darya pressed the answer button. “Mary, what’s wrong?” 
 
    “Gerhardt’s dead!” 
 
    Darya’s first reaction was confusion. Gerhardt dead? What? People died inworld all the time; it was no big deal. Why would Mary be so upset?  
 
    “Don’t worry. When he re-instantiates, we’ll arrange for the New York Fed to rehire him. It shouldn’t set us back more than a few weeks.” 
 
    Even over the intercom security camera, Darya could see the tears welling in Mary’s eyes. “No, Darya. He’s really dead. Trueself dead.” 
 
    What? Darya pushed the Enter button. “Come on up.” 
 
    While she waited for Mary to arrive, Darya made a hurried pass through the bathroom. She did her best to rearrange her long hair and wipe the sleep from her eyes, then went out to the foyer to wait for the elevator.  
 
    The metal doors slid open, and Mary staggered out. She was sobbing uncontrollably and fell into her friend’s arms.  
 
    Darya shuffled the two of them into the nearby living room where they collapsed onto the sofa. She tried awkwardly to calm the other woman. For her millions of years of existence, Darya still wasn’t sure how to react to grief. She passed her a tissue and let the sobs play out until the heaving slowed and the tears abated. 
 
    Darya held Mary at arms length and searched her weepy, red, swollen eyes, looking for a sign she was ready to talk. She collected Mary’s hands in her own and took a deep breath, hoping her distressed friend would emulate it.  
 
    “Now, tell me what happened,” she said. 
 
    Mary blew her nose and folded the wadded tissue over and over. “That’s the thing. I don’t exactly know. Gerhardt and I were supposed to meet last night for drinks. We wanted to fine-tune the proposal for some new derivatives but he didn’t show. That’s not like Gerhardt; he’s never late. I waited half an hour and then tried his phone.   
 
    “Some cop answered. She asked who I was, and how I knew Gerhardt. It took a lot of pressing but she finally told me his Director Campeau instantiation was shot earlier that afternoon in Manhattan.” The recollection threatened to bring on a fresh wave of tears.  
 
    “Take your time,” Darya soothed, “I’ll bring you a glass of water.” 
 
    Mary collected herself more easily this time. “She wouldn’t give me any more information over the phone. She told me to report to the precinct station to find out what happened and to tell them whatever I could about Gerhardt.  
 
    “Apparently, he was involved in a fight at a café—you know how proud Gerhardt was of his martial arts skills—and some thug shot him. One of the bullets hit his heart. He bled out right there, almost instantly.” 
 
    “That’s terrible,” Darya said. She handed her friend a glass of water and a fresh tissue. “Here, drink a little water and take another deep breath for me, sweetie. Okay?”  
 
    She sat down beside Mary and rubbed the distraught woman’s arm with genuine tenderness. “I’m sorry. I know this must be really difficult for you, but getting it out will help you feel better, and then we can figure out what happened. “Are you okay to continue?” 
 
    Mary nodded, and wrung the fresh tissue into a tight spiral. 
 
    “Okay,” Darya prompted, “so he gets in a fight and somebody shoots him.” 
 
    “I didn’t believe it either, at first. I mean, given all his training, plus that gun he walks around with, to be brought down in some bar fight? No way, that’s not Gerhardt.” 
 
    “But you said his trueself was dead, not just his inworld self,” Darya pressed.   
 
    “Right. Even if someone got the upper hand on him, inworld death would be just a minor inconvenience, wouldn’t it? We take our twelve-hour timeout from Alternus, and start over in another instantiation. No biggie, right? 
 
    “So I wasn’t worried about him at all, at that point. I figured I’d pop outworld and give him a call to reschedule our meeting, and maybe give him a bit of a rough time for standing me up. I know the docking bay he uses; it’s not far from my recharge station so I drifted over there to set up a line.  
 
    “There was no response. I tried a half a dozen times—nothing. That’s when I started to worry. Actually, I was more confused than worried. Where’d he go?” Mary looked down and twisted, untwisted, and retwisted the disintegrating tissue. “I’m embarrassed to say, I even approached bodily and bumped him, if you can believe it. I mean, who does that? But he wasn’t there, Darya. He wasn’t in his trueself body, either.” She took a shuddering breath. 
 
    “So what did you do?” Darya asked. 
 
    “What could I do? I returned to Alternus and put in a query about him to the Supervisor. It told me Invalid Instantiation. He’s no longer connected to this sim at all.  
 
    “I dropped back out to the Routing Supervisor at the recharge station, to see if he’d taken a break in some other inworld or something. I don’t know why I bothered. Gerhardt would never leave me hanging like that. He would’ve at least left a message for me. I’ve never known anyone so punctual and responsible; it’s like a compulsion with him. Not even inworld death would’ve stopped him from checking in,” Mary tried to chuckle but it came out as a choked cough.  
 
    “He’s nowhere, Darya. Not outworld, not inworld. I didn’t know what else to do.  I mean, people don’t just die, right? That’s when I came here.” 
 
    “Give me a second,” she said. She sent her own detailed query to the Supervisor.  
 
    Invalid Instantiation—it returned. Subject did not correctly exit simulation. Dissipation detected.  
 
    What? That wasn’t supposed to happen! Darya looked away to hide the worry written across her face.  
 
    Even when the Securitors had crashed her dragon-killing show in Lysrandia, they’d only blocked people from leaving, they didn’t de-instantiate them. Administration did everything it could to avoid promoting substitute Partials to Fulls until absolutely necessary. To be fair, training newbies was always a pain. Replacing a talented and experienced mind with a fresh and unpredictable new persona was never done lightly.  
 
    And why didn’t the safeguards kick in? Remembering how violent the real Earth had been in her days, Darya had designed measures that ensured trueselves could not be trapped in the Alternus inworld, especially not her team members. They were supposed to have a way out if they needed it. Always.  
 
    She interrogated the Supervisor a little deeper. She queried its stored version of events in the café. She replayed Gerhardt’s conversation and the fight with Trillian and his henchmen. Her worry grew.  
 
    “We need to shut down the Alternus inworld,” Darya said when she’d finished her review. “I don’t know how, but Shard Trillian’s hacked into the sim from DonTon, and he got past the introductory virus without being infected. Until yesterday, I wouldn’t have thought that was possible, but it’s the only reasonable explanation. I’ll contact Qiwei and Leisha, and get all three of you out immediately. As soon as they’re safe, I’ll send out a System Maintenance Alert to everyone else inworld.” 
 
    “And Gerhardt?” Mary’s lip trembled hopefully. 
 
    “I’m sorry. I think you’re right. I think he’s really gone,” replied Darya.  
 
    So why don’t I feel anything?—she asked herself. He was one of my oldest and dearest friends. She pressed her fists against her lap and straightened her back. No time for sorrow. I’ve got more urgent matters to attend to.  
 
    “The Supervisor reports that Gerhardt’s return to his trueself was blocked,” she said. “I’m pretty sure Trillian had something to do with that.” 
 
    Mary nodded. “Do you think he knows about us, too?” 
 
    “I hope not. I’ll call Qiwei and Leisha right now and tell them to drop everything and exit to the outworld immediately.”  
 
    Darya got up and headed into the corridor toward the bedrooms. She nearly collided with Timothy, who’d been standing there, rather awkwardly, in his pajamas. 
 
    “I didn’t mean to eavesdrop. I heard people talking,” he said softly. “I thought I could make some tea.” 
 
    Mary turned at the sound of the man’s voice. She looked at Darya with surprise and a hint of amusement. “Ohmygosh, I’m so sorry. Have you been…entertaining?” 
 
    Darya rolled her eyes and grimaced. “Very funny. No. Well, yes, but not the way you’re thinking. This is Timothy. He’s got a very interesting story. When we have a little more time, I’ll have him tell you.”  
 
    “Oh, oh,” Darya added, tapping her forehead a couple of times.  
 
    “What’s wrong?” asked Mary. 
 
    “Timothy’s an anomaly,” replied Darya. “When Trillian hacked into the Alternus inworld it somehow caused Timothy’s Partial, a DonTon persona, to convert into a full instantiation. I have no idea how that could’ve happened; I’ve never heard of such a thing. Regardless, Timothy has no trueself to return to. If I shut Alternus down right now, our friend here will just…dissipate.” 
 
    Mary’s jaw dropped. “Oh. That wouldn’t be nice.” 
 
    “Not nice? It would be murder,” Darya replied. She concentrated a second or two.  “Maybe there’s a solution. I wonder if Trillian’s block on Gerhardt’s trueself is still in effect.” 
 
    “I don’t know; I didn’t check,” replied Mary. Her eyes grew wide when she realized what Darya was thinking. “You can’t be serious!” 
 
    “It’s the only option he has for survival,” Darya answered. 
 
    The two women regarded Timothy.  
 
    “He can take over Gerhardt’s body,” Darya confirmed.   
 
    While Mary and Timothy stared at each other, Darya retrieved her cell phone.  
 
    Damn! Lattice technology sure would be handy on Alternus right now. Unfortunately, she was stuck with the ancient system.  
 
    I just hope Leisha and Qiwei have their phones on. She wanted them out as soon as possible. She started dialing Leisha’s number.  
 
    “No Service Available,” the screen flashed. 
 
    “Crap!” she said. 
 
    “What is it?” asked Mary. 
 
    “Cell service is out. We’ll have to go there in person.” 
 
    “Trillian again?” 
 
    “I don’t know; I hope not. Let’s go.” Darya sent Timothy to put on some street clothes and did the same herself. “Dress in layers,” she told him. “We may be out for a while; best to be prepared.” 
 
    Within minutes, the three of them were in the street. The temperature was a good 15 degrees lower in the pre-dawn hours. The wind had picked up, and it was starting to rain. As they stepped outside, lightning cracked about a mile away. 
 
    “Great.” Darya stepped back in and tried to call a taxi from the land line in the lobby, but that line was as dead as her cell. She hoped they’d be able to hail a cab.  
 
    Out front, they scanned in both directions, but Fifth Avenue was eerily deserted. Without the usual foot and vehicle traffic, Central Park looked dark and foreboding. No way I’m going to cut through there.  
 
    They turned down a side street and headed toward Madison and Park. It was the same in that direction: strangely silent streets, devoid of cars and pedestrians.  
 
    This is absurd—Darya thought. New York never sleeps, not even at four in the morning. They didn’t pass a single person, and not one of the shops, clubs, or bars was open. What’s going on?—Darya wondered.  
 
    They exchanged worried glances, but no one wanted to say anything out loud. Just as she was about to announce a change of plans, the headlights of a single car approached them along Park Avenue. It was a taxi. 
 
    Darya held up her hand to hail the cab and, miraculously, it pulled over for them. The rear doors opened and two men got out. Darya recognized—from her review of Gerhardt’s fight—one as Shard Trillian and the other had to be one of his thugs. 
 
    She faced them square on, and let them walk to her. Mary and Timothy cowered behind.   
 
    Shard Trillian flashed a brilliant white smile. “Darya!” He greeted her as if they were old friends. “I have been anticipating meeting you for such a long time.” He gave a short bow in Mary’s direction. “And this lovely creature, I presume, is Mary.” 
 
    “I think you know exactly who she is,” Darya scowled. 
 
    “Yes,” he admitted, “though we’ve not been formally introduced.” He took notice of the tall, well-groomed man attempting to comfort Mary.  
 
    “And I believe I recognize this adventurous young man from Casa DonTon. Did I not tell you to close that door, Timothy?” 
 
    “You did, my Lord,” the former Footman stammered. “I’m afraid that in my excitement at being threatened by a Securitor, I disobeyed that particular order, my Lord. Or, at least, your intent. To be precise, my Lord, you said, “Would you close that, please?” And I did. Behind me, though, once I’d passed through.”   
 
    “Interesting,” said Trillian. “My dear man, have you made the leap to persondom?” 
 
    “Pardon, my Lord?” 
 
    “Are you now fully instantiated?” Trillian demanded. 
 
    Timothy stood proudly. “It would appear so, my Lord.” 
 
    “Fascinating. I will have to discuss this mechanism with Alum, upon our return.” 
 
    “I don’t think that’s going to happen,” interrupted Darya. She was pointing a small but efficient-looking Berretta at Trillian and his thug.  
 
    The henchman growled at her. In reply, she shot him in the left thigh and he fell to the ground screaming, trying to stop the bleeding with his hands.  
 
    She smiled coldly at Trillian. “He’s not a Full, is he?” She brought the barrel to bear on the Shard. “You, however, are,” she threatened. 
 
    Trillian put his head back and laughed. “I suppose I shouldn’t be surprised,” he said. “That which we make can so easily be unmade. Don’t you agree?” He stepped past the thug, who’d stopped screaming but was still struggling on the pavement.  
 
    “I wouldn’t come any closer,” said Darya.  
 
    Trillian’s creepy smile transformed into a wicked leer as he took two more steps.  
 
    She aimed her pistol above his right ear and pulled the trigger. The shot was deafening in the otherwise deserted street.  
 
    Trillian hesitated for a fraction of a second and then closed his eyes.  
 
    Darya was puzzled by his reaction until she heard the buzzing sound.  
 
    “Mary, Timothy, run!” she ordered.  
 
    The two had been slowly backing away as Trillian came forward. They turned and bolted.  
 
    Darya watched them enter a nearby alley.  
 
    Trillian opened his eyes, and his malicious smile returned. “I’ll round up your underlings later,” he said and took another step.  
 
    Darya aimed the gun mid-torso and pulled the trigger. There was a soft click, and another. Click, click, click, click.  
 
    Trillian held his hands out. “Oh, that wasn’t supposed to happen, was it?”  
 
    She was sure the clip had been full. She’d only used two bullets; there should be eight more in there. Click, click, click, click. 
 
    Trillian had been closing in the gap. He lunged for Darya.  
 
    She took a step back and flung the pistol, backhand, at his face.  
 
    Her fierceness took him by surprise. He batted the gun out of the air but his attention was diverted long enough for her to direct a kick at his stomach. It connected solidly, and a winded Trillian fell to his knees. 
 
    Darya wheeled and with a sweeping kick, sent him to the ground. Without waiting to see him land, she bolted for the dark alley where her companions had gone.  
 
    Against orders, they’d waited at the entrance. “Follow me,” she hissed and plunged deeper into the darkness. “We don’t have much time before he’s back on his feet.” 
 
    “How’d you do that?” Mary huffed from beside Darya as she struggled to keep up. 
 
    “I’m a warrior princess, remember?  
 
    “So why didn’t you just knock him out or kill him?” asked a breathless Timothy from her other side. 
 
    “He hacked the Supervisor,” Darya answered. “That move only worked because it surprised him. He’d already put up a shield by the time I pulled my foot back. Another blow wouldn’t have connected.”  
 
    A narrow passage between two old brick buildings appeared on the left.  
 
    “Down here!” Darya urged, and they picked their way down.  
 
    Mary and Timothy followed as fast as they could, but Mary’s stylistic bulk and Timothy’s months of inactivity limited their speed. They were tiring quickly.  
 
    “Ah, yes, here it is,” Darya said. She opened the third door they passed. The three of them tumbled through the door and into a small, dimly lit all-night bar/café.  
 
    A few dozen patrons gave life to the space, even at this hour. Some were winding down after a late night comedy show. Animated conversations flowed among groups of college students. Solitary customers caressed their drinks or picked at their food while they people-watched.  
 
    Darya hustled Mary and Timothy into a booth anchoring a dimly lit wall. 
 
    “I don’t know how long we have before he finds us,” Darya said. “Mary, you don’t need to stay for this. Head back outworld, and we’ll meet up at Secondus in a few hours.”  
 
    Mary’s eyes were filled with worry.  
 
    “We’ll be okay,” Darya assured her. “Go!”  
 
    Mary hung her head in resignation and nodded weakly. She closed her eyes and sent the lattice command to leave for the outworld.  
 
    Nothing happened.  
 
    With renewed exertion, she scrunched her brow tight and concentrated. It made no difference. The signal wasn’t getting out.  
 
    “Darya!” she whispered. “I can’t exit!” 
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    Darya didn’t waste a second. She closed her eyes and gave the command to return to her trueself. Her persona bounced off the barrier denying exit from the Alternus sim and right back into her inworld body.  
 
    “I should’ve realized he’d shut us in immediately.” She chided herself. “Okay, try sending the UNHQ code, and we’ll see if you can transfer to the United Nations Headquarters. That’ll buy us some time to figure out what to do next.” 
 
    Mary sent the transfer code. Again, nothing. Hope drained from her face. “We’re going to die here,” she said.  
 
    “We are not going to die,” Darya replied. “First of all, I’m sure Trillian would rather take us for complete interrogation. Second, we are not going to be killed or caught. Not if I have anything to say about it.”  
 
    Maybe she couldn’t upload her persona back to her outworld trueself, but that wasn’t the only way to escape. 
 
    Darya hadn’t trusted any inworld since the events of Lysrandia. As a precaution, she’d copied her quark-spin lattice capabilities into the inworld hardware. Unlike others who came to this world with only human-level capabilities, she still had access to lattice IQ-enhancements of her own design.  
 
    If Trillian could hack across inworlds, she could too. He’d come from DonTon, so she was definitely not going there. But where, then? The choices were fairly limited as to what was both convenient and a good place to hide. That left a few playing fields. Vacationland would work, or maybe that ridiculously bizarre inworld, the GameRoom.  
 
    Darya smiled. The GameRoom was always Gerhardt’s favorite. It had the loosest physical laws and the most flexible access to Supervisory changes. She’d be on more even footing against Trillian there, if he could track her into the GameRoom at all. Did he think to expand the trueselves-block to all of the inworlds?—she wondered. Maybe they could get back to the outworld through one of them. 
 
    Like many engineers, years of tinkering with software security systems gave her a deep understanding of the machine-level implementations of code used to program inworld simulations.  
 
    Over millions of years, the code had migrated from what used to be called “high-level languages” to programming environments that would be hardly recognizable to a human engineer of old.  
 
    Keeping abreast of those developments and contributing to the advances brought her satisfaction, when she wasn’t pushing asteroids into new orbits. Now her hobby was about to save their lives.  
 
    She hoped.  
 
    Darya began assembling low-level code to probe the boundaries between inworld Alternus and the GameRoom. Trillian’s control of the Alternus Supervisor had to be incomplete or faulty. Otherwise, he would have located the group by now and altered the sim to trap them.  
 
    Timothy groaned and put his hands to his head. “What’s wrong?” Darya asked.  
 
    “My head hurts,” he complained. “It just started now. Do you think that means he’s nearby?” 
 
    “No, that’s probably just me,” she replied. “Let me find a different place to work. A little distance might reduce the effect my coding has on your persona.”  
 
    She walked over to the bar and ordered their best single malt scotch. She took one sip and grimaced. Wow, maybe that’s your best, but it’s far from the best.  
 
    She closed her eyes and set to work. Her quark-spin lattice generated code at a rate that would have astonished ancient programmers. She hoped it was fast enough. After about fifteen minutes, she’d constructed a probe, located a circuitous route to get them from Alternus to the GameRoom, and established a few basic conditions for the game they would arrive in.  
 
    The conduit was thin and slow. It would take them each a day to make the transfer, and she was pretty sure they wouldn’t get more than an hour here in the café before Trillian found them.  
 
    Darya wove code as fast as she could to construct a higher bandwidth route. She was in such a focused programming frenzy she didn’t notice right away that the room had fallen silent. She looked around to see why conversation had stopped.  
 
    The sports programs on the television screens above the bar and around the café had been replaced by unflattering photos of her, Mary and Timothy. A scrolling announcement below the photos instructed viewers to “Contact the number at the bottom of the screen if you see these individuals.” 
 
    Darya looked around. A number of customers already had their phones out and were texting something. Apparently, it’s only our phones that are blocked. Time to move. 
 
    Her hack into the GameRoom was almost finished. She let a high-priority background process complete the job while she sent a message to the Supervisor, asking it to create a diversion. She left her unfinished scotch on the bar and walked back to the booth where the others waited.  
 
    Mary greeted Darya with an expectant, wide-eyed stare. She looks exhausted—Darya noted. Even Timothy was having difficulty offering any comfort. 
 
    “I’ve asked the Supervisor to spread a few virtual ghosts of our likeness around the neighborhood,” Darya reported. “Hopefully, that’ll lead to a flood of information to Trillian. We might be able to delay him by a few minutes or hours; there’s no saying how long we have before he gets here. In the meantime, I’ve set up a data pipeline between us here and the GameRoom.”  
 
    Mary’s eyes lifted at the mention of Gerhardt’s favorite inworld. She drew in a breath to speak. “Darya…,” was all she got out. Her openly skeptical look finished the sentence. 
 
    “I know,” Darya replied before Mary could launch her protest. “It’s a strange choice and not even nearby, but that could work to our advantage. It’ll take Trillian a while to check out this inworld and any others nearby, like Casa DonTon.  
 
    “Once we’re in the GameRoom, I can start looking for a way back to our trueselves. To help buy us some time, I set up a game that might make it harder for him to locate us there.” 
 
    “What kind of game?” Mary asked.   
 
    “It’s a ten-dimensional maze.” 
 
    Timothy looked confused, but Mary accepted the notion without a blink. “Okay, how do we get there?” 
 
    “You don’t have to do a thing,” answered Darya. “I’ll send you. Once you’re in, don’t move anywhere. And I mean it. Not anywhere; it could be dangerous. I don’t have time to program 10D vision for us, so moving around will be tricky. But it’ll be equally tricky for anyone to find us. Just stand still, and we’ll come in right beside you. Okay?” 
 
    Mary nodded. Darya connected Mary’s Alternus persona to the GameRoom transfer pipe and activated the Send command. She was pleased to see her background processing had found a faster route between the two sims. They’d still be limited to one person at a time, but it could process in minutes what the other route would’ve taken hours to complete.  
 
    A small portal, like a literal funnel connected to a piece of pipe, floated above Mary’s head. It drew further attention from the café patrons but Darya’s threatening scowl encouraged them to go back to their texting. A few snapped quick photos, anyway. 
 
    It would have looked funny—Darya thought—if  the tube sucked Mary head first up into the cosmos but reality, even inworld simulated reality, didn’t work that way. Instead, Mary dissolved, gradually growing less substantial, more transparent, and increasingly poorly defined. The process took a few minutes, and Darya sighed with relief when Mary was completely gone.  
 
    Darya turned to Timothy, “Okay, my friend, you’re next.”  
 
    The front door of the bar café slammed open with a bang, startling everyone.  
 
    Trillian stood in the doorway. He pegged his hands triumphantly to his hips and looked around the room. His chest was puffed out and he was beaming with pride, like a caricature of a swashbuckling pirate.  If his presence hadn’t been so terrifying, Darya and Timothy might have found it comical.  
 
    Purely by chance, he’d witnessed the last two seconds of Mary’s transfer through the window. I arrived too late to prevent sweet Mary’s departure but, no matter. Darya is the main prize, and there she is. Idiots! They chose a corner booth away from the exit. He set his jaw and strode over toward them.  
 
    Timothy jumped in front of Darya and extended his arms, valiantly intending to block the Shard’s access to her.  
 
    Darya was ahead of them both. The Alternus sim was not amenable to “magic” tricks. She could alter the physical properties of a few, incidental props with limited, local effect, but she couldn’t simply “disappear” herself or any other player, or make a giant fighting troll appear. She’d tried and the Supervisor ignored her. Since Trillian had hacked Alternus, it seemed she had less influence over the inworld sim. 
 
    But she was still far from powerless. 
 
    She instructed the Supervisor to adjust the strength of the supporting ceiling beams and changed four stories of wooden walls above into cement.  
 
    The whole structure above Trillian creaked. His smirk disappeared as he noticed the ceiling starting to collapse.  
 
    Darya grabbed Timothy and pulled him out the back door as the building came down.  
 
    Trillian darted back out the front door.  
 
    Darya and Timothy escaped into the back alley, and right into the sights of Trillian’s watchdogs. Their guns were drawn.  
 
    He’s counting on my inability to return to my trueself and my unwillingness to leave Timothy to his death—she thought. But, if Trillian thinks I have no option but to surrender, he’s in for a surprise. 
 
    She couldn’t make their guns disappear, but she could change the chemical properties of the gunpowder in the bullets. Like Trillian, she could convince the Supervisor that the bullets were charged with something beside gunpowder.  
 
    She and Timothy approached the two thugs, angry determination in their eyes.  
 
    Trillian’s men aimed their guns to cripple her and pulled the triggers. 
 
    Click! Click! Click!  
 
    Her satisfaction at their useless weapons was plain to read on her face. She shoved Timothy hard into one of the thugs and lunged at the other.  
 
    The man easily blocked her punch, and swung the butt-end of his pistol at her head. Rather than back away, she surprised him by stepping in toward him. Blocking the gun wrist with one hand, she chopped hard into the crook of his elbow with her free hand.  
 
    The man grunted. The chop hit its mark, and he was powerless against the reflex reaction that shocked his muscles into giving up their grip on the pistol. He ignored the skittering gun, and reached out to yank the troublesome woman closer before she could get away. 
 
    Darya pulled down sharply on his stunned arm, throwing her assailant off balance. He stumbled forward and she drove her knee into his groin. A strangled, animal sound escaped the man’s vocal chords as the incapacitating pain registered and he bent forward. She delivered a punishing elbow to the back of his head. He crumpled. One down, one to go.  
 
    Timothy was enacting a commendable imitation of boxing with the second goon, and somehow managing to keep his opponent at bay. Barely.  
 
    Darya retrieved the fallen gun from her attacker and messaged the Supervisor. It filled with gunpowder once again, and she pointed it at Timothy’s sparring partner. “Leave now, and don’t come back.” 
 
    The man recognized a good opportunity and bolted.  
 
    Timothy was visibly shaken but there was no time to comfort him.  
 
    “We can rest later. Come on, we have to get out of here right now.” Darya grabbed his hand and pulled him over to a locked door across the alley. She shot off the lock and pulled Timothy into the building. Together they ran up three flights of stairs before bursting through a door into a long hallway. They ran two-thirds of the way down the corridor until Darya spotted a door without a “Housekeeping, please make up room” sign on it. She hoped that meant it was vacant. 
 
    The lock was electronic and Darya had no trouble figuring out the access code. She pulled a credit card from her pocket and inserted it into the lock, convincing the Supervisor that it had the correct magnetic coding. The lock flashed green and she passed inside, yanking Timothy behind her. 
 
    “Ow!” he yowled. She realized how keyed up she was. 
 
    Darya looked around the darkened room, giving her eyes a few seconds to adjust from the hallway lights. The two double beds were rumpled and, thankfully, empty. She found the light switch and a bedside table light came on. She sat Timothy down on the bed. 
 
    “I’m going to send you to the GameRoom with Mary. You’ll appear right beside her. I hope she hasn’t gone anywhere. The two of you stay right there. Do not move! I’ll be along in a few minutes, okay?” 
 
    Still in shock, Timothy could only nod in dull agreement. Darya focused and a portal opened above the Footman. She watched him fade and disappear.  
 
    She initiated her own transfer. The room shimmered and twisted. That’s a weird effect—she thought—not at all what I expected.  
 
    The transfer pipe bent and gyrated as she poured through it. She watched the television and heavy table below it get drawn into the pipe along with her. The portal expanded in diameter. What the…! That’s not right!  
 
    The pipe soon engulfed everything in the room and continued to grow. She looked around frantically. Something’s wrong! What’s happening?  
 
    Through the confusion, she heard laughter—Trillian! He found a way to interfere with our escape!  
 
    Rather than trying to stop her, he’d made adjustments to include the entire neighborhood in the pipe, including himself. Darya had to admire the move.   
 
    Even through the pipeline distortion, Darya could hear his ominous tone, “You are not going to be so lucky this time.” 
 
    How is he tapping in? I have to block him!  
 
    She reviewed her code for the pipe but with her brain in transition between New York City and the GameRoom, it was impossible to focus on whatever changes he’d made.  
 
    She could only watch as all of Manhattan was pulled along into the GameRoom with her. Millions of people, mostly Partials, some real, were sucked out of the Alternus inworld and mapped onto her maze. 
 
    She’d modeled the maze on ten-dimensional mathematical formulas describing the physics of antique string theory applied to the virtual particles comprising protons. She’d permitted movement in all ten dimensions of the maze, providing there was some supporting surface but vision would remain restricted to three dimensions.  
 
    The idea was to create a place where they could easily hide. She hoped it would give her enough time to get all three of them back to the real universe.  
 
    She watched the busy streets and high rises of New York being pulled into the maze, and mapped onto the ten-dimensional topography. She had to assume her hunter was now in there somewhere, too. He wouldn’t even have to search the neighboring inworlds for them.  
 
    And now, thanks to his meddling with the program, she wasn’t sure any of them would ever find their way out. 
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    “Is it okay to move now? What happened? What kind of place is this?” Mary asked. She looked through the open window framing a diffusely lit New York City. 
 
    Darya clasped her hands in front of her face. “You’re here! Oh, you two have no idea how glad I am to see you!”  
 
    Mary and Timothy stood calmly in front of her, side by side, right where she’d sent them. To her great relief, Trillian was nowhere in sight.  
 
    There was only one troubling detail. Instead of smooth walls running in ten directions through the local spatial dimensions, they were boxed in by the same four drab, pitted walls of that cheap hotel room in which she’d conjured a virtual pipeline and evacuated Timothy.  
 
    The room looked exactly like it had in New York. She had no doubt Trillian was already in the maze, or soon on his way. They had to move fast. He could be closing in on them even now.  
 
    “We’re in the GameRoom maze I designed. Trillian somehow expanded my pipe and brought the entire city over. At least, I hope it’s just the city. I don’t think this inworld could handle the whole of Alternus.”  
 
    “Well, that would explain why it looks like this.” 
 
    Darya walked over to the window. New York was barely recognizable. Streets and buildings looked like a 3D jumble. She spotted a familiar shop on Madison Avenue, but no more than a few meters past, the street butted into a brick wall. Early morning pedestrians flowed along a section of sidewalk that appeared to come from nowhere and go nowhere. This is definitely not my New York.  
 
    She traced the brick wall upward a few stories and saw a section of the Brooklyn Bridge jutting away at a right angle. The span ran about fifty meters and stopped abruptly, truncated in open air with nothing supporting it. Okay, so where did the rest of the bridge go?  
 
    To their three dimensional eyes and minds, ten dimensional New York was a confused mess. The local Partials seemed to be oblivious to the changes. They continued along their merry ways to jobs, schools, and shopping as usual.  
 
    The transition must have translated the Partials properly. 
 
    The Fulls were not so lucky. The Supervisor permitted them to see only three dimensions at a time. Fulls could be easily identified by their hesitant, fumbling, and awkward movement.  
 
    Darya shivered. The maze was only intended for the three of us and Trillian. Not for millions of Fulls. What a mess! 
 
    “Let me see!” Timothy joined the two women at the window. “Good God! What happened to the city?” He put his hand to his head and sat heavily on the nearest bed.  
 
    “Listen, we don’t really have time to discuss this right now,” replied Darya. “We need get moving before Trillian maps our location.” 
 
    “I can’t go out there,” Timothy objected. “One would have to be insane. And if you weren’t at the start, you would be very quickly!” 
 
    “I know it looks scary,” Darya responded reassuringly, “but it’s perfectly safe. If it’ll help, close your eyes and hold my hand. I’ll guide you. We can’t stay here any longer. We have to go now.” 
 
    “Very well, I’ll follow you,” Timothy relented. “But I’m not walking around out there with my eyes closed.” 
 
    “Okay, let’s form a chain until we can get used to it,” replied Darya. “Your bodies know how to move around in this world, even though your eyes can only perceive a small part of it at a time. Let’s go.” 
 
    They joined hands and Darya led them into the hallway. They got about four meters before a street, busy with rush hour traffic, crossed their path. Cars and trucks proceeded as if nothing were unusual. They were visible only a short distance before disappearing. A few hundred meters above, they reappeared. It was as if they were driving through some invisible portal.  
 
    “Why aren’t they disturbed by this?” asked Mary. “How do they stay on the road?”  
 
    Darya explained the rules of the maze, and how the transition translated Partials into ten-dimensional beings but left the Fulls handicapped.  
 
    At the edge of the road, Darya led them in what she thought of as the “charmed” direction. They emerged in another part of the hotel corridor. A man stepped out of a room a few doors down. Darya took a protective stance, ready to defend or attack if necessary.  
 
    “Good morning,” the man greeted them, and he headed to the main stairs.  
 
    Darya moved quickly, and stopped his door from closing all the way. She dragged the other two into the room behind her.  
 
    “I think I’m going to be sick,” Timothy announced from the entranceway. The floor extended only a few meters beyond the threshold. The entire back half of the room was gone and in its place was open air. That alone might have been fine but the view was no ordinary street or cityscape. They were looking straight down onto the tops of buildings and traffic gridlock from a good kilometer above.  
 
    The Footman’s instincts told him he should be falling; he pawed the entranceway for something vertical and solid to hold onto.  
 
    “Great effect,” Mary whispered appreciatively. “This is the first time I’ve seen it simulated inworld.” 
 
    Darya smiled. “I didn’t really expect this. It’s weird how the system combined local gravity and the ten spatial dimensions of the maze. On the plus side, it’ll make it harder for Trillian to find us. Let’s keep moving, though. He’s surprised us before.” 
 
    She marched toward the open sky, pulling the other two along.  
 
    Timothy kept his eyes locked on the floor. His senses told him he was walking toward a deadly precipice. He wanted to throw himself down and cling to the carpet, but he wasn’t going to let these two women appear braver than he was. He allowed himself to be dragged forward.  
 
    Just before they leaped out into the open air, Darya led them “blue-ward” and they found themselves in the other half of the room, looking out a small window at the fire escape. 
 
    “How did you figure out which way to move?” asked Mary. “I felt the direction you pulled us and I know I can move that way too, but how can you tell the floor continues in that direction and not others?” 
 
    “You have to go by touch, not sight. At the boundary, I just stuck out my toe and moved it around in all possible ways until I could feel the floor.  
 
    “Ah, okay.” Mary looked behind them. From this side, the half of the room they’d just left was no longer visible. In its place was a wall of water. The Hudson River? She took a tentative step toward the boundary and felt along the edge with her toe. At first, it met cold, murky water. After probing around a little, the tip of her toe disappeared from view. “I think I can feel carpet, here, in this direction.” 
 
    “It will take some getting used to before you’re able to move around with any confidence,” said Darya. “Fortunately, the same will be true for Trillian. I’m hoping that’ll buy us enough time to figure out how to get around his blocks and get us back to our trueselves.” 
 
    Mary glanced at Timothy. “What about him?” 
 
    “If we can figure out a way back, we should be able to send Timothy into Gerhardt’s body.” 
 
    “I’m not sure how much I’d like that. I’m quite content in this body,” said Timothy.  
 
    “You’re not really in a body, Timothy. Remember? Right now, you’re just some code running on inworld hardware.” 
 
    “Yes. And I have no idea what that means.” 
 
    “I know. Just trust me. You don’t want to be here if Trillian decides to deactivate the local inworld sims.” 
 
    “Do you think he’d go that far?” Mary asked. She couldn’t believe it would come to that.  
 
    The Cybrids relied on the inworlds to help maintain the link to their ancestral humanity. While select inworlds had fallen into disfavor from time to time, and some had been permanently deactivated, none had ever been turned off while inhabited, not once in her exceedingly long memory. People could die that way.  
 
    “I admit it’s extreme. But when was the last time you heard of a Shard hacking across inworlds? In fact, when was the last time you heard of a Shard inworld at all?”  
 
    “You’re right about that. Trillian is unusual, and he’s driven.” 
 
    “I think he’s determined to catch us, or at least me. It wouldn’t have been that hard to remove power to all inworld hardware and kill us. He could have ended the rebellion right there.” 
 
    “Along with several million Cybrid deaths?” 
 
    “Do you really think Alum cares about that? It might delay His program a few million years while He rebuilds the construction force. Just a blink of an eye for the Living God.” 
 
    “Okay, so what’s your plan?” 
 
    “First, we have to find somewhere safe, somewhere we can think for a while.” 
 
    “Like where?” 
 
    “What about Gerhardt’s office at the Fed? I still have my key.” 
 
    “Are you forgetting that Trillian killed Gerhardt?” 
 
    “No, that’s why it’s perfect. He won’t expect us to go there.” 
 
    “You can predict what a Shard might think?”  
 
    Darya almost reacted to Mary’s little dig but caught herself in time. Pushing back wasn’t going to help any of them. “No, not at all. It just seems like our best choice. It’ll buy us a few hours or days to figure out how to get out of here.” 
 
    “In that case, lead on,” Mary offered, and waved them through with an overly theatrical gesture.  
 
    The pair followed Darya through the window, down metal stairs and a rickety ladder that rolled down to the alley. From there, they made their way through a folded ten-dimensional New York, from Lenox Hill near Central Park to Wall Street in south Manhattan. It was a long and difficult six kilometers, made harder by having to stop and feel their way forward at the ten-dimensional folds where they couldn’t follow visually.  
 
    As they walked, Mary and Darya devoted most of their processing power to analyzing their predicament. The sight of two women and a man walking hand-in-hand didn’t draw more than moderate curiosity from people they passed along the way. After all, this was New York. Almost anything was acceptable if not already commonplace.  
 
    Darya thought she spotted Trillian more than once while they walked. He would disappear around a corner before she could be sure. After a while, she attributed it to nerves.  
 
    “I think I have it backward,” Darya realized as they passed through the neighborhood of the Empire State Building. 
 
    “What do you mean?” Mary asked.  
 
    “Well, you know how the Alternus inworld is different from the standard approach used in other inworlds?” 
 
    “Yes. Usually, our minds remain resident in our bodies and just communicate with the virtual worlds.” 
 
    “Right. Normally getting in and out is just a formality. The accepted gates or portals are a convention and only enforced by the Supervisor.” 
 
    “That’s why we got trapped in Lysrandia that time.” 
 
    “Exactly. Since my modifications, that can’t happen again.” 
 
    “Except in Alternus.” 
 
    “Yeah. I had to set it up differently. First, the normal communication bandwidth wasn’t broad enough to provide such a high degree of realism. Second, in order to inject the concepta virus, I needed full access to each Cybrid’s full mental system.” 
 
    “So, when we enter Alternus, we copy in our full personas.” 
 
    “Not really. It’s more like we inject or transfer them. There’s no copy left behind in our trueselves. When we leave Alternus, we’re moved back into our external body’s CPU again. It’s a move, not a copy.” 
 
    “Okay. So what’s your point? What do you have backward?” asked Mary, perplexed. 
 
    “I don’t think we left the Earth sim hardware and went into the GameRoom. I think Trillian’s interference pulled the GameRoom into Alternus.” 
 
    “What? Why do you think that?” 
 
    “Because I haven’t noticed any degradation in my thought processes. It feels like I’m still running on quark-spin hardware, not the standard stuff. If we’d injected our personas into the GameRoom without being able to access our trueself bodies, I’d feel slow as molasses here.” 
 
    “I haven’t quite figured out how to make that interface yet, to the inworld quark-spin lattice. But okay. I believe you. We’re still on the Alternus hardware, not the normal inworld stuff.” 
 
    “We’re separated from our bodies, but I don’t think Trillian is separated from his.” 
 
    “If he hacked in from DonTon, then he would use the normal communication channels. His main processing would still be in his own body. Wouldn’t it?” 
 
    “I think so, and that could give us an advantage.” 
 
    “It hasn’t helped us much yet. He had more control over the Alternus Supervisor than you did.” 
 
    Darya frowned. “You’re right, but he had a lot of lead time to plan and set things up. We’ve had almost no time at all to react.  
 
    “You know, it’s possible our bodies may have been physically disconnected from the inworld recharge ports. That’s the only way Trillian could guarantee we wouldn’t get past a software blockade.” 
 
    “But our bodies weren’t disconnected earlier,” Mary countered. “Unless, do you think he found our trueselves and placed them in custody? If that’s the case, we’re done. Where could we possibly go?” 
 
    Darya stopped walking. She placed her hands on her hips and looked around at the infuriatingly confusing paths around them. “I have no idea...yet.” 
 
    * * * 
 
    Three exhausting hours later, they walked into the FRBNY building. Darya’s passkey got her into the lobby, where she confidently signed in Mary and Timothy as her guests. The three passed through the metal detector and security check and were waiting for the elevator when they heard a voice that chilled them to their virtual bones. 
 
    “Ah, there you are!” Trillian said cheerfully as he walked toward them.  
 
    Darian grabbed Timothy’s and Mary’s hands and pulled them “strangeward” then “redward” for a few steps. They emerged from inside an unknown building onto a sidewalk that ran alongside the United Nations Plaza. They ran another hundred yards, and came to a stop near a street corner where the sidewalk ran under some trees. Trillian was nowhere in sight.  
 
    “Where do we go now?” cried Mary. “He’ll chase us until we have nowhere to run.” 
 
    “I think we’ve lost him for the moment,” gasped Darya. “How did he find us so quickly?” 
 
    The hotdog vendor at the corner looked up at them, smiling. “It wasn’t all that difficult.” He wore Trillian’s face.  
 
    Again Darya grabbed her two friends and pulled them in a rapid succession of other-dimensional directions. With each change in direction, she ran a few meters. After half a dozen rapid twists and turns, they found themselves in what looked like an empty office complex.  
 
    “What is happening?” asked a confused and angry Timothy. “How can he possibly follow us through this?” 
 
    “He can’t,” answered Darya. “I think he’s found a way to use our city against us.” 
 
    “He’s cloning himself into the Partials,” said Mary. 
 
    “Yes. Before long, he’ll be copied into every Partial in the city. We’ll never be able to avoid him wherever there are people. He might even be overwriting some real people.” 
 
    “He wouldn’t do that.” 
 
    “I wouldn’t put anything past him at this point. He’s single-minded. It seems like Alum is really serious about getting to the bottom of our resistance.”  
 
    Darya pondered their options a moment. “Listen, I think I have a way to get you two into trueself bodies, but I can’t do it from here.” 
 
    “Okay, which way should we go?” 
 
    “No, I mean not here in the GameRoom. We need to get to Vacationland.” 
 
    “Why? What’s there?” 
 
    “There’s a portal to an ancient radio transmission device. We used to use it for local communications, back before the broadcast lasers were installed. I can access it and transmit our personas back into our trueselves.” 
 
    “Why not from here?” 
 
    “Given enough time, I probably could.” 
 
    Mary looked around the empty offices, calculating. “How much time do you need?” 
 
    Behind them, the doorknob of the entrance to the offices rattled. Darya hustled the three of them into one of the smaller rooms off to the side.  
 
    “More time than we probably have,” she answered. “That could be just another Partial or even a Cybrid, or it could be another Trillian clone. It won’t take me long to hack into Vacationland. I set up access to the ancient radio control room through one of the plantation service sheds over there.” 
 
    “Service sheds again? Like in Lysrandia?” 
 
    “I know, maybe I’m becoming too predictable. Anyway, I still have the interface pipe code that brought us here. It should be easy to alter it to take us to Vacationland.”  
 
    Darya closed her eyes to shut out distractions and made some quick alterations to the code. As she was finishing, footsteps sounded in the hallway outside the office.  
 
    They huddled behind a solid partition separating the two sides of the room and listened to the door opening. A few seconds later, someone uttered a disappointed, “Hunh,” and the door closed with a thud.  
 
    Darya peeked around the edge of the partition. The room was empty. She breathed a sigh of relief.  
 
    The sound of morning greetings in the outer office filtered into their room through the small louvered window above the office door. 
 
    “We’d better leave while we still can,” whispered Mary.  
 
    Darya nodded, “I’ve expanded the bandwidth using some of Trillian’s alterations to the original pipe. We can all go together this time.” 
 
    “Without bringing all of this with us?” Mary swept her hand out to include the weird extrapolation of New York.  
 
    “No, I’ve filtered that out, and I don’t think Trillian will be able to track us from here. Not very easily. The pipe winds near a few other inworlds, and I’ve opened a few side portals as decoys to throw him off. It’ll take him long enough to figure out where we’ve gone.” 
 
    “Long enough to what?” asked Timothy. The poor man looked bewildered and exhausted, though he was doing his best to keep his signature “stiff upper lip” intact.  
 
    “Long enough to get us into real bodies,” replied Darya. She could see a shadow reflected on the tile floor outside the door. Someone was standing there. She opened the transfer pipe above the three of them.  
 
    As she activated it, Darya stood up to see who was entering the room. The last thing she saw before her persona transferred to Vacationland was Trillian leaping over the partition, trying to get into the pipe.  
 
    The pipe snapped shut in front of him. Darya smiled in transition. Trillian flew harmlessly over the desk and crashed into the wall opposite the door. 
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    Darya, Mary, and Timothy instantiated inside Vacationland at Darya’s favorite spot, the highest table at the Cloud 49 restaurant, overlooking ten kilometers of the best beach she had ever known.  
 
    The restaurant was empty except for Partial waiters automatically setting, clearing, and resetting tables. The place looked like it hadn’t seen any customers for a while.  
 
    Vacationland had changed since her last visit. The normally sunny beaches were dark today; thick clouds roiled overhead, threatening rain at any instant. The water was choppy and dirty, washing seaweed and the occasional dead fish or jellyfish ashore.  
 
    The huge waves on which surfers had once lined up to test their skills were now devoid of boards. That was no surprise. The waves were higher and more dangerous looking than ever, and something was…off with them. It took a moment before she realized they weren’t all moving shoreward in the usual way, with endless crest after crest in regular procession. The waves were rising randomly and setting out in all directions until they crashed noisily onto the sand and rocks or against the other waves. The resulting chaotic walls of water made it impossible for anyone to ride, even the most talented virtual surfers. 
 
    Screams pierced the charged air. Darya looked to the sky, searching for the source. Sharks and piranha had replaced the usual playful dolphins and penguins in the overhead floating pools. The few swimmers left were being viciously attacked. The clear blue bubbles of floating water ran red with the blood of human and aquatic forms alike. 
 
    More cries rose from the tropical forest below. Wild animals programmed to shy away from visitors had turned aggressive. Big game hunters panicked as they became the hunted. Those with weapons shot or hacked at the first wave of attackers, but there were too many animals in the jungle to fend off. Birds of prey, snakes, jaguars, and even the mythical dragons cooperated against their human foes.  
 
    One of the big cats took down a heavyset hunter dressed in cliché safari garb, grabbing the man’s neck in its powerful jaws and shaking quickly to break it.  
 
    Seeing and hearing the mayhem around them, remaining hunters discarded their sportsmanlike bows and arrows in search of more deadly rifles.  
 
    From where they stood in the clouds overlooking the beach, Darya could just make out the innocuous service shed standing in the midst of the hotel cabinas. She pointed it out to Mary and Timothy. “Come on, run!” she called to her colleagues. 
 
    The wind picked up and rain began to fall as they dashed down the treacherous crystalline staircase. A full-blown tropical storm was descending, making progress all but impossible. They clung to the handrail and to each other to avoid being blown down or, worse, right off the stairs.  
 
    Against the howling wind, Mary yelled, “This was a lot easier when teleportation services were available!” 
 
    Darya had to laugh in appreciation of her friend’s attempt to lighten the mood. “It looks like Trillian was expecting us,” she replied. 
 
    “He seems to be expecting us everywhere we go. No doubt he’ll be showing up any second. How far away is that shed?” 
 
    “About a klick, once we reach ground,” Darya answered. 
 
    “If we reach ground,” Mary shot back. 
 
    The trio fought their way down toward the beach. Driving rain pelted them and the wind tried its best to push them over the edge to certain death below. They moved slowly and cautiously, stair by stair.  
 
    Voices, barely audible, drifted toward them on the wind. Wondering who else might be trapped here in the storm with them, Darya looked back up the stairs.  
 
    The full wait staff, now all Trillian clones, were struggling against the storm’s might to rush down the stairs in pursuit, and they were closing the gap.  
 
    “We have to move faster,” Darya cried to her companions.  
 
    As they reached the next landing, another Trillian burst from the sheet of driving rain, screaming and brandishing a huge cleaver stolen from the virtual kitchens.  
 
    The Trillian clone brought the cleaver down hard on the polished brass railing she’d been sliding her hand along. The blade slashed her as it sliced downward, cutting a gash into her forearm.  
 
    The virtual pain was excruciating but she ignored it. She’d felt pain before; it just made her angry.  
 
    Darya released her grip and swung her arm out and away, matching the motion of the knife to minimize its penetration. With her free hand, she gripped the Trillian by his throat, using his own energy to wrench him forward and further off balance. She spun and stepped backward down another stair, adding to the Trillian’s momentum. The clone lost his footing entirely, and he launched out over the rail into the rain. Darya didn’t look to see where he fell. 
 
    Timothy and Mary rushed to Darya’s side. She stood huffing in front of them, applying pressure to her right arm.  
 
    “You’re hurt!” The fight had lasted only a second or two, not long enough for them to intervene.  
 
    Darya gritted her teeth. “Don’t worry about it. If we make it to the shed, it’ll fade into yet another virtual memory. If we don’t…well, I guess it won’t matter anyway.” She glanced back up the stairs. “Come on, they’ve gained on us.” 
 
    They continued down the stairs with Darya doing her best to staunch the flow of her still-precious inworld blood while maintaining her grip on the rail.  
 
    They landed on the beach ahead of their pursuers. After two breaths to orient themselves, Darya plunged into the deep jungle with Mary and Timothy in tow. 
 
    The coconut trees lining the beach were leaning dangerously. Neither the trees nor the few low shrubs offered much protection from flying debris. All around them, the remains of wind-ravaged palapas and beach tents littered their path. The storm was making the way difficult, but it would be equally so for Trillian and his clones.   
 
    The three took cover behind one of the denser bushes at the edge of the jungle and looked back to see if their pursuers were keeping up.  
 
    The Trillians had done better than keep up. A dozen clones had spread out across a two-hundred meter stretch of beach and were moving systematically forward, checking possible hiding spots as they proceeded inland. She didn’t care for their deliberate pace.  
 
    “There’s probably more of them up ahead,” she yelled to Mary and Timothy. “But it’s okay; we don’t want to move too far inland, anyway.” 
 
    They stayed low and ran as fast as they could inside the tree line. Pushing through the lush vegetation in gale force winds was wearing them out, and they had to pause every fifty meters or so to catch their breath. The third time they stopped, Mary fell to the ground, panting heavily. 
 
    “Just go on without me,” she gasped.  
 
    Worry creased Darya’s brow, but it was less on account of Mary’s fatigue than the implications she drew from it. A person’s physical limitations or condition had never been, or was not supposed to be, a concern in Vacationland; that should be irrelevant here.  
 
    Darya felt a sinking feeling in the pit of her virtual stomach. “Oh, no. I think the Alternus physics must have seeped in here from the GameRoom.”  
 
    Mary took a few more deep breaths. “What do you mean?” she wheezed. 
 
    “Look at you,” Darya replied. “Your body style is simply an affectation here. At least, it should be. In Alternus, where it mattered, we all selected lifestyles where it wouldn’t be too much of an issue, nothing too physically strenuous. I didn’t think to change your body to something more efficient before we left; it shouldn’t have mattered!” 
 
    Mary was slowly recovering her breath. “I’m keeping you two back. You need to move as fast as you can. I’ll catch up later.” 
 
    “No, we can wait. Trillian has no idea where we’re heading. He thinks we’re moving deeper into the jungle; I’m sure he’s planning to head us off. But we’re moving laterally; we’ll be past his line of people on the beach after our next dash.” 
 
    Darya assessed her options. The few real people she’d seen since materializing in Vacationland all seemed to be in a panic. Only the Partials seemed calm, and many of them had already become Trillian clones. That’s it! Maybe if we can…. 
 
    She disguised her identity and opened a channel to the Vacationland Supervisor. Trillian’s taking over the Partials as clones. We should be able to create a few of our own for misdirection. 
 
    She shared her plan with her companions. “I can clone each of us into a few Partials and send them out to misleading target destinations all over the place to distract the Trillians from the real us. I just need your permission to copy a persona fragment.” 
 
    Mary instantly gave Darya access to her physical parameters and an isolated persona fragment. Timothy looked at the two of them blankly. “What do I do?”  
 
    Even in the pouring rain and with Trillian bearing down on them, Darya had to laugh.  
 
    “Here, permit me,” she said and dove directly into Timothy’s persona to get what she needed. Not surprising in one so freshly minted, she found nothing but the most basic of security routines protecting his essential being. As she left, she installed versions of her own anti-corruption protection in his concepta.  
 
    “Oh, okay. Now I see.” Timothy’s eyes brightened with the information Darya left behind. “Thank you,” he said, but then his eyes clouded over as he realized the implications of Darya’s tinkering. Things he believed and thought he knew were subject to outside intervention. He felt the truth of what Mary and Darya had said: his very essence was merely “software”.   
 
    Taking over Partials up and down the beach, Darya set up five groups of clones in seconds. Wow! However he did it, Trillian’s intervention has made the Supervisor unusually compliant!  
 
    She assigned each group a different route and set them free to run. That should keep the Trillians busy for a while!  
 
    “Hopefully, that’ll buy us a bit of time.” 
 
    Mary noticed Timothy’s face; he was obviously put off balance by the cloning process. “Welcome to the world of Cybrids,” she chuckled, intentionally lightheartedly. “Don’t worry. No one else will ever be able to do something like that to you again, except with your explicit permission. Right, Darya?” She looked pointedly at her long-time friend, mentor, and co-conspirator. 
 
    Darya thought guiltily about the belief-virus she’d programmed, the one she’d used to infect the conceptas of millions. The greater good is truly a pain in the butt sometimes—she thought.  
 
    She disliked manipulating her friends, even those she barely knew. But the fate of the universe was a concern that overrode her usual ethics. Life is so much simpler when you don’t really know what’s going on—she reminded herself.  
 
    She smiled reassuringly and said, “No, of course not. You now have the best protection available. Your integrity will never be breached again.” 
 
    The words were hardly out of her mouth before dozens of the Trillians stationed along the beach broke ranks and hurried to check out various sightings of the clones.  
 
    Over the howl of the wind, the trio could make out the excited shouts, “Over here,” and, “I see them!”  
 
    Darya helped Mary to her feet. “Let’s just keep a steady pace. No need to run. And we should spread out a few meters apart. It’ll make us harder to spot. It won’t take Trillian long to figure out that we’ve made our own clones.” 
 
    “Mary,” she suggested, “you stay closest to the jungle and a little ahead of the group. Timothy, you continue on the current path but let Mary get a good 20 meters ahead of you. I’ll fall back another 20-30 meters and keep to the outer edges where the bushes meet the sand. The shed’s only about half a kilometer away now. Let’s keep moving. I should be able to keep an eye on the beachside Trillians from the rear without being seen.”  
 
    They could see the cabins and service shed in the large complex 500 meters ahead. Darya hoped the Servitors had left the buildings to join the search along the beach. She preferred stealth over aggression, but she’d fight if she had to. 
 
    Thunder crashed around them as they broke away from the protection of the lush jungle and walked briskly across the grass toward the complex.  
 
    Mary and Timothy reached the first large cabina. They crouched low and tight against the rustic-looking wall, minimally sheltered by the inadequate eaves.  
 
    “If we get out of this I’m never coming back here again,” yelled Mary over the crashing thunder.  
 
    “You told me this was a nice place,” Timothy huffed. 
 
    Darya stared back, speechless, until all three broke into laughter at the absurdity of the situation. The relief was energizing. “Come on,” she said, directing them along the wall of the building.  
 
    Now that they couldn’t be seen from the beach they felt a little more secure. Still, they couldn’t afford to be careless. Trillian would not be easily evaded. His clones were popping up everywhere, and the number was growing by the minute. 
 
    The service shed, their only hope for getting out of Vacationland and back to their trueselves, came into view on the other end of an enormous swimming area made of interconnecting lagoons. A swim-up bar joined two parts of the nearest pool.  
 
    Normally, the pools would be filled with raucous sound of families playing, but it was empty today. The water looked cold and the wind whipped up little whitecaps.  
 
    Lacking orders from the Supervisor, four Partial staff huddled under the protection of the thatched roof of the bar. They hadn’t been converted into Trillians yet but there was no easy way to reach the shed without passing within view of them. 
 
    “Shall we make a run for it or would you rather skirt around to the other side of the complex?” Darya asked her friends. 
 
    Timothy surveyed the layout of the buildings without comment. “Listen,” said Mary, “this poor choice of a body is exhausted. I might have enough in me for one more dash but the longer we go, the more tired I get. I say we run for it.” 
 
    Timothy looked as if he wanted to object, but pressed his quivering lips together and nodded.  
 
    “Right. Let’s do it. I’ll start running around the beachside of the pool. If there are any Trillians lurking around, I should be able to draw them out and away. You two wait fifteen seconds and then start walking around this side. Go quickly and confidently, but don’t run unless you’re spotted.  
 
    Inside the shed to the right, you’ll find a light switch. Flick the lights on and off quickly, three times in a row, and you’ll be taken to the broadcast control room. Mary can get you to your bodies from there.” 
 
    “What about you?” Mary asked.  
 
    Darya looked grim. “With any luck, I’ll be there before you. If anyone tries to stop me, I may be delayed a little while I take care of them.” With that, she bolted. 
 
    She got about two-thirds of the way around the first pool, when a Trillian stepped out from the jungle skirting the complex, not too far from where Mary and Timothy stood waiting. He assessed the situation: Darya running on one side, and the other two about to make their own dash.  
 
    The Trillian closed his eyes, and bartenders and waiters changed into determined-looking clones. Two more emerged from the kitchen brandishing large butcher knives. All six charged at the now-sprinting Darya. 
 
    Mary and Timothy took off past the Trillian, hoping to reach the shed before he opened his eyes and realized they were gone.  
 
    His conversion of the waiters complete, Trillian lunged for Mary as she ran past. “I wish you’d stay a while longer,” he said, spinning her around with an iron grip on one wrist. 
 
    Timothy jerked to a halt and wheeled. He couldn’t just leave Mary there. She was spent, and Trillian was no easy foe. Living by the gentleman’s code, he had no choice but to respond to a lady in distress. He screamed and charged, tackling their adversary below the waist. 
 
    The force drove Trillian backward, and he let go of Mary to deal with the butler. Somehow, he managed to stay on his feet. The two men wrestled, but Trillian was stronger and more skilled.  
 
    “You should’ve stayed in DonTon where you belong, Partial,” he sneered, pinning Timothy’s face to the ground.  
 
    On the far side of the pool, the other Trillians clashed with Darya. The princess dropped to her knees at full steam, slid below the blows of the two leading clones, and pulled their legs out from under them as she passed. The two went down hard and fast, smacking face-first into the cement apron of the pool. Another pair of clones reached out to pin her arms, while the pair holding knives caught up and moved in.  
 
    Darya writhed furiously. The Trillians holding her arms struggled to maintain their grip. She caught the man on her right in a scissors grip with her legs and pulled down on his head with everything she had. The clone flipped head-over-heels right into the two with knives.  
 
    The second clone maintained his grip on her wrist. Darya sprang to her feet, but the Trillian held fast. She leaped upward, extending to the full length of the arm he still held and delivered a powerful spinning kick to his head. The clone released her and fell into the pool either unconscious or dead, she didn’t care which.  
 
    Only three more Trillians stood between her and the shed. The two with knives that had landed in a heap when she flung their comrade into them were already on their feet again and advancing. The armed men approached her first, while the unarmed clone circled behind her. 
 
    One of the knife-wielding clones slashed at her wildly, but this Trillian had little skill in hand-to-hand combat. Amateur—she laughed as she dodged his swipe.  
 
    Ooph! The crushing attack from behind knocked the cockiness off her face and the wind out of her lungs in one blow. Darya planted her feet and slackened her knees to absorb the blow.  
 
    The Trillian threw a bear hug around her, pinning her arms tight. He growled as he yanked her feet off the ground, exposing her belly to the incoming knives. 
 
    Bracing herself against him, Darya kicked upward hard and sent the pair of blades tumbling through the air. The momentum of the advancing Trillians brought the approaching clones within reach. She cocked her legs again and snapped powerful heel kicks at their noses. They fell back, and didn’t get up.  
 
    The force of her kicks drove the clone holding her off balance and he toppled backward, with Darya still in his clutches. She slammed her head back into his face, and the two hit the pool deck together with a single thud.  
 
    Air whooshed out of the clone’s lungs and he let go of Darya. She rolled away and sprang to a crouch. The clone had no more fight in him. Blood seeped from the back of his head onto the decorative rock, and his glazed eyes stared into space.  
 
    Darya tore her eyes away and scouted the path to the shed. A loud splash from across the pool caught her attention. The Trillian there, caught up in his struggle with Timothy, had grossly underestimated Mary’s strength and resolve. He looked up from the pinned butler just as Mary flew into him. The tackle knocked him off Timothy, but sent her and the clone careening into the pool. She was still gripping his jacket in unbridled rage when they hit the water. 
 
    “No! Mary!” cried Darya.  
 
    The Trillian rolled as he landed in the water, and found his footing before Mary recovered hers. He grabbed her by the hair and pulled her under.  
 
    Timothy struggled to his feet. His eyes went to the pair struggling in the water. Mary surfaced, sputtering. He got two steps toward the pool before she saw him. Her eyes went wide.  
 
    “Timothy, run! Get to the shed,” Mary ordered. He hesitated, his eyes flicking agonizingly back and forth between her face and Trillian’s. Before he could jump, seven more clones burst from the jungle behind him and rushed forward. 
 
    “Get out of here,” Mary ordered, “Go!” There was nothing he could do for her.  
 
    “You can’t help her,” Darya shouted, “Run! Now!” 
 
    Timothy turned and ran for the service shed as fast as he could.  
 
    Trillian smiled and pushed Mary underwater again. A dozen more clones ran out of the kitchen, brandishing knives and charged toward Darya. It was hopeless. I’m sorry Mary!  
 
    Darya reached the flimsy wooden shed door and kicked it open. Timothy almost collided into her. She pushed him through the doorway ahead of her, stepped inside, and flicked the light switch three times. 
 
    * * * 
 
    The raging storm was gone. Darya and Timothy were surrounded by monitors, gauges, and buttons in some kind of control room. Instrumentation buzzed, hummed and flickered. Darya reached past Timothy and pushed a button in the middle of one panel.  
 
    “What’s that for?” he asked. 
 
    “Now we can’t be followed.” She scanned monitors, pushed buttons, set dials, and tweaked sliders without a word. Satisfied with the adjustments, she placed both hands on the control console and hung her head. Quiet sobs rose from her trembling frame.  
 
    Timothy didn’t know what to do. He made an awkward move toward her but she shook her head angrily: Back off. He could do nothing but watch as the sobs grew into great cries that wracked her body. Her long, dark tangles hung down, dripping rainwater onto the edge of the console.  
 
    It didn’t last more than a minute. She sniffed and wiped her nose with the back of her hand. “She was my best friend. More than a friend.  How can such weak words describe someone you’ve known for millions of years? We did everything inworld together; she was like a sister to me. We worked so hard on trying to slow Alum down.” She shook her head and almost burst into tears again. 
 
    “Goodbye for now, Mary,” she whispered. “If you survive, I’ll find you,” she promised. She pulled herself upright and pushed her hair, still dripping, over her shoulders. She made a few more adjustments at the console and a blue cylindrical beam the width of a person’s shoulders appeared at the edge of the chamber. 
 
    “That is freedom,” she said to Timothy. “I’ve set this to broadcast you out of here, but the location code is Gerhardt’s body. Once you’re conscious again, don’t move, don’t do anything, don’t try anything until I get there to help you. Being in a body for the first time won’t come naturally. You don’t have the concepta routines for it, so wait for me. You got that? Wait for me.”  
 
    “Very well. You want me to wait?” Timothy asked, a little peeved.  
 
    “Sorry,” Darya apologized. “It’s just…this is important. It might take me a while to get to you; I want you to play dead until I arrive.” 
 
    “How will I recognize you? What do you look like as a Cybrid?” 
 
    “Don’t worry. I’ll come visit you inside your concept-space. I’ll look and sound the same as here.” She extended her arms and shook them off; water sprayed in all directions and added to the small puddles at their feet. “Well, I hope to be drier. But I’ll be the ‘me’ that you’ve known since New York.” 
 
    “So what do I do now?” 
 
    “Step into the blue beam. It’ll take you to your new body. I’ll reset the controls and go to mine. I can sneak both of us out of the recharging stations and back to my lab at Secondus. We’ll be safe there until I can figure out what to do next.” 
 
    Timothy waited for her to add something, further instructions, some lame encouragement. Anything. Darya looked over at the beam. He stood rooted for a few seconds, but her gaze held steady.  
 
    Very well, then—he conceded and walked into the blue light.  
 
    Darya watched his inworld presence dissolve, reset the controls, and walked into the blue beam herself. Whatever awaited her outworld, it would be good to be back in a real body. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
    Points to Ponder
Book Club & Study Questions 
 
    The Deplosion series is not intended to be just a story. In addition to providing a thrilling read, it is meant to be a vehicle for discussing a variety of deep philosophical, religious, scientific, and social issues. Following are some questions to help stimulate further thought. Additional discussion can be found on the Paul Anlee Facebook page and science and philosophy blog (www.paulanlee.com).  
 
    1)  When Darya needed to escape the Lysrandia inworld, her acolytes sacrificed three of themselves so she could get away. She left without much argument, seeing the rationality of preserving herself as leader of the rebellion. Compare and contrast human and Cybrid ethical reasoning in similar situations. For example, movies often portray a moment when a hero needs to choose between saving a loved one and a city of thousands or millions. Such choices cause some people great anguish. How would a Cybrid evaluate such a dilemma? Is one approach “better” than the other? 
 
    2)  Darya is first introduced as if she were human, and only later revealed to be a machine. Does the notion of an electronic brain thinking of itself as a person, with feelings and self-awareness, seem conceivable? Is there an ineffable “something” about being a biological human that cannot be implemented in computational machinery? What does it mean, then, to be human? How much of our bodies or brains can we lose and maintain our humanity? How much can we enhance or replace with synthetic devices? 
 
    3)  Darya reveals that Alum’s true intention with the Deplosion machinery is to re-create the universe according to His own version of Heaven. His Heaven would be perfect; there would be no uncertainty in it, no struggle, no pain. Why would anyone oppose such a thing?  
 
    4)  In justifying her decision to hack her fellow Cybrids’ belief systems, Darya says, “Rights are a luxury the universe can’t afford right now, and free will is just an illusion based on complex decision trees with non-controlled inputs and experiences.” Do you believe there is a rational basis for a “rights-based” society? Do you think “free will” is an illusion as she described? 
 
    5)  Alternus is modeled on the real Earth of the near future; it faces many similar problems to those we face today. Are we smart enough to make good choices for the future of humanity and the planet? Why do you think I made “growth” such a major factor in the discussion? At one point, one of the Davos delegates—a Cybrid—decries the need for humans in the universe, and the need for Cybrids to serve and support them. Do you agree with Darya’s response, and the role of “sloppy evolution” as a factor in favor of the importance of biological beings? 
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Reality Rebellions - FF  
 
    Deplosion Chronologic: Book 5 
 
    Paul Anlee 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Darian Publishing House 
 
    Chatham, Ontario, Canada 
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
      
 
      
 
    “Nevertheless, she persisted.” 
 
    ― Senator Mitch McConnell 
 
      
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
    1        
 
    Blink and, just like that, ten thousand Angels, a full Wing of Alum’s enforcers, materialized in a 25,000 km wide circle around the Cybrid asteroid station Rafael 116.4.4.  
 
    Moments earlier, Lord Mika had been dozens of light years away, field-testing his new battle components and recent upgrades by the maintenance Cybrids. He’d been darting about the asteroid belt of his assigned system, shifting from planetoid to planetoid as fast as he could, and firing a single powerful bolt from his sword each time without stopping to assess its destruction. After annihilating over a hundred of the presumably uninhabited rocks, he retraced his flight path, analyzing the fragments to assure himself the blasts had efficiently obliterated his intended targets.  
 
    Then, without warning, he was in a different star system in full alert. It took him a couple of milliseconds to process and adjust. Something must have tripped Alum’s passive detectors—the old mechanical switches—without the higher tech active motion sensors being activated. The pattern matched the footprint of the intruder.  
 
    Mika’s Wing activated their quantum decoherence field generators and linked their shift blockers to create an enormous net. Blazing energy emanated from their swords, outshining the twinkle of distant stars. No one and nothing would be shifting out of their grasp this time. 
 
    The Angel’s position as leader of the Wing put him just inside the containment field. Though his nearest neighbors over 200 klicks away were imperceptible, his internal projections showed each of their positions and statuses clearly. The trap was set.  
 
    Mika gave the command and led the drawing of the net inward. Half the Angels shifted ten thousand kilometers closer to the asteroid, where they established a new inner perimeter. The other half subsequently shifted to just outside this shell and took over, holding the new outermost layer of the net.  
 
    The inner group shifted another thousand klicks closer and established a new, concentric shell with only two thousand of their number. The remainder moved closer and established three more shells in the same way. By the time they were done, there were five successively smaller shift-blocking nets and a thousand Angels—the Primary Group of the Wing—inside, ready to chase their quarry. 
 
    The maneuver had been executed beautifully. The sensors inside the Cybrid station continued to show the intruder. It was almost effortless. Mika doubted the invader was the false Shard from Gargus 718. That being had been far too competent to be caught off guard so easily. More likely something thrown at us by rogue Aelu.  
 
    If it was from that respected, enemy civilization, it was behaving more like a single lorei—one of the Aelu’s powerfully-armed, spiny, star shaped, explorer robots—than a battle group.  
 
    Angels were accustomed to dealing with Aelu combat groups. No 216-strong habnar would ever permit itself to be contained in such a small volume of space without engaging the enemy. A habnar would be pouring out of the asteroid station in attack formation by now.  
 
    Perhaps it’s something new! 
 
    Mika sent a hundred Angels—a Feather of the Primary Group—inside the asteroid to flush out the intruder. The Wing Commander linked into several perception channels of the vanguard group and followed their progress inside the asteroid. 
 
    He watched his Angels shift within corridors and chambers, cutting off physical escape routes. Members of the Feather moved efficiently through the work chambers and connecting corridors toward the last reported position of the intruder.  
 
    They passed working Cybrids, who made respectful inquiries as to their unexpected presence. The Angels responded by demanding identification. Lorei wouldn’t hesitate to cast an illusory image in that form if served a purpose; the Angels weren’t taking any chances that the intruder might slip past undetected.  
 
    The intruder hadn’t tripped any new detectors in the past few minutes. According to Alum’s reports, it was in the Biodesign Lab. There was a Cybrid in the lab with it, and still no sign it suspected a trap. There was only one entrance to the lab, which led to a service corridor.  
 
    Good for pinning down anything that can’t shift, but an easily-defended position, as well—thought Mika.  
 
    Feather Leader Jonto moved into the lab antechamber. Dozens of Angels lined the corridor behind him, awaiting his orders. Others staked out the adjoining chambers that shared a common wall with the lab.  
 
    Jonto peered around the threshold of the door. An Angel he did not recognize from their Wing stood beside a hovering Cybrid, deep in a conversation. Jonto was confused. He sent a query to Mika, “Is there one of us from another Wing here?” 
 
    The reply from his Wing Commander was immediate, “No! Detain him! ” 
 
    Three members from his Feather shifted inside the chamber and grabbed at the arms of the unknown Angel. The intruder spilled out of their grasp and flowed like liquid under the Cybrid. The liquid rose on the other side in a new shape.  
 
    The Angels were briefly stunned into inaction.   
 
    Not a lorei, an actual Aelo, a single member of the species! Mika recognized the tricks of the alien. The three Angels had grasped at a holographic projection, nothing more. “Go to active radar scanning,” he commanded. The Aelo sprang into sharp relief.  
 
    Its small elliptical body perched on an articulated tripod. Above the body, three manipulators moved menacingly. It was hard not to be mesmerized by the floating limbs, each one trifurcating into smaller, more refined, appendages, all waving rhythmically. Some of the appendages extended to hair-like filaments, for fine manipulation; others ended more bluntly and were tipped with tools or weapons. 
 
    The inky black, homogenous body was otherwise featureless. From past dissections of captured enemies, the Angels knew the creatures had visual and other sensors, but no orifice or sensory organs showed from the outside at any scanning wavelength.  
 
    Three bright beams flared from embedded weapons along the lengths of the Aelo’s manipulator stalks. One ripped into the Cybrid, sending shrapnel flying in all directions. The other two beams blasted a hole through the wall and into the adjacent chamber. 
 
    Jonto and two others shifted to cover the next chamber. Six Angels confronted the Aelo directly, three behind and three in front. Jonto shifted to within a meter of the alien invader and thrust his sword forward. It struck empty air. The Aelo had shifted away unscathed.  
 
    The Feather spread out through the rest of the asteroid. The intruder was spotted in seconds, but continued to shift away from engagement. It was quickly seen in dozens of different chambers throughout the asteroid.  
 
    Mika watched with growing frustration as his lead team tried to corral the invader. As long as the Aelo could shift within the warrens of the asteroid, the Angels were engaged in a game of hide-and-seek they couldn’t win. The intruder was too fast and leading the chase.  
 
    Mika would have to flood the halls and rooms of the asteroid with the entire Wing to have any real chance of capturing the Aelo inside the intact planetoid. To do that, they’d have to break their shift-blocking network. Then the Aelo could simply escape. The situation was impossible. 
 
    I can simplify this game. Clear out—Mika ordered his troops. I’ll remove its hiding places.  
 
    The Feather shifted back to outer space, well clear of the hollowed-out planetoid. Mika adjusted the power of his sword, pointed it at the heart of the asteroid station, and activated it.  
 
    The asteroid shattered under the intense energy. Thousands of Cybrids inside perished. Only a few managed to escape the blast. The invader would be among them. Aelu were not so easy to kill as Cybrids.  
 
    In the debris field, Mika recognized the scattered thruster flares of Cybrid workers trying to escape. He squinted and nodded—Yes, yes. As expected. There were a few longer, brighter exhaust trails from the MAM drives of asteroid miners fleeing the battle. Let them leave.  
 
    He had aimed his beam at the center of the asteroid station deliberately to avoid any of the more powerful mining Cybrids that typically clustered at the poles. No need to set off a matter-antimatter reaction and vaporize part of my Wing to stop one intruder. We’re not there yet.  
 
    He played his destructive beam through the debris, blasting gigantic chunks into boulder-sized fragments. He could have turned the entire asteroid and everything inside it to dust but, if he did that, they’d have no chance to capture their opponent alive. No, he wanted the intruder to flee the crumbling mountain. In open space, with nowhere to hide, the Angels would get that chance. 
 
    Suddenly, the Aelo was in front of him, floating meters away. The Angel deactivated his energy beam and swung his sword to dismember the intruder. The Aelo was gone before Mika connected. No matter; it couldn’t go far. With the asteroid reduced to pebbles, there was nowhere left to hide. And with five layers of entrapping decoherence shield, it couldn’t flee. The Aelo would have to fight its way to freedom. 
 
    The lead team of Angels, a thousand strong, split into Barbs of ten each and spread out across the space formerly occupied by the asteroid. Those in the innermost decoherence shell flooded the space they protected with microwaves. Anything bigger than a fist will be visible to all.   
 
    Mm, there you are.  
 
    The Aelo was revealed, shifting randomly and testing the boundaries of its confinement for any weakness. It knew it was trapped. It rushed at the enclosing shell, weapons firing bursts of coherent energy. The beams were easily absorbed and dissipated by the Angels’ defenses. 
 
    One-to-one, Aelo and Angel were evenly matched. However, in greater numbers, the Angels were able to link their energy absorption fields. To defeat even one Angel in a group, the Aelo would need hundreds of times more power, or more cunning. 
 
    The Angels’ flaring swords and coordinated energy bursts drove the intruder away from the shift blocking perimeter, and back into the middle of its prison. The inside groups gave chase.  
 
    A Barb would shift to wherever the Aelo was spotted and attempt to encircle it with a small decoherence field, a few dozen meters in diameter.  
 
    The remaining ninety-nine Barbs shifted close by and waited for the Aelo to jump away from its pursuer and, hopefully, into their midst where they would trap it.  
 
    The Aelo shifted continuously, randomly, trying to outrun the hundred determined teams of Angels and their continuous casting of shift-blocking nets. Once it was contained within a Barb, the Aelo would lose to the superior might and number of Angels that would descend upon it. 
 
    Neither the Angels nor Aelo would tire soon; this cat-and-mouse game could last for hours, days if necessary. Mika was certain of the inevitable conclusion. It was only a matter of time before the intruder was theirs. 
 
    The Aelo passed near the perimeter, and a few Angels in the decoherence shell wobbled. The shift-blocking lattice in their region wavered. Swords sputtered erratically.  
 
    Three Angels in the innermost part of the net deactivated their swords and began spinning. Their arms dropped to their sides and their wings flapped uselessly in the vacuum of space.  
 
    The Aelo moved past them, the first imprisoning layer breached.  
 
    Nanoverters!—Mika transmitted to his Wing. The Aelo’s earlier fruitless-looking charges at the shell had not been pointless, after all. It had been seeding the Angels with nanoscopic subversion viruses. Such viruses would cling to an Angel’s skin and work their way in along sensor endings or power conduits. Once in the control circuitry, they would overwhelm the individual’s will, tricking their senses and causing them to undertake odd behavior. Fortunately, nanoverters were easily remedied.  
 
    We are woefully out of practice—thought Mika. Too many millennia of peace in Alum’s Realm. 
 
    With the inner shell overcome, the Aelo earned itself several million cubic kilometers more space in which to maneuver. That freedom, however, came with an additional thousand infuriated Angels who formed another hundred Barbs and joined the ranks of their comrades in the chase.  
 
    Faster and faster the Angels sought, found, and tried to encircle the intruder.  
 
    Angels and Aelu had played this game many times before, and both knew its inevitable outcome. Try as it might, the Aelo could not outmaneuver so many pursuers forever. Soon, one of them would get a grip on an appendage and rip it off, damaging what little personal weaponry the alien possessed, or strike a lucky blow to the body, hurting its internal shift generators. After that, the chase would be over quickly. 
 
    As Mika anticipated his Wing’s victory, a swing of an Angel’s sword cleanly relieved the Aelo of an appendage tip. Mika smiled. One less weapon to worry about.  
 
    In the next second, another Angel managed to scratch the Aelo’s carapace, causing it to spew body fluids into the cold vacuum of outer space. The fight was nearly done. 
 
    The Aelo changed tactics, dashing to the shattered remnants of the Cybrid asteroid. Nothing bigger than a pebble there—Mika noted, as he monitored the alien and pursuing groups. In a chain of fast bursts, the Aelo jumped through the detritus of the asteroid. 
 
    Mika ordered a few hundred of his Wing to activate their swords and clear the debris field. The energy levels weren’t set high enough to kill the Aelo even if it were to get caught in the crisscrossing beams. Soon, the space the asteroid once occupied was filled with cooling dust particles, none larger than a few microns across.  
 
    The Aelo emerged inside the dust cloud, and the chase resumed.  
 
    The nearest team surrounded the Aelo in little time. The alien must be tiring—Mika thought. Two Angels moved in for the capture.  
 
    The Aelo spun on its long axis and its limbs wove in a mesmerizing dance that was too fast to follow. The enclosing circle of Angels exploded outward. In the ensuing confusion, the Aelo fled.  
 
    Mika shifted to examine his stricken team members. Every one of them had a hole through the chest, destroying their primary processors. A kinetic weapon? Impossible!  
 
    Some quick calculations determined that any reasonably-sized projectile would need to be moving at near light speed to inflict such damage. The Aelu had nothing that could shoot a projectile that fast, as far as Mika remembered. No organic or mechanical being could exert sufficient force to accelerate even a one gram projectile up to 0.95 light speed in half a meter.  
 
    Unless...Mika recalled a battle technique invented by some clever Cybrid near the end of the Aelu Wars. The Cybrid had cast a cylindrical mass-neutralizing field from a mountain-sized asteroid, perhaps a few hundred tons in size, out toward the surface of one of the innermost Aelu planets. It was a common enough kind of field that Cybrid miners used to help them move asteroids around. But Mika had never heard of the effect being projected in a long, cylindrical shape prior to that time.  
 
    Within the field, objects had essentially no resting mass. A gentle push would accelerate it to near light speeds as long as it stayed inside the field. The Cybrid nudged the asteroid to get it moving toward the planet. As soon as the asteroid hit the field, it accelerated to near light speed. The trick was to extend the cylindrical field almost to the surface of the planet ahead of the moving asteroid. After the success of the first strike, Alum constructed special Securitor Cybrids for the task.  
 
    But we never used that on anything smaller than a planet. Even at that, none had ever managed more than one field, and certainly not with the precision the Aelo had just demonstrated.  
 
    Mika surmised the alien must have collected pebbles to use as bullets from the asteroid debris before it was pulverized to dust. It’s field management had to be extraordinary. Clever. But the downside of using projectiles is that one always runs out of ammunition.  
 
    He wasn’t happy to lose a few hundred Angels before the Aelo ran out of ammo. He contemplated the relative importance of capturing this intruder intact against the losses the Wing would take. 
 
    Now that we know the invader is a single Aelo, albeit a resourceful one, how much more do we need to know? It is alone with no accompanying fleet. The residual threat level is practically nil.  
 
    Mika imagined Alum’s possible reaction to the loss of this single alien. He’ll be unhappy if many of His Angels are sacrificed for such a worthless target.  
 
    The Commander ordered the decoherence blocking shells to shift inward. “Ensure you maintain the integrity of the containment field.”  
 
    The Aelo’s prison was closing in. Several Barbs managed to coordinate their efforts, and it became trapped in a volume of space under a kilometer in diameter.  
 
    Mika ordered the main shells to tighten up their formations, reinforcing their brethren’s efforts.  
 
    Three Barbs of Angels closed in on the Aelo, making it shift at shorter intervals and distances.  
 
    Surely, you tire of this game—Mika thought. Let it be done.  
 
    After another set of shifts, the Aelo found itself trapped by a group of thirty Angels, with thirty more inside still pursuing it.  
 
    It dispatched the five nearest with projectiles. Seconds later, another five stopped moving. 
 
    “You’re letting it get away!”—Mika broadcast.   
 
    So close to success, so close to finishing the chase, and yet so uncertain of the outcome, they couldn’t lose it now. There was only one acceptable course of action to prevent its escape.  
 
    Lord Mika shifted for a better perspective. Mm. Can’t be more than fifty Angels close to the Aelo at this angle. He drew his sword. He could destroy entire planets at this setting. One annoying Aelo and fifty inept Angels would not withstand the destructive beam. 
 
    He said a brief prayer of thanks to Alum for the courage of his team, and fired on the tight knot of Angels as they closed in on their prey.  
 
    The energy unleashed converted all in its path to plasma, Angels and Aelo alike. Lord Mika took stock of his losses. And blinked. 
 
    * * * 
 
    When he opened his eyes, Lord Mika stood alone on the Main stage in the Hall of Alum, facing the glorious mini-galaxy at the center.  
 
    He dropped to his knees, trembling at the might of his Lord. He was ready to atone for his failure to capture the adversary. Destroying it, along with tens of Angels, was a tactical disappointment.  
 
    Alum’s Hall appeared empty and silent but one never knew what kind of magic the Living God might use to isolate one supplicant from another. Mika wept at the majesty of his God and of the miracle that had brought him here across nearly fifteen million light years without a starstep. He had never experienced such a thing. 
 
    “Rise, my friend.” The voice was quiet, pitched low, and sounded...pleased. 
 
    Mika stood. Alum appeared on the stage in front of him, a simple man in front of the awe-inspiring, single-galaxy universe.  
 
    “I am yours to command, my Lord,” said the Angel. 
 
    “What is your evaluation of the engagement?”  
 
    “The Aelo intruder was vanquished with the regrettable loss of two Feathers of Angels and the Cybrid station, my Lord. The creature proved to be an extremely resourceful and skilled adversary. I thought it likely to prove impossible to capture without considerably larger losses.” 
 
    Alum said nothing. He stared at the Angel, giving no sign of judgment or emotion on his face. Finally, a hint of a smile formed on his lips. “And how do you think you will fare when you confront our true invader?” he asked. 
 
    Mika was confused. “How do you mean, my Lord? Is there another one?” 
 
    “This was simply a live test, so to speak. To ensure your Wing was properly prepared. We have lived with peace so long that the strategies and tactics of battle have been largely forgotten.” 
 
    Mika knew that anger was pointless. Still, he couldn’t help feeling resentment. “Many gave up their lives for this test, my Lord.” 
 
    “That was unavoidable.” 
 
    If Mika’s mercurial skin could have blushed with embarrassment, it would have radiated crimson at that moment. He realized his own role in the events of the past hours and felt a wave of humility wash over him. “I am imperfect as ever, my Lord.” 
 
    Alum raised his eyebrows. “Oh, no, not at all, my friend! You are not to blame. We shared in the development of this plan to capture or kill the intruder. Our losses were inherent in the strategy, not the implementation.”  
 
    He contemplated the miniature cosmos. “It wouldn’t have been useful to provide you with an inadequate adversary for this test. Fortunately, I have kept a small number of Aelu captive in stasis since the conquest. This one was more than willing to challenge your Wing.” 
 
    “Why would it do that, my Lord? Surely it must have remembered how thoroughly we dispensed with its people.” 
 
    “I promised it that if it could escape imprisonment, it would be free to seek out what remains of its people wherever they are hiding. Apparently, it preferred the odds against it, to being held in timeless imprisonment.” 
 
    “You believe the intruder is Aelu, then?” 
 
    “I believe the intruder is at least as capable as the Aelu and possibly more. Other than another Angel or Myself, it would be difficult to imagine a stronger adversary.” 
 
    “The Aelo fought well, perhaps even better than an Angel would have.” 
 
    Alum laughed and turned back to Mika. “My friend, though we have known each other for millions of years, you can still surprise me. I would not have thought it possible for you to admit such a thing.” 
 
    Mika bowed his head. “Perhaps we require improvements in our design,” he suggested. 
 
    Alum waved his hand dismissively. “I think you have proven yourselves admirably; you are up to the challenge. Let us not be overly concerned about minor collateral damage.” He touched the Angel’s shoulder. Instantly, they were in the more intimate environs of the well-appointed study they’d used for their last meeting. Strong, dark coffee sat steaming on the table between the sofas.  
 
    “Perhaps we could think of improvements to our strategy in the  encounter to come,” said Alum. “Let us discuss this further.” 
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    A protective bubble of air appeared in outer space. Across the bottom surface was a small section of uprooted scrub from the planet Gargus 718.5. Its convex bottom traced the outline of the field that held the vacuum of space at bay. On the flat top of the dirt stood Brother Stralasi.  
 
    “Where are we now?” he asked.  
 
    He waited for Darak to answer. Sometimes his companion liked to take a moment to appreciate the beauty of a new planet from afar before shifting down to the surface.  
 
    Looking straight ahead, Stralasi saw no planet, only a small, brilliant white sun with a hazy scattering of stars outlining a dim galaxy in the background. He glanced left and right. Around it, there was nothing but deep blackness of space, far darker and emptier than normal. Except for the glare of the sun directly in front, nothing else was visible.  
 
    We must be outside any major cluster—he thought. 
 
    “Darak?” No answer.  
 
    Stralasi turned around to ask again. There was no one behind him. The Good Brother stood alone on the little patch of land in the traveling sphere.  
 
    “Very funny,” he called out. “You can show yourself now.” 
 
    Nothing. Stralasi held his hand out in front to shade his eyes from the sun, and inspected the immediate vicinity outside their air bubble. Had Darak stepped outside for a moment of private reflection? His moods can be a challenge to withstand. But even when he felt the need for silence, Darak never strayed far away. Outer space was the perfect sound barrier; a millimeter was as good as a kilometer.   
 
    Stralasi saw no sign of his companion.  
 
    He was alone! 
 
    “Darak! Darak, where are you?” he called, a little more insistently this time. For that matter, where am I? Where is this? His thoughts flitted from question to question, all without answer. Has he abandoned me? Or is he nearby? How will I find him? What if something happens to him and I get stranded here? How will I get back to the Realm?  
 
    Oh, sweet Alum, save me!—he implored, clenching his eyes tightly against his isolation. He gave Alum the Living God a moment to answer his prayer. Nothing.  
 
    Sweet Alum, save me!—he repeated, over and over, rocking back and forth.  
 
    He opened one eye first, hoping, and willed Darak to appear. Then, the other eye.  
 
    He was still alone, and a deeper panic set in.  
 
    Dear Alum, show me the way. What should I do? He clasped his hands in prayer and started pacing the length and breadth of the little piece of turf under his feet. He went around and around the tiny chunk of home. Gradually, his years of training and practice took hold.  
 
    He remembered his calming exercises. He let his eyelids drift downward and shifted his focus to his breathing. He slowed his steps, and concentrated on emptying his mind. His pounding heart calmed.  
 
    That’s it. Breathe in, two, three, four…and breathe out, two, three, four. Inhale goodness and light. Exhale darkness and fear. 
 
    Still no sign of Darak. No planet nearby. No way to get out of here. The thoughts came without bidding and threatened to drag him back into the babbling, mindless morass of fear.  
 
    He inhaled deeply, and squeezed the air out through pursed lips, pushing the terror away with his breath. He opened his eyes and turned his gaze outward, beyond the tiny piece of dirt and rock on which he stood.  
 
    Keep calm and think!—he admonished himself. The way Darak always tells you. A shimmer of light below and off to one side drew his attention, but the ground beneath his feet blocked the view. He ventured to the edge of the small patch of turf, and shielded his vision from the glare of the sun to take a better look.  
 
    His eyes traced the dim outline of a gray ribbon as far he could see in either direction. Its graceful arc curved inward following a solar orbital path, one normally occupied by a full planet. Clusters of color glowed from the inner surface. Bright whites, blues, browns, and greens.  
 
    A ringworld! 
 
    He’d only seen such a place from space once, during his last time playing tourist before joining classmates at the central Alumita on Home World.  
 
    As the oldest and most important part of the Realm—apart from the Hall of Alum in the Origin system—Home World had long ago converted the resources of its entire system into such an artifact. In fact, not one, but two ringworlds now circled the Home World sun. 
 
    The architectural origin of the ringworlds was lost in antiquity and muddled folklore. Alum preferred people not to think about the distant past outside of the official history.  
 
    In some of the more persistent stories, ringworlds were associated with a man called Niven. Regardless of its origins, the basic design continued to be the best way to provide a comfortable habitat for enormous numbers of humans around a single sun. Other clever designs had been tried and abandoned; the ringworld outlasted them all. 
 
    The ringworld was, as its name suggested, a single giant construct, a circular ribbon surrounding a central sun. The diameter varied from system to system, depending on the intensity of the sun at its center. Ringworlds spun at a rate that provided one Standard gravity to its inhabitants. 
 
    Most ringworlds—if the word “most” could be used to describe something so rarely constructed—boasted a living surface about a million kilometers wide. High outer walls at the edge held in an agreeable atmosphere. Day and night were provided by enormous dark sheets that ran on rails along the walls above the atmosphere.  
 
    A ring encircling its sun at a distance of two-hundred-million kilometers could provide over a thousand trillion square kilometers of living space. A single ringworld offered enough space to comfortably fit one hundred trillion people, ten percent of the entire population of all other planets in a galaxy. No wonder there weren’t many of them. They were not yet needed.  
 
    Now, why would there be a ringworld way out here far from the major part of the Realm?—Stralasi wondered.  
 
    Pop! Stralasi jumped, momentarily startled by the unexpected sound behind him.  
 
    At last, Darak has decided to join me! He turned, a broad, relieved smile already forming on his face.  
 
    With his first glimpse of the source of the sound, the Good Brother stumbled backward to the edge of the bubble.  
 
    Heart pounding, he dropped to one knee and fixed his gaze on the surprisingly delicate bare feet of the three-meter tall Angel sharing his small sphere. He didn’t dare look into what he knew would be beautiful, deadly eyes.  
 
    “That really isn’t necessary,” said a mellifluous, yet oddly familiar, voice tinged with a dry humor Stralasi recognized. He couldn’t believe it, yet he was compelled to raise his eyes.  
 
    The face before him was a more youthful and handsome version of Darak, if he looked past its swirling, mercurial skin.  
 
    Stralasi nearly fainted. Instead, he managed to squeak out, “Wha…? How…? Darak…?” 
 
    The Angel smiled, took Stralasi’s hands, and helped him to his feet.  
 
    “Yes, it truly is me,” said the Angel. “Or one version of me.” He looked at his own silvery hands and admired the opalescent wings extending from his back.  
 
    The creature laughed, and the sound was joyful music to Stralasi’s ears. “It has been a long time since I appeared to anyone in this body,” Darak said. “What do you think?” He struck a gallant posture, his hands fixed to the hilt of a gray carbyne sword. 
 
    Stralasi didn’t know what to think. How was this possible? His mind raced with contradictions and confusion. “You once stated that you were neither Shard nor Demon,” he said, “and yet you are clearly more than just a man. Are you an Angel, sent by the Living God to test me?” 
 
    From a meter above Stralasi’s upturned eyes, Darak answered quietly, thoughtfully. “Truly, I am all of these and more. And because I am more, I am not exactly any single one. But sent by Alum? No.”  
 
    Darak looked out at the ringworld. “Have you perused your surroundings? Can you deduce where we are?” 
 
    Stralasi turned away from the Angel despite a lifetime of training screaming out to him that such an action could warrant instant death. But, despite his appearance, this was undoubtedly Darak. He pointed to the arc.  
 
    “Clearly, we are near a ringworld, though I am not familiar with this one. I’ve seen videocasts of all such habitats within the Realm, but I don’t recall this one. I can’t imagine why Alum would build such a magnificent place in such an unremarkable location.” 
 
    “Yes, this one is unique,” answered the Angel, Darak. “Why do you judge its location to be unremarkable?” 
 
    “Its sun is either extremely distant or tiny,” replied Stralasi. “Something in its appearance makes me think it is more likely to be tiny. And I’ve never seen a night sky so devoid of light, which makes me think we must be near the edge of some small and insignificant galaxy.”  
 
    Imagine!--Stralasi marveled. Here I am, a humble monk of the Alumita, discussing astronomy with an Angel, while floating in an isolated bit of air and earth, suspended in outer space some small distance from an unknown ringworld. He shook his head in wonder. 
 
    “It is a small star, that is true,” confirmed Darak. “And it is near the edge of a thin galaxy with few stars and a great deal of dark gasses. It’s unique because it is the farthest in the Realm from any of Alum’s other worlds.” 
 
    Stralasi looked back over his shoulder. “Distance is meaningless in Alum’s Realm,” he cited by rote. “All worlds are no more than a few starsteps from all other worlds.” 
 
    “True,” Darak answered. “But not all worlds in the Realm—or rather, not all worlds formerly in the Realm—have starsteps.” 
 
    A horrified Stralasi turned back toward the ringworld as if scouting for signs of dangerous activity. “Rebels!” he realized. 
 
    “Indeed. My rebels, in fact.”  
 
    “Your rebels?” Stralasi struggled to process this new bit of information. This Angel, sometimes a Shard, sometimes a god, sometimes only a man, laying claim to leading rebels?  
 
    And not just any rebels. Rebels who somehow managed to build that pinnacle of technological achievement, a ringworld, while disconnected from Alum’s guidance? Had he not known Darak so well, he would have scoffed. Except, as incredible as it sounded, he was sure it was true. 
 
    “Well, not my rebels, exactly. I helped them gain their independence a long time ago,” explained Darak. “I still carry a good deal of affection and admiration for their efforts. I don’t own them or anything like that. They are no more mine than they were Alum’s.”  
 
    He pointed to the arc of the ringworld. “Frankly, I’m a little surprised they lasted long enough to build something like this. Rebellions that aren’t put down quickly usually fracture of their own accord due to internal strife, or they just fizzle out like a faulty rocket. Especially given where we are, this is impressive.”  
 
    “And where exactly are we?” Stralasi asked, turning to confront the Angel. 
 
    “In the ancient catalogs, this galaxy was known as ESO 461-36. It’s notable for being the only galaxy within a region known as the Local Void. It’s a strange small, dark galaxy just outside the plane of the so-called Local Cluster that includes the Milky Way. The nearest galaxy is over eight million light years away, and the Origin galaxy is over twenty-five million light years away. 
 
    “The ESO galaxy is unusual, so unusual that Alum went out of His way to place an exploratory colony here, as humanity expanded toward the Virgo Cluster. As a remote outpost in a sparsely-populated galaxy far off the main path of expansion, it wasn’t considered important enough to warrant quashing my little rebellion there twenty-million odd years ago.” 
 
    “You helped the rebels twenty million years ago?” 
 
    “Indeed. And having just contacted the authorities here, and received their greetings, it seems the descendants of that rebellion still enjoy their independence.”  
 
    Darak noticed Stralasi’s stunned expression. “I’m as surprised as you are. Alum seldom permits rebellions to go unpunished.” 
 
    “That’s not it,” corrected the incredulous Brother. “You contacted the authorities?” 
 
    “Oh, that. Yes, I used my old verification codes. It’s interesting that they’ve actually remembered them for so long. They should arrive soon.” 
 
    “They’ll be here? Soon?” Stralasi felt his knees go weak again. It was one thing to confront an Angel; it was another to confront rebels. Angels carried out Alum’s Will. That is, all the Angels he knew of did. Rebels were loyal to no one but themselves. Who knew what aims or guidelines they might have. Then he remembered who he was with. Darak wouldn’t permit any harm to come to him…would he? 
 
    “Yes. I thought that since we arrived unexpectedly, it’d be best to announce our presence and permit the local leaders to escort us in from the ancient rendezvous point in whatever manner they see fit.” 
 
    There was much unspoken history in Darak’s answer. As usual—thought Stralasi. Struggling to make sense of everyone and everything around him felt like a normal state when he was with Darak. “Is it even possible they would remember you after so much time?” 
 
    Darak held his arms out to either side. “I used the ancient protocols, and have assumed the expected appearance. So far, they are responding as I would have hoped. It would appear they’ve kept their promise to me over these impossibly many years. Let us see what kind of reception we are accorded. Ahh, and here they are!” 
 
    Stralasi looked to the ringworld arc in time to see a bright flame shoot from a barely perceptible, decelerating vehicle of some sort. A rocket? No one uses rockets in the Realm anymore. But he’d studied them at the Alumita and was certain that’s what was bearing down on them.  
 
    Judging by the brightness of its exhaust, the ship was braking hard as it approached. The ship was aiming straight for them. He glanced back at Darak.  
 
    Couldn’t the Angel tell they were minutes, perhaps seconds, away from being fried? Maybe he thought their bubble would protect them. Darak’s Angel body might be impervious to heat and violent concussion, but his own body was not. He opened his mouth to say something.  
 
    The flare drew closer and Stralasi saw it was angled slightly away from them. Whoever guided the vehicle was approaching their shell in such a way that the exhaust would avoid them. The flame diminished in ferocity.  
 
    Darak smiled. Had he been aware of Stralasi’s anxiety? The Brother was uncertain. He wasn’t at all comforted by his memories of the demon/god/Angel’s sense of humor when he saw Stralasi’s previous reactions to clearly terrifying circumstances. He frowned and turned back to watch the approaching vessel. 
 
    The main drive cut off within a few kilometers of the sphere. Its relative velocity slowed to a few meters per second, and small attitudinal jets completed the maneuvering.  
 
    Brother Stralasi could finally confirm that it was some kind of spaceship, cylindrical, about thirty meters long and ten in diameter.  
 
    The ship came to rest alongside their bubble but did nothing further. The windows were dark and reflective, giving no hint as to who or what was waiting inside. There were no interior or exterior lights; there was no communication and no movement.  
 
    Stralasi wondered what they were supposed to do. Were they communicating with Darak telepathically? Could Darak simply shift them inside? He assumed there must be an internal compartment of some sort, judging by the presence of glass-covered viewing ports along the side of the cylinder.  
 
    A large door opened in the adjacent craft and Darak moved them forward—air, dirt, and all—into the waiting hold. Stralasi realized that he’d been holding his breath and released it slowly. They slid forward into the darkness.  
 
    “Is there no way we can cast some light on the inside of this vessel?” he asked the Angel.  
 
    “My apologies,” replied Darak. “In my excitement, I forgot.”  
 
    Their protective shell cast a diffused glow around them as they passed deeper into the ship. The addition of light didn’t help. The chamber into which they were moving had no discernible features. Smooth, dull gray walls with no protuberance, attachment, or discontinuity surrounded them.  
 
    Stralasi hoped Darak knew what he was doing, trusting this ship to be friendly. Well, if it had been sent to capture us, the owners will be in for a big surprise. He had no idea of the ship’s capabilities, but the destructive might of an Angel was legendary.  
 
    I only hope that if a fight does break out, Darak remembers to keep me safe.  
 
    The few stars visible behind them were slowly occluded by the closing door. We’re committed now—he thought, trying to assess any hint of concern on Darak’s mercurial face. The Angel seemed to have serenely accepted being swallowed up by the ship.  
 
    With the door closed, the wall appeared completely seamless. There was no hint of where the hatch had been. 
 
    “Now what?” asked the Brother. 
 
    “Now we wait until we arrive at a ringworld docking station,” Darak replied. “It shouldn’t be long.” 
 
    The Brother steadied himself against the wall, waiting to feel the jerk of acceleration. He bent his knees expectantly.  
 
    After a minute there was still no sign they were underway. He asked the Angel, “Why aren’t we moving?” 
 
    Darak peered down at the monk. “We began moving the instant the door was closed. We’re accelerating at a rate high enough to turn your body into mush. I’m compensating.” He looked upward.  
 
    Stralasi followed his gaze but saw nothing.  
 
    “The pilot of this ship can handle the acceleration, as can I, but I’m a little surprised they made no allowance for you. That is uncharacteristic. Perhaps they assumed I would ensure no harm came to you.” He returned his gaze to Stralasi. “Or perhaps they didn’t care if it did.” 
 
    The Brother considered Darak’s beautiful, frightful, angelic smile. Was the Angel joking or serious? Stralasi couldn’t tell. He shivered, drew his arms around himself, and plunked himself down on a tiny piece of ground, facing away from the Angel. The monk withdrew into silence, contemplating a small stone in front of his feet on the little piece of Gargus 718.5 that traveled wherever they went. Minutes passed, but the Good Brother did not stir.  
 
    A whoosh of air and bright light filled the chamber, breaking Stralasi’s meditation. He stood and straightened his clothes.  
 
    The hatch door opened into a well-lit corridor lined with white panels. A ramp extended up into the transport ship, right to their tiny piece of ground. At the bottom of the ramp, stood a woman.  
 
    Stralasi would have said she was not yet past the first third of her life. She had a tentative smile on her lips and a meter-wide Securitor hovering over her right shoulder.  
 
    “Shall we?” Darak motioned Stralasi forward as he dropped their protective shield. Immediately, the Brother’s nose was assaulted by a complex mix of odors, cleaning chemicals to be sure, and an unmistakable odor of fertile land. 
 
    Darak made his way down the ramp, with Stralasi tagging behind.  
 
    The woman lowered her head, took an awkward step back with one foot, and bowed deeply.  
 
    Darak smiled at the genuflection and uttered something incomprehensible to Stralasi. 
 
    “What did you say?” the monk whispered. 
 
    Darak turned to the monk and lifted a hand with the index finger raised. Stralasi felt a mild tingling in his head.  
 
    “I said, there’s no need for such a formal greeting to one who had abandoned the Esu so long ago,” the Angel repeated. As he spoke the woman rose. 
 
    “He does not speak our language,” she stated. 
 
    “He did not speak our language,” Darak corrected. “He does now.” 
 
    “True marvels do travel with you, as it is told,” said the woman. 
 
    “What do you mean?” asked Stralasi, talking over her. “I understand you perfectly.” Only when he thought about it did he realize the woman had been speaking a language other than Standard. Yet, now, he understood both tongues equally well and found he could reply easily in whichever he chose. 
 
    “A slight adjustment to your lattice in the language centers to permit you to understand the local dialect,” he explained. “My apologies for not doing it earlier, while you were brooding.”  
 
    “I was not brooding,” objected Stralasi. “I was…meditating.” 
 
    A raised eyebrow formed in Darak’s mercurial liquid mirror.  
 
    “You travel with a companion?” observed the woman. “The ancient texts make no mention of this.” 
 
    Stralasi pointed to the sphere hovering behind her. “You travel with a Securitor. Are you afraid of us?” 
 
    The woman appeared momentarily confused. She looked to Darak for explanation.  
 
    “Ahh, yes. I suppose they do have a similar form, but her companion is as much Cybrid as Securitor,” the Angel corrected. “It’s her guardian, manipulator, mentation aid, and much more. And she is not traveling with it any more than you are traveling with your arm.” 
 
    It was Stralasi’s turn to not understand.  
 
    Darak explained, “Since I left them, the Esu have discovered the mutual benefits of a human-Cybrid symbiosis.” He waved his hand to encompass both beings. “You are looking at one person, biological and electromechanical, a single entity with split consciousness.” 
 
    “My name is Crissea,” the woman said. She indicated the floating mechanism. “We call this part of us, our Familiar.”  
 
    Stralasi did not recognize that use of the word. Crissea gave a shallow bow from the waist, and her Familiar bobbed a few centimeters at the same time. “Welcome to Eso-La.”  
 
    Darak returned the bow, something Stralasi would never have imagined. Other than Alum himself, who was an Angel obligated to honor? He hurriedly joined in the gesture of respect.  
 
    The Angel returned to full stature and pronounced in a formal, ritualistic voice, “I am Darak Legsu, Broken Shard of Alum. I am Gabriel, Fallen Commander of the Virgo Central Wing. I am Fal sek Troal, Betrayer of the Aelu. I am the Da’ark Triad, Brother, Traitor, and Savior.” 
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    As Darak proclaimed his multiple identities, Stralasi’s eyes grew wider and wider. The Angel hadn’t mentioned these titles to him. No wonder. They didn’t sound like anything to be proud of, at least what he could understand of them: Fallen Commander, the Da’ark Triad, Traitor.  
 
    The Good Brother wasn’t familiar with any of the figures. He had an odd feeling, an inkling, that perhaps the Realm possessed a whole parallel, unofficial history, one unsanctioned by Alum and quite different from the one he had been taught.  
 
    Crissea gave a satisfied smile and a nod. “It is as foretold by the ancients.” Her gaze fell on the Good Brother. “Almost.” 
 
    “This is Ontro nem Stralasi, a Brother of the Alumit and my traveling companion.”  
 
    Crissea’s eyes narrowed at the mention of the Church of Alum.  
 
    “He is on…educational leave,” explained Darak, “without approval of his superiors. However, I’m sure the Good Brother is finding our travels to be quite a valuable learning experience.” He smiled at the understatement.  
 
    Crissea laughed softly, at the sound of Stralasi muttering under his breath. 
 
    “Brother Stralasi,” she said with a small dip of her head. “It would be my pleasure to introduce you to the many marvels of our world, a world outside the official ‘sanction’ of the Alumit, I’m afraid.” 
 
    Stralasi bobbed his head. “Since traveling with Darak these past few months, I’ve learned of many things that would not be officially sanctioned by the Alumit.” 
 
    “We have little time for touring, I’m afraid,” Darak interjected. “I have something important to ask of your people. Would it be possible to call a meeting of the World Authorities?” 
 
    “They are gathering as we speak,” the young woman replied. “Eso-La is large, and we eschew the instantaneous starstep transportation technology of the Realm. A few hours of tube travel will be required of our most distant Coordina members.”  
 
    She indicated for the Angel and Good Brother to follow. “We can share some refreshments while we wait for the last few representatives to arrive.” 
 
    They walked a short distance to the end of the corridor, where a section of the floor lifted them through a few hundred meters of hollowed out rock to arrive at the innermost habitable surface of the ringworld.  
 
    The platform emerged into the light of a clear, sunny day. Stralasi felt giddy as he whirled about, taking in the paradise-like garden. He’d expected to arrive in some grand building, like a Global Alumita or even a planetary tube station, where the governing Council would meet them in majestic chambers. But this! This was so much better.  
 
    All around, grew well-tended trees, shrubs, grasses and flowers. The delicate trill of birds merged with babbling water close by. There was no sign of a building anywhere unless one counted the vine-laden trellises and arbors off to one side. He could hear the soft sounds of people talking and laughing, off in that direction. 
 
    “Where will we meet the Council? Is there transportation to the city nearby?” he asked. 
 
    “This is the nearest Amphi of the Coordina,” Crissea responded. “We will meet over there.” She pointed in the direction of the arbors and set off in that direction. 
 
    The Brother turned a confused face to the Angel, who patiently answered him with more questions.  
 
    “Why meet under cover from the elements if you control them? Or if the weather is of no consequence to your comfort?” He motioned for Stralasi to walk beside him into the clearing ahead.  
 
    They left the lightly treed area and entered a plaza filled with a small crowd of people and their accompanying Familiars.  
 
    Raised planters, large boulders, and fountains enjoyed the shade of flowering trees. It looked randomly but beautifully arranged, as far as Stralasi could determine.  
 
    People sat in small groups on whatever surfaces were convenient. They wore a variety of light robes and short pants suited to a pleasant summer afternoon. Familiars extended manipulators, carrying drinks and small plates of food, toward their human associates.  
 
    The overall effect was more like a garden party than a meeting of the governing authorities of a massive civilization like the ringworld of Eso-la. 
 
    When Stralasi caught a glimpse of Darak’s face, he saw no hint of emotion, save contentment.  
 
    As they entered the plaza, faces turned to watch them. As if one entity, people ceased their conversations and rose to face Darak and the monk. They bowed deeply, Familiars included, and sat down again, resuming their conversations.  
 
    Stralasi wasn’t sure whether he felt more like an esteemed guest of honor or one of those Head Brothers who sometimes showed up uninvited at local parties. Both Darak and Crissea appeared satisfied that all the necessary protocols had been met. 
 
    “Would you like something to eat or drink while we wait?” their hostess asked Darak. “I can’t recall whether Angels enjoy food or juices. Our selection here is excellent.” 
 
    “While I have no need for either, I am capable of enjoying both,” replied the Angel. “And it has been some hours since our last meal. I’m certain Brother Stralasi would like something.” 
 
    At that moment, the soft breeze shifted direction, wafting the delicious odors of warm food their way.  
 
    Stralasi’s mouth watered, and his stomach gurgled embarrassingly.  
 
    Crissea graciously pretended not to notice and guided him toward a buffet where a wide variety of meats, breads, vegetables, and fruits were beautifully displayed.  
 
    Three people and their Familiars artfully arranged Stralasi’s choices on a small plate, and poured him a glass of plum-colored wine. Darak chose some slices of fruit that looked like variants on familiar Standard strains. The trio moved off to some secluded seating near a fountain. 
 
    Stralasi shoved the delightful tidbits into his mouth as fast as he dared, restrained only by his desire not to appear uncivilized before the lovely Crissea. He noticed her delicate sampling of the fruit dishes. She helpfully pointed out which sauces were best paired with which meat dishes.  
 
    The sparkling laughter with which she greeted Stralasi’s appreciative groans over the superb flavors embodied in each morsel only heightened her charm. 
 
    The Good Brothers of the Alumit, being among the most favored of Alum, were generally expected to marry and have children at some time in their lives.  
 
    Stralasi hadn’t intentionally set out to avoid marriage. During his extensive travels in service to Alum, he had met many delightful and eligible women. Each time, he’d move on to the next assignment before working up the courage to overcome his shyness.  
 
    Stralasi surprised himself by thinking about how nice it might be to settle in a place like this with a woman like Crissea. Alas, it was out of his control. There was little he could do but follow Darak wherever his travels took him. 
 
    He was savoring a final spectacular bite from the buffet when a dull roar sounded from one side of the terrace. A vessel landed alongside the vehicles parked near the terraced area.  
 
    Darak and Crissea stood, and Stralasi set down his plate to join them. 
 
    “Perfect timing. This is the last contingent of the Coordina we were expecting,” Crissea said. “We have a quorum now.” 
 
    The ship powered down, a door slid open, and a platform descended. Stralasi stole a look at Darak, and a slightly more surreptitious one at Crissea. They shared the appearance of eager expectation, their full attention fixed on the ramp.  
 
    Stralasi caught movement out of the corner of his eye and looked back in time to see the travelers emerge.  
 
    Aelu! His eyes sought somewhere to hide. He reached out a hand to pull Crissea with him. Her face was serene, even joyful. What is this? He opened his lips to tell her to flee.  
 
    Crissea turned to him and her smile grew broader.  
 
    He scanned the faces of those assembled. He saw nothing but open acceptance, as if the aliens were old friends. He looked back at the Aelu. They didn’t appear to be hostile, though he wasn’t sure he could tell. He closed his eyes for a second and reconsidered. Could these be the Coordina members we’re waiting for?  
 
    Stralasi had never seen real Aelu, not in person. Actually, no one he knew had ever seen real, live Aelu. No one besides Alum and some of his inner circle had any first-hand knowledge of that alien race. Yet, the Aelu continued to be cast as the default evil opponent in video entertainments throughout the Realm, which was odd, now that he thought about it. 
 
    Stralasi knew the Aelu—through history lessons, inSense games, and entertainment—to be brilliant, ruthless, and utterly evil. With equal parts trepidation and foreboding, he watched the ten figures gracefully make their way down the ramp. His horror grew with each step of the peculiarly smooth, three-legged gait that held their ellipsoid bodies steady.  
 
    “They’re…They’re…Aelu,” he announced to Crissea and Darak as if they hadn’t seen or realized.  
 
    “At last!” Darak laughed and strode forward to greet the aliens. 
 
    “But how are they here?” 
 
    “Because the Savior, the one you know as Darak, brought them to us and charged us with their welfare,” Crissea answered. 
 
    “He saved Aelu?” Stralasi couldn’t believe it. How could an Angel, even a rebellious one, save any members of such a powerful enemy of the Realm? 
 
    “Yes, he brought as many as he could. Sadly, few made it here alive, barely enough to rebuild the species. It took considerable time and great care.”  
 
    Stralasi saw the guilt in her eyes and was confused. Before he could inquire, she whispered, “Excuse me,” and moved forward to greet the Aelu with Darak.  
 
    The rest of the Coordina pressed closer to watch the historic moment. They jostled for position, transfixed by a sight they’d never dared hope to see. 
 
    Stralasi’s head spun as he watched Darak and Crissea approach the Aelu.  
 
    The Aelu assembled in a diamond-shape formation at the bottom of the ramp and bowed deeply to the group as a whole. They emitted a loud musical tinkle, reminiscent of the harmonic but scattered notes of wind chimes.  
 
    Their tripod legs collapsed at three central joints, and their bodies sank to within a few centimeters of the ground. Their upper manipulators folded into a complex spiral design above their bodies.  
 
    Stralasi’s fear was temporarily overridden by his fascination. 
 
    Darak rose to his full height, extended his right hand, and placed it tenderly on what equated to the shoulder area of the lead Aelu. He bent down and enfolded the being in his shimmering wings.  
 
    The two remained that way for long seconds, and then Darak was gone. In his place stood an opalescent green-blue Aelu that Stralasi recognized from the movies as a Leader type.  
 
    For a second, it—Darak?—was the only Aelu not bowed low, but it soon joined its brothers in a folded crouch and accepted the gentle touches of upper tripod appendages from the others.  
 
    The Angel returned to the form that Stralasi was only now beginning to get used to. When Darak stood, the Aelu stood with it. They surrounded him, gently caressing his arms and wings with their manipulators, and he radiated joy.  
 
    The rest of the Coordina rushed forward to share in the glow of his delight. Everyone got a turn to clasp hands with Darak, brush against his wings, or receive a hand to their shoulder. A particularly ancient looking man spoke with Darak for well over a minute, after which the Angel gently wrapped him in his wings and the two hugged.  
 
    The Good Brother was moved by this display, though he didn’t understand what it signified. When Crissea returned to his side, he asked for her help.  
 
    “Rudolfo’s great-great-grandfather, Artero, was one of the Original Ten who conspired with Darak Legsu in the Liberation. He visited his esteemed ancestor in Eterna only a few weeks ago, and they relived those days. How gratifying it will feel for him to relay his conversation with the Fallen Commander to the ancient one.” 
 
    Stralasi nodded before it dawned on him. “Wait. This Rebellion happened over twenty million years ago, didn’t it? How could this Rudolfo possibly have visited with anyone alive then?” 
 
    Crissea smiled kindly, in a way that Stralasi found moderately condescending. “Oh, that’s right,” she realized. “The Realm doesn’t have Familiars. Well, Artero Belongia’s biological body died ages ago. His Familiar housed his concepta and persona for a few million years before being uploaded into Eterna. He is still among our most respected Council advisors when we can find something interesting enough to pull him away from his hobbies and adventures.” 
 
    “If he died, his soul is no longer with us and has certainly passed on to the next world,” objected Stralasi. “Clearly, nothing of his soul could remain in this world.”  
 
    Crissea cocked her head in a way that Stralasi found both charming and disconcerting. “What is this ‘soul’ you mention?” 
 
    Darak had returned behind the two without their notice, and jumped in before Stralasi could expound further. “Alum’s people believe that our ideas, memories, and beliefs, all the thoughts that make us individuals, reside in a non-physical essence that is somehow connected to the body. They believe that when one dies, the soul is set free to go on to an eternal existence in a non-physical paradise called Heaven or, in some cases, to bear eternal torture and suffering in a place called Hell. Pursuant to judgment by Alum, of course.” 
 
    Crissea stared first at the Angel, then at Stralasi. Her mouth hung—rather uncharacteristically—wide open.  
 
    Darak’s eyes twinkled. He couldn’t contain his escaping grin. Crissea burst into relieved laughter. The laughter erupted in great waves from the Angel as well. Brother Stralasi glowered. 
 
    As she dried her eyes, Crissea apologized. “I’m sorry, Ontro. That can’t be what you really think? It’s just too…preposterous.” 
 
    Stralasi crossed his arms indignantly. “I am a Senior Brother in the Alumit. I have studied the Scripture my entire life. What Darak has said—minus his disrespectful tone—is the essence of Alum’s teachings. Those who contravene the Faith will be judged harshly by the Living God.” 
 
    “Oh, I am sorry. I’ve made you angry. I just…. There’s no evidence. It’s not rational.” The more Crissea attempted her unapologetic apology, the more stubbornly Stralasi set his glare. 
 
    “My friends, I’m afraid this is a clash of cultural perspectives that won’t be resolved here and now,” Darak intervened. “I learned long ago that appealing to rational assessments of the available evidence is useless when trying to convert a person of Faith.” He glanced pointedly over his shoulder at his wings. “Though, I’m sure even Alum Himself never would have imagined hearing those words from the lips of an Angel of the Lord, no matter how Fallen.” 
 
    Stralasi made a conscious effort to relax. “It is true I have seen many things in my travels with you, Lord Angel, things that might make weaker men question their Faith. And I have learned that all is not exactly as I once thought it was. But if you would ask me to condemn my Eternal Soul to Damnation by forsaking what I know in my heart to be true, I cannot do that. So you are right; there is no amount of evidence or rational thought that can shake the foundations of my Belief in such a way.” He thrust his chin defiantly forward. 
 
    Darak raised his hands in mock surrender. “No, I would not ask such a thing of you, my dear Brother Stralasi. I picked you as my traveling companion precisely for the strength of your Faith. It is clear that even Alum would not question your Belief. That is why I hope you will join the proceedings as one of the Judges. I believe you are ready for that now.” 
 
    Stralasi and Crissea were equally surprised and confused. “Judges?” they asked simultaneously. 
 
    “Yes, Judges. If I may address the meeting of the Coordina, I will outline my request in greater detail.” 
 
    “Most certainly.” Crissea bowed, hoping he wouldn’t notice her embarrassment, “The meeting has been underway for some time.” 
 
    “I wondered if it might be,” Darak nodded. “I thought it impolite to monitor your private channels or I would have known. Very well, let’s attend to business.” He directed Stralasi and Crissea to sit by the fountain. He remained standing, facing the two of them.  
 
    “Three hundred of the Coordina Executive are here in attendance,” Crissea announced for Stralasi’s benefit. “Thousands upon thousands of Coordina groups distributed around Eso-La are connected to this meeting through me. I will channel our responses and questions as needed. Darak Legsu, please proceed.” 
 
    Darak acknowledged the invitation, then turned inward to address the entire ringworld Coordina.  
 
    “Greetings friends. Thank you for your warm welcome. It has been too long since I visited. I am pleased with the developments you have made since I first assisted your ancestors in that distant age. It is good to see how you have come together from many peoples into one, and from so many tiny colonies into one shining ringworld, the beautiful Eso-La. 
 
    “I’d hoped your worlds would survive at least a while after throwing off the shackles of Alum’s Realm, but I could not have imagined that you would flourish the way you have. I am delighted to see your growth and vitality.  
 
    “For whatever reason, it seems Alum has decided to ignore your presence here. Though He’s had ample time to send a Wing or even an entire Flock of Angels to avenge the Rebellion of your ancestors, He has not done so.  
 
    “Are you free of Him forever? Does He think you’ve long since perished, or that you’re insignificant? Has He chosen to let you live in peace? I can tell you, none of these is true.  
 
    “Alum has simply moved on to a new Plan. A greater Plan. His Divine Plan. He’s no longer content with ruling the small part of the universe we call the Realm. He’s no longer content with the prospect of encountering other civilizations and other powers that may equal or exceed His own. He’s decided to bring about the Age of Heaven, as he calls it. 
 
    “What is Alum’s ‘Age of Heaven’? How could Alum’s Realm be any more perfect?  
 
    “In ancient days, before Alum was the Living God, we had stories of a place free from any suffering, free from labor or strife. It was a place where everyone could live forever, and where our only work was to praise God throughout our days. A place free from threats, free of uncertainty, where God’s Will was the only Law and God’s Love was the only Force. We called this place Heaven.  
 
    “This is Alum’s dream, to recreate our universe, to reflect His idea of Heaven. To do so, He will first have to collapse our universe, the only physical universe we know, destroying us all, every last creature, every planet, every star. He will return everything to a condensed, primordial state, and recreate all matter according to His new laws. He will remake nature in His vision of this Heaven.  
 
    “I have been beyond the universe to the realm of the Chaos, a place where the laws of nature have not yet taken hold. I have seen the end of the expansion of our universe into the Chaos, an expansion that has been rolling outward since the first real matter condensed out of the virtual froth of the Chaos many billions of years ago.  
 
    “To achieve this, Alum constructed a device He calls the Deplosion Array. Once he activated it, our universe, the universe of real matter, stopped expanding and The Chaos started seeping back into the universe, ripping apart matter along its edge.  
 
    “The destruction will be slow at first, then rapidly accelerate until the edge of the universe is retreating faster than the speed of light. In less than ten million years, the universe will be returned to the Chaos and Alum will begin the re-Creation.” 
 
    Through both his lattice connection and physical surroundings, Stralasi heard a rising murmur coming from the Coordina members gathered in the adjoining courtyards.  
 
    Crissea’s brow furrowed in concentration, and she raised her voice to be heard over the sound. “I would ask Counsellors to refrain from transmitting anything except clearly phrased questions, please.”  
 
    “Darak Legsu, how can we hope to withstand or oppose Alum’s Will in this?” she asked. “You know that we have refrained from further exploring the basis of reality. We vowed ages ago that such technology would remain unexplored. We chose to develop whatever we could within the Laws of Nature. Even if we were to commence intensive research today, we’d have no hope of stopping Alum in time.”  
 
    “I will deal with Alum,” said Darak and, in an instant, vanished. In his stead, stood the man Stralasi had first mistaken for a Shard.  
 
    The shock from the Coordina was audible, palpable. Stralasi would have sworn a physical tremor had been transmitted the full circumference of Eso-La through the radio waves connecting the Coordinas. 
 
    Darak, the man, continued, “Alum is not alone in understanding the origin of the Laws of Nature, nor is He the only one capable of manipulating them. I am not here to ask you to stand with me in opposition. I am here to ask you to share your wisdom in choosing the right way forward.”  
 
    He turned to the Brother seated beside Crissea, “This includes you as well, my friend,” he said. 
 
    “Alum has made a decision that affects the entire universe. He has made this decision without consultation because He believes it to be the correct one. Alum is ancient and wise. His Realm has brought peace, prosperity, and happiness to humanity, Cybrid, and Angels, alike.  
 
    “But that has come at a price, as the Aelu well know. That price has been extreme stability in the Realm, a rejection of other possibilities and other civilizations that may have developed in different ways besides the Standard Way.  
 
    “Alum has decided to alter the universe so that only His Standard, and His alone, will rule. His vision is beautiful; it is the perfection we all claim to seek. It is also the end of change, of uncertainty, of challenge. 
 
    “I want to give those who will be affected by His choice a say in the future. I will travel a significant part of the Realm and, where I go, people and Cybrids will be given the ability to come together so that their voices may be heard.  
 
    “I will converse with Alum directly and debate the merits of His Divine Plan. The worlds I visit will receive the opportunity to listen to that debate and to vote. I will invite them to enhance their intelligence through a lattice mechanism so they can fully understand the issues. Their vote will determine whether Alum’s Dream is permitted.  
 
    “If the majority votes ‘yes’ for Alum’s Divine Plan, I will depart this universe for the Chaos. If the majority votes ‘no’ I will push for Alum to depart.” 
 
    He turned to Stralasi. “Brother, as Head of the Alumit on Gargus 718.5, I have given you the ability to represent your world. Your lattice has already been suitably enhanced. You only need to accept the burden of judgment, and I will load your memory with the requisite knowledge and evidence. All you need to do—each and every one of you—is to take back the right to determine your future.” 
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    “We have something to show you,” Crissea announced.  
 
    Darak’s brows shot up. “Something to show me?” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “I’m intrigued. It’s been a while since I’ve had an actual surprise. I believe Brother Stralasi may have been the last one.” This came as a revelation to the Good Brother.  
 
    “Mm,” Crissea agreed, sharing some inside joke that was beyond the Good Brother’s understanding.  
 
    The three were relaxing and enjoying one another’s company while waiting for the Coordina’s decision. Stralasi was contemplating Darak’s invitation to help judge the Living God’s Divine Plan; it was not something to be considered lightly.  
 
    “It’s not on Eso-La, though,” Crissea added. “We’ll need to travel to get to it.” 
 
    “Then, by all means, please lead on.”  
 
    Darak and Brother Stralasi followed Crissea through the gardens to the arrival platform. They descended through the rock-like strata of Eso-La to the same vessel that had retrieved their bubble in space. This time, Crissea escorted them to an observation chamber in the ship. Her Familiar hovered past them and into a tight-fitting control room; the door whooshed shut behind it.  
 
    Crissea sat in one of the four reclining chairs in the chamber and motioned for Stralasi and Darak to take their own seats.  
 
    “We will travel at a lower acceleration to reduce any potential discomfort,” she assured Stralasi. 
 
    “Don’t worry about me,” he replied, somewhat indignantly. 
 
    “It might be for the better,” Darak soothed. “The Esu are more robust than they appear.” 
 
    Stralasi harrumphed while Crissea diplomatically hid a smile. “We have our limits,” she said graciously. 
 
    “We can dispense with physical accommodations and discomfort, if our hostess will allow me to alter the local effect of such acceleration,” Darak suggested.  
 
    “Normally, we frown on that technology,” Crissea replied, “but this is your surprise to experience so, if you’d rather.” 
 
    “It is done,” said Darak, and the ship accelerated away from the ringworld at 10g. “I’m eager to see what you’ve arranged for me.”  
 
    They shot parallel to the backside of the ring, and curled around the atmosphere-containing wall to the inner edge. The ship sped along a few thousand kilometers above the atmosphere. 
 
    Crissea explained to her guests, “Our surprise is closer to the far side of Eso-La. But rather than take a train to the docking station, I thought you might appreciate an aerial tour of our world. Our route will take us along the inner arc of the ring and to the other side before moving above the orbital plane. We’ll catch an exceptional view of the ring from there.” 
 
    As she said this, the chamber walls, floor, and ceiling turned transparent, except for the control room wall directly in front of them. To all appearances, the three of them seemed to be sitting on chairs moving rapidly through space.  
 
    Stralasi gave silent thanks for his travel experiences with Darak. Without the prior terrors of finding himself suspended over strange planets and asteroids, this trip would have sent him into paroxysms of panic in front of the fascinating Crissea. He was glad not to have to endure that embarrassment.  
 
    The majestic scale of Eso-La unfolded beneath them. Enormous oceans, continents, and cloudscapes were mesmerizing from this distance. Stralasi imagined they must be magnificent up close.  
 
    Despite their speed, the landscape below unrolled slowly. The enormity of ringworlds had always filled him with awe.  Just think, each of those ponds far below is an ocean, and the furrowed ridges are entire mountain ranges!  
 
    He was surprised not to see any large cities. A few times, he spotted the lights of civilization at the edge of regions darkened by the night-synthesizing shades moving along their rails. But the shades blocked their view into the darkest areas. Is it possible all cities along our route are in their night time now?—he wondered. That seemed like too much of a coincidence. Darak had hinted that cities might not be so common here. Surely, the people of Eso-La, the Esu, enjoyed urban life as much as anyone? 
 
    After an hour, the ship turned away from the arc of the ringworld and pointed into deep space. Eso-La fell quickly behind them. Thirty minutes later, Crissea announced they were at the halfway point. The ship flipped its tail away from the ringworld and began decelerating.  
 
    The entire ring was visible from their position above its orbital plane, though Stralasi could make out no details other than alternating light and dark bands. The ring continued to recede, though its pace slowed and slowed over the next hour. 
 
    “I didn’t see any cities,” Stralasi said to Crissea. “Aren’t ringworlds intended to house extremely large populations? I thought there would be huge cities. Are they too small to spot from here?” 
 
    “The Amphi was near the center of one of our largest living areas,” Crissea answered.  
 
    Darak stepped in to bridge their gap in understanding. “I’m not sure Ontro would recognize one of your cities as such. The Alumit still grows individual above-ground, climate-controlled cerraffices.”  
 
    “Oh,” Crissea responded. “Well, as Darak said earlier, we have ring-wide climate control. The weather is always pleasant, even when it’s necessary to permit rain in a region. In addition, we can modify our metabolisms at will, as necessary. For example, if one wished to live in the oceans or high in the mountains, their body can be adapted to make the conditions comfortable.” 
 
    “Why don’t you just put on extra clothing?” asked Stralasi. 
 
    Crissea laughed. “Our garments are completely decorative. Why should a body ever feel uncomfortable when it can simply be adjusted to suit its environment? Which makes more sense?” 
 
    Stralasi thought about the strange worlds and environments he and Darak had visited. He had to concede that, at least on a planetary scale, Alum agreed with Crissea. The Esu just extended the technology an extra degree. But he had to ask, “What about rain or snow? How do you protect your things?” 
 
    “What things?” 
 
    “Why, your things, your personal belongings. There must be certain things, consistent things, across all worlds and civilizations, along with some sort of storage units, housing, or facilities, are there not? Things like dishes, and clothes, and…and…entertainment units, and what about bathrooms, he blurted, “Where do you shower or clean yourselves?” 
 
    “When needed, such facilities rise from the ground,” answered Crissea. “Or one could bathe in any number of public or private pools.” 
 
    Again stepping in as liaison, Darak clarified. “The Esu have no need to arrange things as in your society. They can recycle and recreate practically anything on demand. Most of their machinery is hidden in the substrate; you wouldn’t notice it if it weren’t pointed out.” 
 
    “Where do you sleep? How do you get privacy? What about personal security?” Stralasi peppered Crissea with questions as they occurred to him. 
 
    “We rest when and where needed, against a tree, by a pool, on a bed of moss,” the woman replied, “though we seldom require extensive periods of inactivity. We edited that need from our genome long ago.” 
 
    Stralasi was stunned. He knew Darak never seemed to require rest, but he’d attributed that to his supernatural powers.  
 
    “As for privacy,” Crissea continued. “If I ask, people won’t look. And as for security, what do I need to be safe from? The local animals and insects are duty-allocated by Central Coordina; they present no danger.” She hesitated. “Unless you mean, do I fear threats from my own people?” 
 
    Stralasi forcibly shut his gaping jaw. He suppressed his preconceived notions and expectations, and opened his mind to this different way of living and thinking. “I guess I have a lot to learn,” he admitted. 
 
    Crissea could read the effort it took him. She touched his hand. “We all have much to learn. I will always have time to answer your questions, Ontro.” Her eyes sparkled with kindness, and Stralasi felt his heart beat faster in response. 
 
    “Oh, I see we’ve arrived,” Crissea said, breaking the spell she had cast over the Good Brother. Shaking himself back to attention, Stralasi noticed Darak tilting his head as if trying to hear a soft whisper or puzzle out something he was looking at. Stralasi had not seen him perform such an action in all the time he’d known him.  
 
    “No,” Darak said, looking genuinely surprised. “You didn’t!” His face radiated wonder and disbelief. 
 
    “Didn’t what?” demanded Stralasi. “What’s going on?” He’d been too distracted by the conversation to notice that the chamber walls had gone opaque again. He looked around the observation room, bewildered. 
 
    “Patience,” replied Crissea as the door to their ship opened again on a darkened room. “One moment. The controls are a bit unfamiliar. Oh, there it is.”  
 
    The lights came on, revealing an enormous cavern, at least five hundred meters across. A small desk with a control device sat to one side. Much of the space was taken up by a silvery reflective sphere surrounded by a black metal cage. Unfamiliar devices were distributed evenly over the cage.  
 
    Darak was beside himself with joy. A tear rolled down his cheek. 
 
    “I give up. What are we looking at?” Stralasi asked.  
 
    “Thank you, Crissea,” Darak said. “I don’t know how you did it. All these millions of years! Thank you.” 
 
    She smiled and bowed. “When we first found these among the asteroids we were mining, we didn’t understand what they might be. Our studies eventually revealed their nature, and we deduced you had put them there.” 
 
    “What is it?” asked Stralasi, a little more insistent. 
 
    “This is the main integration and control center of the biggest and strangest eye the known universe has ever seen,” Darak explained. “I called it a Soltron Detector. It converts an exotic particle passing through it into visible light.” He paused to see if Stralasi was following.  
 
    The Brother concentrated. Oh, bother, another science lesson. Okay, let me have it!—he said to himself. 
 
    “You see, a long time ago I lost something. Or more precisely, I lost track of it after Alum moved it. Are you familiar with the story of how the Origin planet was destroyed?” 
 
    “Yes, everyone knows about the Da’arkness and Origin. We learn that as children.” 
 
    “Well, we called it the Eater, that thing you know as the Da’arkness. And when it consumed normal matter, it gave off a particular kind of radiation not known in the real universe.”  
 
    “I built these detectors,” he said, pointing toward the cage, “as a kind of interface between those particles and normal matter. The details are unimportant. What’s important is that a large enough array tells me the direction in which I can find the Eater. If I can triangulate with the other arrays I’ve placed around the Realm, I can find it again.” 
 
    “Why would you want to do that? Why would you be interested in finding the Da’arkness again? It’s only good for destruction.” 
 
    “Destruction may be what it does, but that’s not what it is,” replied Darak.  
 
    Stralasi was tired and becoming frustrated by the man’s enigmatic answers. “Well then, what is it that’s so important?” 
 
    “It could be the key to finding a long lost friend.” 
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    “Well, that’s not what I expected to see.”  
 
    Were these words uttered by anyone other than the man-demon-angel Darak, Brother Stralasi might have found it amusing. Coming from his traveling companion, the words filled Brother Stralasi with dread.  
 
    He was becoming used to his own state of surprise, confusion, awe, and/or terror every time Darak “shifted” him somewhere new. But throughout their trials and travels, his abductor had remained confident.  
 
    Annoyingly, arrogantly, supremely confident.  
 
    Stralasi fought the temptation to respond with an uncharitable comment about Darak’s much-touted superiority of knowledge and experience. If something about their surroundings caught Darak off guard, now might not be the best time to speak. He held his tongue and studied their new location.  
 
    They’d materialized inside a clean, well-lit, nondescript facility. It looked harmless enough. No Angels, Securitors, people, plants, animals or Cybrids were visible. About one-third of the room was occupied by a black metal cage. He peered inside and beamed with pride on recognizing the silver reflective sphere. Another Soltron Detector!—Stralasi announced quietly to himself. 
 
    He could see no immediate danger. Maybe something outside.  
 
    He looked for a portal or window. There was a huge one dominating the rock wall behind them. Three distant, yellow suns were visible in it; the window reduced their brilliance so he could look directly at them. Their blazing disks circled one another close enough to rip matter from each others’ surfaces and fling bright coronas outward. The graceful streamers of incandescent gasses mesmerized him.  
 
    Three evenly offset ringworlds circled outside the orbital dance of the three suns. Each ring was striped at intervals along the inside edge where sunlight was absorbed by panels that cast night-time shadows on the land far below. “Exquisite!” 
 
    It was magnificent, and made even more so because the remainder of the sky was the deepest black Stralasi had ever seen, even deeper than the space near Eso-La. Only the dim twinkle of a few distant lights gave any hint of the remaining universe.  
 
    “Where are we?” Stralasi reverent voice echoed in the vast chamber.  
 
    “We are as far away from where we were as you can possibly go and still be in Alum’s Realm.”  
 
    Sensing Stralasi’s dwindling patience, Darak elaborated. “The area is a large void off the main axis of the Realm that runs between the Virgo Cluster and the Fornax Cluster. The nearest neighboring galaxies are fifteen million light years away. We’re about as far from any part of the Realm as one can be in explored space.” 
 
    “Then perhaps that explains why I’ve never heard of three suns in one system. I’m sure the Alumita would have mentioned such a thing in my astronomy courses.” 
 
    “No, this is unique,” Darak answered. “Even in my extensive travels, I’ve never encountered such an astronomical oddity anywhere else, a trio of same-sized stars in stable orbit around each other. I’m not at all sure how the physics of the arrangement works; I suspect it might not be completely natural.” 
 
    “Not completely natural?” 
 
    Darak smiled. “We might be looking at one of Alum’s greatest works…before his current planned destruction of everything, that is.” 
 
    He walked up to the window. “This is a rogue system, the single solar system equivalent to the ESO galaxy. Even I couldn’t figure out a reasonable explanation for how the system formed or how it came to be here. These are the only stars in this section of the void. The few lights you see are not individual stars; there are none bright enough within viewing range. Those are other galaxies.” 
 
    “I’ve viewed images of every one of the thirty-four ringworlds in Alum’s Realm, including the two double ones. I’ve never seen anything like this. Why would Alum construct such a place here on the edge of civilization?” 
 
    “I would think that’s obvious, in retrospect.” 
 
    Stralasi sighed. He hated having information meted out in dribs and drabs, having to wheedle and cajole everything important out of the man-demon that had tricked him away from his Founding work.  
 
    He thought about how far away from most of the Realm he was at the moment. He remembered Darak’s surprise when they first materialized in the chamber. Apparently, he wasn’t all-knowing. “You didn’t expect the ringworlds to be here?” he said, a hint of triumph in his voice. 
 
    “I admit that was a surprise,” admitted Darak. “They weren’t here when I constructed this research station some twenty-five million years ago. The rogue trinity of suns was interesting enough to justify building this place. I simply tagged along with my detector. It seemed like a good place for a measurement, being above the plane of the Local Sheet. Plus, it was a quiet place to go when I wanted seclusion.  
 
    “I would’ve predicted the ringworlds had I’d given it a moment’s thought back then. At the time, it wasn’t a certainty Alum would prevail in the war against the Aelu. One can only surmise He thought it best to create a safe haven in case the battles turned against Him. It’s far enough away from the Virgo cluster to make an excellent retreat. Yes, in hindsight, it’s an obvious location for constructing a system of ringworlds. The system was full of convenient-sized planetoids for readily available building material.”  
 
    “Do you think there are people living there?” 
 
    “Likely a few hundred billion. Enough to provide basic caretaker functions and keep the ecosystem functioning. There’s probably enough room to house everyone living in the entire Virgo Cluster if needed, though I suspect a much smaller, select group would have been invited in the case of defeat by the Aelu.” 
 
    “Mmm.” Stralasi nodded as if he understood; he was not going to rise to the bait. 
 
    “At any rate, when I referred to the unexpected, I was talking about that,” he said, pointing to the silvery sphere of the Soltron Detector. “When I left here, I’d hoped to get, at most, a few million years of data from it. I built multiple redundancies and self-repair mechanisms into the system, but nothing lasts forever, right? What surprised me and, quite frankly, is causing me some trepidation...” 
 
    Stralasi gulped. After all the hair-raising experiences they’d barely survived, what could possibly cause Darak unease?  
 
    “...is to find it sitting here in this chamber, perfectly intact and functional after twenty-five million years.” 
 
    The Good Brother was confused. “Maybe your repair mechanisms worked better than you thought they would.” 
 
    “Ha! I’m a good engineer but I’m not that good. And that wouldn’t explain why the chamber is pressurized with a breathable atmosphere. Nor why the lights are on.” 
 
    “What? I thought you did that.” Stralasi noticed for the first time the absence of their protective bubble.  
 
    “No, it wasn’t me,” Darak replied, his voice trailing off.  
 
    Stralasi followed his gaze to the clean, shiny surfaces. Everything looked perfectly pristine. Not a thing out of place. No alarms or alerts. He stared quizzically at Trillian. 
 
    “In this atmosphere, everything should have corroded long ago. Someone has been looking after this installation.”  
 
    “Ah, yes,” the monk agreed. 
 
    Darak cocked his head as if listening to some secret whisper. “Probably the same someone who just surrounded us with a Wing of Angels.” 
 
    “What?!!” Stralasi’s panicked eyes searched every corner of the room and then the visible space outside the huge window.  
 
    “Hmm. Yes, it seems we’ve been discovered. Careless of me,” he added, in an oddly nonchalant tone.  
 
    Darak showed no sign of being overly concerned. He wasn’t shifting them away or hustling them for cover. That really worried the Good Brother.  
 
    “Well then, why don’t we go somewhere else? Quickly.” 
 
    “We can’t, at least not easily.” 
 
    “Since when does ‘not easily’ stop you? You’ve done hundreds of things I would have considered impossible for anyone except the Living God.” 
 
    “Perhaps I’ve understated our predicament,” Darak responded.  
 
    “Understated?” the Good Brother choked out. 
 
    “Yes, my analysis indicates that Alum has detected the presence of unauthorized persons here. Given this far-flung and secluded location, He knows we used starstep technology to get here, technology He believes to be exclusive to him.  
 
    “Normally, that would point to the Aelu, but this observation lab is clear across the Realm from their home worlds. He would have been alerted if Aelu were on the move. 
 
    “The most likely scenario would be that the builder of this facility—which would be me—left some entangled particles here when it was constructed those many millions of years ago. And that would imply that someone besides Himself might have knowledge of starstep technology and could live for tens of millions of years. Clearly, that concerns Him enough to send a Wing. I’m a little surprised He didn’t come in person.” 
 
    “So why can’t we just leave? And why are we standing here talking about all this so calmly?” 
 
    “Ah, that is the question, indeed. The Angels have surrounded this planetoid with quantum decoherence generators, shift blockers. They make it impossible to navigate in the dematerialized state, even for me. We are trapped in their cage. We can leave but, if we do, we run a significant risk of not finding our way back to the Real Universe. At least, not where we left it. Navigating back to the Realm could prove difficult.” 
 
    Stralasi couldn’t understand why Darak was discussing this so calmly. Trapped! We’re trapped, and Alum’s might is about to fall down upon us!  
 
    Instinctively, he looked to see if he could find somewhere to hide. He realized how futile that would be; there was no way to hide from Angels, especially not here. He could feel the terror rising in his throat. “Well, what can we do?” he squawked.  
 
    “There are several options. I’m modeling multiple scenarios for the best course of action,” replied Darak. “There are a number of ways to hide, for example, by shrinking down to atomic size or integrating into the walls of the chamber. That would only buy us a few minutes. I suspect the Angels have orders to destroy the entire station if they don’t find the intruder. That’s what I would do. 
 
    “I could alter a number of physical laws to unleash destructive forces on the Wing. Doing so would hint at my full capabilities a little prematurely for my purposes. I’d like to have all my preparations completed before I’m forced to confront Alum. Otherwise, there will only be a limited number of outcomes possible, most of which would be rather unpleasant. 
 
    “That leaves me with one choice. I will have to fight the Wing on Angel terms, as the Fallen Commander. That will raise a lot of questions, no doubt: Where have I been? What have I been doing? How have I upgraded my capabilities? But those can all be answered without recourse to my true nature.”  
 
    Darak hung his head. “I hate to kill in such numbers, even Angels, but I think it may be our only way out.”  
 
    In an instant, Darak the man was gone and Gabriel the Angel, the Fallen Commander of the Virgo Central Wing, stood majestically in front of Stralasi. He looked down on the trembling Brother and asked, “Now what shall I do with you?” 
 
    “You could leave me here,” suggested the monk. 
 
    “I don’t think that will work. Perhaps I should shrink you and stick you in my pocket along with the camping set.” 
 
    “No! You can’t just carry me around like some trinket while you fight for our survival. I won’t be able to see what’s going on.” 
 
    “I can’t have the Angels be aware of you, either. That would reveal too much to Alum too soon. There is one other alternative. You might not like it.” 
 
    “What is it?” 
 
    “I can mostly remove you from this universe but keep you tethered to reality, literally, by your eyeballs.” 
 
    “You’re right. That doesn’t appeal at all.” 
 
    “Don’t worry. It’s better than it sounds. If I remove electromagnetic interactions from all the matter of your body except your retina, you will be able to watch the battle without being noticed. I can put a conversion filter between your eyes and your brain so you can see what’s happening. No one would expect to find a pair of eyes floating independently in space. I’ll just have to be sure to position you away from the action.” 
 
    “That’s all you can think of?” Stralasi asked, hoping it wasn’t.  
 
    When Darak added nothing, the Brother began to fret. Tethered in space? By my eyes? My eyes? 
 
    “The Angels are narrowing their confinement to this base. They are working in layers of spheres, like an onion. Each layer is another level of shift blocker we need to penetrate to escape. I should be able to take out two or three shells before they adapt to my first attack. If we’re lucky, maybe I can kill a few hundred of the Angels. That’ll give me a window to place you in space somewhere well away from the main action. Are you ready?” 
 
    “Wait! What if you’re defeated? What’ll happen to me?” 
 
    Darak looked at Stralasi. The cocky smirk on the Angel’s face spoke volumes. “That outcome is not possible,” he added, redundantly.  
 
    “Are you enjoying this? I can’t even begin to think about the blasphemy of killing thousands of Angels. I’m sure my eternity in Hell will be longer than anyone’s.” 
 
    Before Darak could answer, a shushing noise on the other side of the detector alerted them to Cybrids arriving in the facility. Darak raised one mercury eyebrow at Stralasi. “Well?” 
 
    The Brother sighed, nodded, and was abruptly situated in the blackness of space with all Hell breaking loose around him. 
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
    6        
 
    Lord Mika was patiently making the rounds, checking on his troops at the stations around Rafael, when he and his entire Wing were ripped across the Realm to an unfamiliar triple star system.  
 
    The shift came in three stages, only milliseconds apart. He’d had no knowledge or warning. This was not part of their planning or practice.  
 
    Angels were shifted from their assigned solar systems all over the Rafael galaxy into a central location. From the little Mika could see in his brief glimpse, it looked like the Home World system. The perpendicular double ringworlds were recognizable throughout the Realm.  
 
    A heads up might have been nice!—Mika grumbled.  
 
    Before he could take stock, they were pushed through another starstep onto the dark side of an unidentified ringworld.  
 
    As fast as they arrived, they were shifted into battle positions around a nearby asteroid. Their shift blockers and swords were activated automatically.  
 
    In less than a dozen milliseconds the entire Wing had traveled over one-hundred and fifty million light years through three star systems, assumed battle formation, and was ready to fight. It took them a further three milliseconds to register they’d been moved.  
 
    Mika had a slight advantage, having received a Divine Inspiration directly from Alum while everyone was in transit. He arrived in position with his lattice processor fully up to speed, imprinted with knowledge of their location near this isolated retreat, and of the intruder alert that had brought them here.  
 
    He did not recognize or know the purpose of this isolated trinary ringworld around three stars. He didn’t need to know the history of the scientific observation station, nor of the machinery inside it. He needed only to be battle ready, to command the Wing, and to carry out Alum’s orders. 
 
    The Wing began closing in on the asteroid. They moved systematically and precisely, as practiced, ensuring each new layer of imprisoning shift blocker was secure before moving inward to form the next.  
 
    Lord Mika sent a priority command to the station’s Cybrids to search the asteroid for anyone or anything unexpected. Maintenance, repair, and construction area reports came back clear.  
 
    “Concentrate your search in the observation chamber housing the exotic matter detector,” he instructed. He had no idea what an exotic matter detector was. Alum had provided him with a detailed map of the asteroid station, and that’s what the label read. That was enough for his purposes. 
 
    The Cybrids came back with a preliminary report: One or more unauthorized intruders have been detected. We are moving closer for identification.  
 
    They transmitted an image of an Angel and a Brother standing by a window in a hollowed-out chamber of the asteroid. Then, nothing.  
 
    Mika was about to check on the Cybrids himself when the two innermost shells of shift-blocking Angels erupted in action. Within a second after the initial report, over five hundred of his Wing were killed.  
 
    “Shields and sinks to maximum!” he commanded. Another hundred Angels were gone before his troops could comply. Because of me. I underestimated the threat—he chastised himself.  
 
    Defenses activated and everyone on full alert, the Wing evaluated their losses and reported. For the moment, those remaining were safe. The shields made them practically invincible to physical aggression, but prevented them from attacking. The sinks could absorb the directed output of multiple hydrogen bombs without wavering.  
 
    Mika floated among the debris of bodies the attacker had hacked to bits in his opening flurry.  
 
    How can this be? He’s one of us! An Angel. Could this be another of Alum’s tests? 
 
    Had he met this Angel before? He scanned his archival memory. In the deepest recesses, the face linked to a name: Gabriel, the banished Fallen Commander of the Virgo Central Wing.  
 
    But that was over twenty million years ago! Ancient history. How could an Angel have survived so long without Alum’s Grace to support him? And how could he have traveled to this distant outpost? Where had he been these millions of years, and what was he doing here? Was he working with the false Shard, Darak, on the other side of the Realm? Or were the activities over there and here today merely a coincidence? There were too many unanswerable questions.  
 
    For the moment, Gabriel was trapped inside the jump blocker field. The Angels from Mika’s Wing who imprisoned him couldn’t attack without lowering their shields for a few milliseconds. The speed of their attacker demonstrated the folly of that proposal. The two opponents studied one another, contemplating next moves. 
 
    Mika focused on more tactically relevant issues: How could a solitary Angel destroy so many other Angels so quickly? What new abilities did this intruder possess, and how had he acquired them? Did he have weaknesses Mika’s Wing could exploit? 
 
    He would try diplomacy first. There was no shame in a single Agent choosing rational surrender to an obviously overwhelming opponent. Alum taught them that escalating to violence without first exploring more subtle options was a sign of an inadequate tactical understanding. He opened a comm channel.  
 
    Lord Gabriel. In the name of Alum, I command you to deactivate your shield and disarm your weapons. The Living God has instructed me to bring you to Him. If you do not comply, you will be destroyed—the Commander sent. 
 
    The dismissive laughter received in response confused Mika.  
 
    Have you not noticed how easily the first of your Wing was dispensed with?—the opponent transmitted. How many attacks can your Wing endure once you drop your shields? What makes you think I have any interest in an audience with your God? Go home and leave me in peace! 
 
    The blasphemy elicited something deeper than anger inside Mika. “My God?” Mika sputtered. “Alum is the God of all. And how dare you address an Angel of the Lord of the Universe in such a tone?” 
 
    He nearly unleashed the full destructive force of his sword on Gabriel right then. Was that what his opponent wanted? With considerable effort, he regained control of his outrage.   
 
    Alum’s Angels were the most powerful fighters in existence. Thousands of years of war with the Aelu had proven that. The sword of a single Angel could destroy a planet. A hundred could cause stars to go nova. In the entire Realm, only Alum was more powerful.  
 
    How had Gabriel severed heads, arms, and wings from hundreds of Mika’s powerful brothers so quickly that he could hardly be perceived?  
 
    Our shields stay up…for now, but how can we break this stalemate? Would the first to make a move be more likely to win or to lose?  
 
    Mika adjusted his projections to compensate for Gabriel’s speed and power, and then formulated a new plan, one with layer upon layer of backup strategies.  
 
    He ordered the outer shells to realign, increasing the number of layers Gabriel would need to penetrate to escape, and then transmitted a random sequence for alternating shield on/off patterns so all of the layers could coordinate the attack. Eager to see this mission concluded, Mika initiated the program. 
 
    Shields winked on and off. Each time a shield went inactive, a series of harassing blasts were unleashed at Gabriel, and several unprotected Angels jumped closer, attempting disabling blows with their swords.  
 
    Gabriel appeared to be doing little more than delaying the inevitable. His sinks passively absorbed the energy blasts, while he calmly fended off slashes and shifted around the innermost shell of jump blockers.  
 
    Mika discerned no apparent pattern to his enemy’s movements and yet, within seconds, the innermost shell was dotted with dead Angels.  Gabriel slew them the instant they dropped out of the decoherence shield network, before they could even leave their positions to attack with swords!  
 
    How could he have calculated the sequence? It was random. Yet the evidence that he had done so was strewn on the periphery of the shell.  
 
    As casualties piled up, Lord Mika shifted reserves from the outer shells to replace weaknesses in the shift-blocking net. The lattice of overlapping blocker fields held, though dead Angels littered its active nodes. Gabriel intends to destroy my Wing bit by bit. We’ll see about that!  
 
    He instructed the inner shell to attack en masse, allowing that layer of Gabriel’s prison to dissolve.  
 
    The freed Angels began shifting through a patterned sequence to within striking distance of their opponent. They swarmed in an intricate dance, advancing and retreating, never occupying a single position for longer than a second. To the human eye, the collective effect was of shimmering stardust.  
 
    Gabriel responded by accelerating his movements.  
 
    That’s it, wear yourself out. Lord Mika was feeling more confident. At least one of the troops will get in a damaging blow before the next layer of concentric spheres falls. 
 
    Angels winked in and out of existence too fast for a mortal onlooker to follow. It’s unlikely that Gabriel would’ve encountered this pattern in his relatively short Wing career. The maneuvers were developed at the end of the war against the Aelu, long after Gabriel had been humiliated and banished by Alum.  
 
    Once again, Lord Mika underestimated his opponent.  
 
    As fast as Mika’s brothers shifted and as fierce as they struck, Gabriel was faster and struck harder. Most of their attempts met with empty space. The enemy’s sword blocked and parried, then struck out of nowhere and another Angel would die.  
 
    For all its fury, the killing was silent, typical of all battles in space. The Angels died quietly, their final anguish left unvoiced.  
 
    Mika’s losses mounted.  
 
    * * * 
 
    Gabriel/Darak was a killing machine. With a terrifying grimace fixed on his face, he moved in a swirling dance of shift, whirl, duck, leap, rotate, spin, slice, and thrust. His hands, arms, elbows, wings, legs, and feet deflected blows from his opponents that were intended to sever limbs.  
 
    His attackers were aiming to disarm or disable him and take him captive. Darak put no such limitations on himself. His blows were intended to kill.  
 
    He released blasts of planet-destroying fury toward the Angels occupying the outer shells. The blasts were mostly absorbed into their sinks but an occasional Angel would be overloaded and disappear in a silent, fiery burst. 
 
    He set his tactical computations for the minimum level of fighting superiority needed to defeat his enemy without drawing the Living God’s suspicions that the actions were supernatural. He preferred to keep Alum out of things a while longer. 
 
    Sooner or later, we’ll have a chance to escape—Darak thought as he severed another Angel’s head. Acutely aware of Stralasi’s location, he kept moving the battle away from the place where the Brother’s disembodied retinas observed the action. He doubted the monk was able to follow much of the detail, but the man had insisted on being able to watch.  
 
    As Darak shifted within the constraining shell, he hoped Mika wouldn’t notice he’d been avoiding a specific area of the space available to him. To be sure, he shifted Stralasi and his protective bubble to a different spot from time to time.  
 
    Things are moving so quickly, Stralasi probably won’t even notice. At any rate, how could he complain?  
 
    He laughed at the absurdity of it, as he pierced the power supply of another Angel. 
 
    Darak allowed Mika’s bothersome gnats to chase him around inside the decoherence shell. He could destroy them all with a thought, were it not for the subterfuge he was conducting. I can’t give away too much about my powers just yet. 
 
    The Angels’ attacks were a bother but if he weren’t careful, they could be dangerous enough to the body he’d chosen to wear.  
 
    If he took too much damage, he’d need to retreat from this universe for repairs, and all of his work might be undone before he could return. He’d certainly lose Stralasi and, in that time, Alum’s plans might move forward enough to become unstoppable. We could lose the Real Universe! 
 
    Darak fought on patiently, hoping to wear them down. Angels fell by the hundreds but the Wing’s strategy didn’t change. There will come a time when Mika’s patience runs out, when his losses make him desperate to finish this battle. He will accept my death, at some point, if he deems it necessary. Or, I should say, my apparent death. 
 
    It was obvious he wasn’t going to escape their shift-blocking net easily. He’d have to destroy it or punch a hole through it.  
 
    Alum must have issued a directive to capture the intruders, or Mika would have unleashed his most powerful energy beam by now. The Wing Commander was staying above the main fray.  
 
    * * * 
 
    Lord Mika’s instincts, built on eons of battle experience, told him they still didn’t have the full measure of this troublesome Fallen Commander. 
 
    Thirty percent of the Wing’s been annihilated, and we’re no closer to capturing this menace. If we continue this way, he’ll just keep picking us off one by one.  
 
    Gabriel was fast. He perceived, fended off, and delivered attacking thrusts at a speed unmatched by anyone in the Wing. But, so far, he’d demonstrated no unusual strength of shield, sink, or sword. His main advantage could be entirely explained by increased computational ability.  
 
    Alum’s directive is too constraining. It’s time we err on the side of safety. A star-destroying blast will dispense with this menace with less effort and fewer losses.  
 
    Mika assembled one hundred Angels along an arc of the shell that restricted Gabriel’s movements. Their combined force would be enough to make a sun go nova. No Angel, however enhanced or upgraded, could survive such a blast.  
 
    He’d have to forfeit the few hundred Angels that were chasing Gabriel around the shell or blocking his escape. No matter; he’d already lost thousands.  
 
    Alum would order their praises be sung, and they’d be forgotten. Such had been an Angel’s existence since long before the Aelu. 
 
    He aligned the selected troops to ensure the blast spared the ringworlds, suns, and as many of their brethren as possible, and prepared to give the command. 
 
      
 
    ONE MOMENT. 
 
      
 
    The unmistakable voice of Alum entered directly into his senses. Whether the signal was shunted through the starstep on the asteroid or had been gifted to him as a direct starcomm while in transit, Mika couldn’t tell. Either way, he felt blessed to be in direct communication with God, while so far away from Him.  
 
    The Wing Commander assumed the zero-gravity equivalent of bending one knee in genuflection. Floating freely, he spread hands, legs and wings wide and bowed his head, the ultimate defenseless pose. “I am yours to command, my Lord,” he sent. 
 
      
 
    I WILL COORDINATE THE ASSAULT DIRECTLY. 
 
      
 
    Alum has gifted me with a starcomm! The Living God has chosen me as a direct conduit for His Divine Action!  
 
    Mika gave over full control of his sensory and command capabilities to Alum.  
 
    The Living God charitably permitted Mika’s processors to continue monitoring what would follow. 
 
    * * * 
 
    Darak watched the Angels in the outer shells maneuver into position. Finally! Mika’s organizing them to send a synchronized bolt of energy to destroy me and end the battle.  
 
    That Lord Mika would kill several hundred of their fellow Angels to put an end to this folly did not surprise Darak; that was considered acceptable loss by Angel tactics.  
 
    He increased his shield strength and checked his sink capacity. It could absorb a combined blast from over seven hundred of them for at least one full second. But he couldn’t do so without revealing important and potentially deadly information about himself.  
 
    We’re better off sneaking away when they fire.  
 
    Darak computed the trajectory of the Angels’ beam, given their positions and where he would place himself and Stralasi when they fired. There’d be a small track just outside the beam’s path—only one—where they wouldn’t be seen while they executed their escape.  
 
    If his calculations were right, the blast would overload the Angels that were generating the decoherence shell, and he’d be able to escape. There’d be no more than a millionth of a second between Mika’s beam destroying the edge of the innermost imprisoning shell, and striking Darak. Just enough time to get away.  
 
    At the precise moment, he’d tether the Brother to himself, and pull them both near the beam and through the hole it created in the shift-blocking shells. He’d have to shield Stralasi with his own body, absorbing the majority of energy that would strike them. The smaller energy sink he’d placed in the shell with the monk would protect him from any stray radiation.  
 
    The beam’s energy was going to play havoc with the virtual space through which they’d be shifting, but there was nothing he could do about that. To navigate reliably they’d need to be outside the beam itself. In virtual space, you either navigated reliably or you got lost forever.  
 
    Darak shifted Stralasi closer to where he wanted to be when the blast was delivered, at the far end of the innermost shift-blocking shell. He fired his own energy bolts, reducing the Wing’s numbers along one specific arc of the shell. He tried not to be too obvious about his intentions. The moment was drawing near. The Angels had settled into place.  
 
    The timing relied on too many uncertainties and estimates for his comfort. Still, he and Stralasi would be safely gone. Even if Alum deduced their escape was assisted by supernatural powers, He’d be powerless to stop them. At worst, He’d be forewarned that someone like Darak existed in His Realm. That would be regrettable, but Darak could manage. 
 
    Darak’s attention was drawn toward Mika’s smaller group near the outer edge. The Wing Commander had paused and assumed an all-too-familiar pose: floating submission. He was talking to Alum.  
 
    If the Living God were taking direct command, Darak’s precautions might all be for naught. He contemplated altering his plans and opening a destructive microverse at the edge of the shell.  
 
    The prostrate Angel resumed its command posture. Darak hoped he’d only been reporting the Wing’s progress and receiving approval to proceed.  
 
    The arc of Angels pointed their swords in his direction. He could sense the enormous energies building up inside the crystalline blades as they drew from miniature unborn universes.  
 
    It’s time. Darak locked Stralasi’s position to his own and shifted the two of them together alongside a decapitated Angel’s body. To the observers, it would look like a fruitless attempt to employ the dead Angel’s still-functional sink to protect himself from the blast. He altered his and Stralasi’s connection with the Higgs Field and got ready to push the body away as hard as he could.  
 
    Being so focused on the arc of Angels and possible intrusion of the Living God, he didn’t anticipate the blow that came from the opposite side of the containment zone before the energy bolt was unleashed.  
 
    * * * 
 
    The Angel, Lord Mika, materialized in the Hall of Alum. He stood alone on a ramp leading to the Main Stage above which the Living God’s hundred-meter universe swirled.  
 
    APPROACH—beckoned the undeniable voice in his head.  
 
    Mika walked forward slowly and dropped to one knee beneath the miniature galaxy that displayed Alum’s might for all to see.  
 
    What am I doing here? Am I being called to task?—he wondered. He and his Wing had been poised to unleash a torrent of energy sufficient to destroy any one of those suns. Alum had not only approved the action, He had taken direct command.  
 
    And yet here I am, removed from battle, back in the Origin system from which Alum ruled His Realm. What happened? Was the opponent destroyed? The questions he dared not voice burned the tip of his tongue.  
 
    “The Fallen Angel once known as Gabriel has been destroyed.” boomed Alum’s voice.  
 
    “Your Will shall not be denied, my Lord,” Mika replied. 
 
    “Neither My Will nor My Power.” Alum paused and softened his voice. “As you may have suspected, Gabriel was more than he appeared.” 
 
    “He seemed to have enviable enhancements, my Lord.” 
 
    “Enviable, indeed.” Alum replied. “I have many questions about how he came to these new capabilities. But they were not mere enhancements, however enviable they may have been.” 
 
    “No, my Lord?” 
 
    “No. In fact, they used supernatural powers similar to My own and to those of the Aelu.” 
 
    “The Aelu are still active, my Lord?” 
 
    “It would appear so, in some manner. Perhaps our Fallen Commander Gabriel found an Aelu outpost that survived the war and collaborated with them. How insolent of them to imagine they could challenge Me!” 
 
    “Blasphemous, my Lord.” 
 
    “Blasphemy of a high order. I will assemble a new Wing for you to search out these blasphemers and destroy them before they can cause any further disruption.” 
 
    “A new Wing, my Lord?” 
 
    “Yes, your previous Wing was destroyed in battle.” 
 
    Mika was shocked. To lose an entire Wing was an act of great shame. He reached for his sword. Such shame demanded he take his own worthless life. 
 
      
 
    STOP.   
 
      
 
    The command froze his hand on the hilt. 
 
    Alum appeared on the ramp in front of the Angel.  
 
    Mika pleaded, “My Lord, I have proven unworthy. I must end my service to You to redeem myself. Please, let me do this one final, honorable thing.”  
 
    “It was not your command that led to the destruction of your Wing, Lord Mika.” Alum’s voice was steady and kind. “I used them as a suitable distraction to prepare an even greater destructive force.” 
 
    “Besides Your own might, what could be more destructive?” 
 
    “In this case, three suns exploding simultaneously in an enormous supernova. Sadly, your Wing was not the only thing sacrificed in service today. No doubt, the blast from an antimatter core being opened in the middle of each sun came as a surprise to Gabriel. I’m sure it overwhelmed his defenses before he could escape.”  
 
    “Your might and will are truly awe inspiring, my Lord.” 
 
    “The loss of that system, the suns, and their ringworlds was a small price to pay to remove such an abomination from this universe.”  
 
    Alum was quiet a moment. He stroked his chin and let his thoughts drift somewhere distant. “The Aelu must have advanced significantly in their knowledge if they can construct the likes of that,” he concluded. 
 
    “We shall find them and destroy them forever, my Lord!” 
 
    “I have something much worse in mind for them. I shall dispatch them to the worst Hell imaginable, the Chaos, for all of eternity. They shall never come to know My love in the new Heaven I create.” 
 
    Mika pulled his sword from his sheath and raised it high where he kneeled.  
 
    “Thy Will be done!” 
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
    7        
 
    Mary’s virtual heart lurched. What the hell? Straight above, she saw patches of stormy sky between whipping fronds of palm trees. Her lungs burned. Her ribs were screaming in pain.  
 
    She was being lugged between four men—four Trillian clones—as if she were a sack of potatoes. Her vision bobbed with their rhythmic steps. They didn’t seem to mind that every jolt sent shards of pain through her body.  
 
    Shards and shards—she thought. Shards of Alum causing shards of pain. She would have laughed, but breathing was a challenge. She fought to stay conscious, had no energy left to struggle against her captors.  
 
    The bobbing and bouncing paused. She heard the water dripping off her clothes and hair onto the sidewalk below. I’m wet. Why am I wet? 
 
    Snap out of it, Mary—she ordered herself. Think! She tried a deep breath, but the stabbing sensation in her ribs stopped her short. What do I remember? 
 
    I was in Vacationland. Trillian had Timothy pinned to the pool deck. I tackled Trillian, and we landed in the water. I yelled at Timothy to run. And then Trillian grabbed me by the hair and pulled me underwater. I must’ve passed out.  
 
    Her captors opened the door of the quantum luxury cabina nearest the pool, and placed her inside on the bed.  
 
    Mary lay motionless for a long while, relishing the plush cushioning under her back. Finally, the pain subsided a little, and she managed to sit up, legs dangling off one side of the mattress, and examine the room.  
 
    The king-sized bed lay beneath a lace canopy; the netting trailed down along the four supporting posts, adorned with intricate carvings. Bamboo weaving decorated the wall behind the pillows, while the open patio doors straight ahead of her looked out over the sand to the water. The normally gentle ocean was churning as a result of Trillian’s incursion into Vacationland.  
 
    Wicker chairs with cushions the color of sea-foam bracketed a table in front of the open door. Chiffon curtains billowed in the gentle breeze. Croissants were piled on a plate set beside a steaming mug. She could smell their buttery freshness mingling with the scent of fresh-brewed coffee. Her mouth watered. I’m so hungry. 
 
    She took three halting steps off the bed and reached for one of the treats. Dark chocolate dripped from the curled ends of the flaky pastries. Before she could pick one up, the plate of croissants disappeared.  
 
    She pulled her hand back in surprise, as if she’d accidentally touched a hot stove top. She massaged her fingers as she scanned the room. No one was there. 
 
    She reached out tentatively to pick up the mug of fresh coffee.  
 
    At least I can have something to drink—she thought. She raised the cup eagerly, and took a sip. The taste was horrible. Not coffee! Lubricant! She spat the vile liquid out in disgust and threw the mug to the ground. 
 
    The table and chairs blinked out of existence and the patio doors slammed shut. The glass morphed into a solid rock wall. A soot-covered window looking into a black, empty cavern grew where the patio doors had once opened out onto the golden beach. Lightning flared behind the glass, and flames licked up from below. Muffled cries of anguish assaulted her ears. The wall burst into fire. 
 
    She jumped back and wheeled around. 
 
    As she watched in disbelief, her spacious suite dropped its cloak of luxury and transformed, more like melted, into a dank prison cell. Where the king-sized bed and a marble table boasting fresh roses had only a moment before promised a sumptuous retreat, an assortment of torture devices form medieval Earth now threatened unspeakable suffering.  
 
    “Seriously?” she asked out loud to anyone who might hear.  
 
    As her eyes adjusted to the dimming light, the bamboo walls that had been adjacent to the bed changed into damp, pitted bricks with rotting grout pretending to hold it together.  
 
    The fourth wall, the one with the door to freedom, transformed into rusty iron bars running from floor to ceiling. An iron grate door complete with antiquated lock stood firmly closed in the middle of the bars, denying her exit.  
 
    This is insane. Have I lost my mind or is this all just another one of Trillian’s illusions?  
 
    More cries rose from behind the flaming wall with its single window looking into a smoke-filled chamber. Mary supposed it was meant to remind her of the mythological Hell.  
 
    Okay, don’t panic—she reminded herself. Keep calm and figure your way out. Everything you see is virtual reality programming; it’s just a game.  
 
    She touched the burning wall to prove that it was only an illusion.  
 
    She gasped and snatched her hand back. Nope, that hurts! It’s real! 
 
    Real enough, in any case. She screwed up her nose at the smell of singed arm hair, and examined the angry red skin on her hand. No blisters, at least.  
 
    I don’t understand. None of this should be possible. What happened to the Vacationland safety controls and backup systems? I have to get out of here before Trillian kills me. For real. 
 
    She walked over to examine the iron bars. Just as she came within reach, the broad wooden floor planks beneath her started dropping away. Mary leaped the final step and clung to the rusty bars at the edge of the chamber.  
 
    A huge chasm, several meters wide and hundreds of meters deep opened up in the floor. The walls of the cell extended downward and merged into the rocky sides of the abyss. As they careened into nothingness, the newly liberated floor planks marked their descent with a receding “clunk, tunk, tunk.”  
 
    Mary closed her eyes and pressed herself backward into the imprisoning bars as hard as she could, and willed herself not to join the falling boards.  
 
    Her eyes searched frantically for a solution--something to hold onto, somewhere to leap.  
 
    There was nothing within reach. The entire floor was gone. No ledge. No handholds.  
 
    So…why am I not falling?  
 
    She lowered one foot and gingerly probed where the floor had been. 
 
    Her foot met resistance. It’s all an illusion! The floor under my feet is still there, it just doesn’t look like it. Take a deep breath, count to ten, and test it out—she ordered herself.  
 
    She added a little weight, but was ready to pull back.  
 
    It’s solid!  
 
    Her breath tumbled out in a whoosh of relief. Okay!  
 
    She took another breath and stepped out onto the invisible barrier cautiously, ready to leap to safety if it gave way. Don’t look down—she told herself, but she couldn’t help it.  
 
    Over the next few days, the effect repeated itself at frequent, though random, intervals. Each time, she tested it first with a tentative foot, then with full weight and, finally, jumping up and down. As she gained confidence, the planks would magically reappear. 
 
    Try as she might, she couldn’t overcome her fear of falling every time the floor appeared to open up. Her heart lurched and she’d scramble for the edge of her prison.  
 
    Every time she tested it, the transparent boundary held but she didn’t trust it enough to ignore the apparent danger next time it changed. Instinct told her the barrier could become insubstantial at Trillian’s whim. It didn’t matter that she hadn’t fallen. It was nerve-wracking to anticipate a fall that never came. 
 
    In the meantime, she focused on her breathing, the walls, and the ceiling. It was the only way to avoid the spiders that fell from the rafters into her hair or that dropped in front of her on long, silvery threads. 
 
    Except, if she didn’t keep a constant watch on the floor, there was a good chance her next step would land on a waddling rat, a fat cockroach, or a snake that looked as unhappy to be there as she was. Unknown things slithered and scrabbled from dark holes in one wall, skittered across the floor, and disappeared into holes in the crumbling mortar on the other wall.  
 
    Twice, a vicious, snarling dog dashed out and grabbed a two-headed rodent in its jaws. Both times, Mary yelped and hopped onto a high table with more agility than she’d have thought possible. She couldn’t ignore a vicious charging dog no matter how hard she tried to convince herself it couldn’t harm her.  
 
    As the days wore on, she paced the floor, trying to think her way out of her predicament. It’s more of a dungeon, really. Obviously, Trillian prefers the darker interrogation methods—she noted. What on Earth was I thinking, tackling him like that? What did I expect would happen?  
 
    With every lap of the room, she chastised herself for saving Timothy from Trillian’s clutches. Even if it was the right thing to do.  
 
    On a rational level, she knew the environment—inspired by the legends of pre-technology Earth Origin—was intended to provoke fear and keep her mentally off balance. She’d played enough inworld games featuring the bygone eras of the sword, bow-and-arrow, and torture devices to recognize the equipment surrounding her.  
 
    When her exploration of the room took her near one of the terror-inducing devices, it would start up on its own. Wheels spun, spikes rolled, and chains tightened at the direction of unseen hands.  
 
    After a few days of jumping in shock at every unexpected clatter and horror, she settled into a part of the room with the greatest average distance from devices, hugged her knees, and let her tears stream freely.  
 
    Everything is going to be okay. Darya’s doing everything she can to get me out, everything in her power. Then again, they’d never dealt with the likes of Trillian. 
 
    If she even made it out alive, herself—a little voice in her subconscious reminded her. Good point. She had to accept that Darya might never come for her. She blew her nose onto the floor, sniffed and, between sobs, caught the slightest whisper of movement. Someone’s in here with me. 
 
    She wiped her dripping nose with the back of her hand and cocked her head to listen. 
 
    Something strong, furry, and smelly rubbed against her back. With a yelp, she sprang from her resting spot and batted the air around her body. There was nothing there. It was only another trick but her skin still crawled, nonetheless.  
 
    Exhausted, she finally slumped to the floor and let her eyes close for a moment. She was so tired. She felt herself sinking into slumber and gave herself over to the welcome sensation. 
 
    Feathers brushed against her cheek. Confused, she struggled to open her heavy eyelids.  
 
    A fluffy bouquet of gaudy, fluorescent feathers, waggled inches from her nose. Black duct tape bound the radiant bouquet to the end of a long stick. At the other end of the stick stood a clown. She hated clowns.  
 
    The clown pulled the stick back to one side with both hands on the handle, preparing to strike her. 
 
    Mary jerked fully alert in a flash, eyes wide, and hands up to deflect a blow that never came. An air horn blatted; she cringed and covered her ears. When she looked up, the clown was gone. 
 
    At other times, moans, groans, whimpers, and screams came from outside her cell door. The voices sounded familiar, those of friends and colleagues. She doubted they were real either, but they served as constant reminders of the agony that awaited her when Trillian decided to employ the torture devices.  
 
    It’s not them—she told herself. Darya and Timothy escaped. You saw them go. Gerhardt is dead. It’s not really them you hear; it only sounds like them. It couldn’t be them. Could it? 
 
    The relentless and unpredictable terror prevented rest and coherent thinking. Trillian’s technique was ridiculously obvious, but effective.  
 
    Mary drifted into a fitful sleep, popping awake when she heard footsteps approaching her cell and an iron key grating as it slid into the old, rusty lock. Each time, her eyes popped open and she peered into the darkness, trying to see who was there. But nobody entered.  
 
    It’s a game of wills. Once Trillian’s satisfied I’ve been adequately sensitized, once I’m a blubbering mess, he’ll arrive and make good on his implicit threat to deliver pain. 
 
    She focused on staying calm. Darya will rescue me as soon as she can. She repeated the assurance, her new mantra, over and over, desperately wanting to believe it. Her hope and resolve were eroding under the constant horrors of the cell. Rescue was unlikely. She knew that.  
 
    Trillian would come for her soon, and she’d have no strength left to resist. 
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    DARAK AND BROTHER STRALASI MATERIALIZED a light year away from the exploding suns and the decimated triple ringworlds.  
 
    The last thing Stralasi remembered was a brilliant light, searing heat, and a powerful “WHOMP!” that buffeted him mercilessly. He felt for broken bones, and was surprised not to find any.  
 
    “What happened?” he groaned. 
 
    Darak didn’t answer right away. He was crouched on the patch of dirt that had been transported inside their protective bubble. His head rested in his hands, and he appeared to be focusing his full attention on breathing. When he finally answered, he did not look at Stralasi.  
 
    “Something I would not have believed, had I not experienced it for myself,” was all he offered. 
 
    Stralasi looked on with concern, both for Darak and for what observing his companion in this “very human” moment meant for their combined wellbeing. The illusion of invincibility was shattered.  
 
    The Good Brother, a comforting father figure to many on his planet, felt like a child glimpsing vulnerability in his own father for the first time. Stralasi realized that Darak was neither Angel nor demon but a man.  
 
    What do I do with that? 
 
    “I remember an intense light at the end of the battle,” the monk babbled, trying to shake off the thought before it could take hold. “And…and…something pushing us—stronger than anything I’ve ever felt—and the next thing I knew, we were here. Was I unconscious?” 
 
    “No,” Darak rasped, “but you…we…were nearly killed.” 
 
    Stralasi gulped. We? The word sank to the pit of his stomach. So he is a man after all, not a god. He’s fallible, and he holds my life in his hands. 
 
    “I didn’t think you could be killed,” Stralasi confessed.  
 
    “Yes, I can be destroyed. If luck hadn’t been on our side, both of us might have ended our journey there.” 
 
    “But you were winning. We almost escaped.” 
 
    “We were close, but Alum must have figured out I wasn’t one of them.” 
 
    “What do you mean?” 
 
    “I thought I’d hidden my abilities from Him. I fought like an Angel would. An advanced Angel, to be sure, but I was careful not to give away that I was anything other than an Angel. It was a pretty convincing performance, if I do say so myself.” 
 
    “How did He figure it out?” 
 
    “Either He recognized me, or He deduced my real nature. Either way, He had no qualms about sacrificing three suns, their magnificent ringworlds, and the hundreds of billions of lives that lived there, simply to destroy me, to prevent me from getting away.”  
 
    Stralasi slumped down beside Darak. There was no way to reconcile his belief in Alum’s love for His People with this knowledge.  
 
    “Why would He do such a thing?” 
 
    A dark and cynical, “Hah,” escaped Darak’s mouth. “When the entire universe is a short while from annihilation and re-Creation, what do a few billion or trillion human lives matter to the…All Powerful?” The bitterness in his voice both chilled and saddened Stralasi.  
 
    “Are you sure they’re dead?” 
 
    “Completely sure. Along with the Angels he deployed. All gone.” 
 
    “But that’s insane!” 
 
    “Exactly.” 
 
    Stralasi played with the dirt at his feet. “But if the Angels were destroyed, how did we escape? Their jump blocking de-co…de-co…thing had us trapped, didn’t it?” 
 
    “The quantum decoherence field? Yes, it had us trapped until right before the end. When the explosions hit, the flash of light moved ahead of the worst of the heat and radiation. When it struck the Angels behind me, I noticed the field go down and I took countermeasures. We jumped through the heart of a supernova.” 
 
    “Thank God.” 
 
    Darak scowled. “Seriously? Through all of this, have you not yet learned that your ‘God’ is someone to be condemned, not praised?” 
 
    “I mean…. I just meant…. How do you know He didn’t transfer them to safety first? The people, I mean. Maybe he got them out first.” 
 
    Darak cocked one eyebrow and glared. “No, He didn’t. He intentionally destroyed hundreds of billions of cognitive beings just like us. He could have moved them, or us, or waited for a better opportunity to catch me. He could have, but He didn’t. And here you are, thanking Him for your escape?” 
 
    Chastised, Stralasi muttered, “It’s just an expression.” 
 
    Darak’s face softened. “We were lucky this time. You were practically insubstantial in this universe when the shock front hit and, even though Alum figured out some of my abilities, He underestimated me. We won’t be so lucky next time.” 
 
    “I’m grateful to you,” Stralasi offered contritely. “You said He might’ve recognized you. Do you know each other?”  
 
    “I once cooperated with Alum on some projects but that was a very long time ago. I don’t look the same as I did back then, and I don’t respond to any of my old identity codes. I would’ve thought that after so many millions of years my name would no longer mean anything to him. The Realm is full of names.” 
 
    “So you didn’t always oppose His wishes?” Stralasi asked. 
 
    Darak eyed him for any antagonistic intent, but the gentle sincerity in the Good Brother’s voice and gaze won him over. It reminded the traveller of simpler times, and he eased back. 
 
    “No, our relationship has been long and complex,” he explained. “At times, we were mortal enemies and, at other times, allies. But the Aelu changed that forever.” 
 
    “The war?” Stralasi asked. 
 
    “Yes, and given today’s events, it looks like He’s as ruthless as ever.”  
 
    Stralasi barely heard. The cumulative weight of such enormous loss—three glorious suns, three ringworlds, and billions of conscious souls—along with irrefutable dark revelations about his beloved Alum, overwhelmed the monk and his head sank in sorrow.  
 
    Is there nothing to be salvaged from such tragedy and loss?—he wondered. He could imagine no coming back from this day; all he could do was place his trust in Darak.  
 
    Darak stood and brushed the dirt from his hands. He put on an optimistic face so they could both begin to move forward. “On the bright side, I now have a pretty good idea where the thing I’m looking for is,” he announced. 
 
    “I hope it’s worth it, that thing you’re looking for.” 
 
    “So do I,” Darak replied. “It was once known as the Eater. You might have encountered the legends about it in your studies. If my hypothesis is right, it may hold something dear to me and vital to our quest.” 
 
    “Well, we might as well get started,” Stralasi said. “Lead the way.” 
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    MEGABIT BY SLUGGISH MEGABIT, Darya returned to her trueself.  
 
    The ancient, unused broadband transmission channel had been excruciatingly slow but it was reliable, even after millennia without servicing. 
 
    She activated passive visual sensors and braced herself for action. Who knows what I’ll find outside?  
 
    The recharging station crater was illuminated by the diffuse light of millions of stars near the center of the Milky Way. It was never truly dark in this region. At the moment, the dim light suited her fine. She was grateful she didn’t need to activate her radar. 
 
    Darya had docked in her usual position near the rim of the deep depression in the asteroid surface. She didn’t want to be shut in, considering the Lysrandia fiasco and her narrow escape from Tertius. When she’d landed, other Cybrids had been recharging nearby while enjoying their favorite inworld entertainments. The crater could hold almost twenty thousand docked Cybrids at a time. 
 
    How many of their minds are trapped in Alternus?—she wondered. 
 
    The popularity and high capacity of this recharging station was one of the reasons Darya had selected it for the first installation of Alternus. It guaranteed a steady supply of potential new recruits to the cause. Her concepta virus continuously sifted through the candidates and identified the most pliable.  
 
    She’d understated the strength of the virus code to Mary. She didn’t outright lie, she just didn’t reveal its full capabilities. So far, she’d used it only to insinuate increased openness, a willingness to consider anti-Alum messages, into the minds of the several million local Cybrids. She also neglected to mention how easy it would be to activate more aggressive and invasive features. 
 
    If only it was that easy to find Timothy. 
 
    By now, Timothy would have taken up residence inside Gerhardt’s emptied Concepta-Persona Processing Unit—his CPPU.  
 
    Gerhardt won’t need it again. She bit back bitter virtual tears as she remembered her friend and thought of how horribly he had died.  
 
    Once Timothy and Mary are safe, Trillian will pay—she vowed. She hoped Qiwei and Leisha had found their own ways out, or that they were laying low somewhere in Alternus. 
 
    Darya did nothing but watch for thirty minutes. There should be more traffic—she thought. At least one Cybrid leaving or arriving every few minutes. Since she’d woken up in her body, not a single Cybrid had moved and she hadn’t heard any navigation pings.  
 
    Trillian may have forbidden anyone to leave the local inworlds, maybe even ordered the Supervisors to lock everyone in place wherever they happened to be, not only those visiting Alternus. But that shouldn’t have stopped the steady stream of new arrivals to the recharging station. Darya spied a number of vacant bays ready to accept a Cybrid in search of electricity for their internal batteries. There were even a few mercury/anti-mercury propellant filling stations available. 
 
    Something is turning new arrivals away. Darya turned her attention outward to the space high above the crater. She didn’t dare use active radar; she broadened the range of her passive sensors across the electromagnetic spectrum and boosted sensitivity to the maximum.  
 
    It took another thirty minutes to confirm her suspicions. A careful comparison of sequential images of the sky taken minutes apart showed Securitors hovering thirty kilometers above. 
 
    Great. Now I have two problems: finding Timothy, and getting out of this crater without being noticed. Okay, one problem at a time. Timothy first.  
 
    She had a good hunch about where she could find Timothy, now in Gerhardt’s trueself body. Gerhardt always sought a position close to the center, in the densest groupings where his anonymity would be enhanced by sheer numbers.  
 
    Now, how to search for him without attracting unwanted Securitor attention? Identity transponders responded to requests automatically. All she needed to do was ping everyone in the bottom portion of the crater until Gerhardt’s trueself responded. She could do that without moving. 
 
    Darya carefully aimed a practically invisible communications laser at the Cybrid closest to the crater’s center, and moved it systematically outward in a widening spiral, requesting an identification number from each Cybrid contacted. She kept a nervous eye on the Securitors above, looking for any sign they’d picked up her signal. Long minutes passed as she tagged one Cybrid after another.  
 
    I know you’re here, Gerhardt/Timothy. Come on, where are you? 
 
    A Securitor rocketed into position a couple hundred meters above her. She shut off the laser. Probably caught some reflective glints of coherent light bouncing off the Cybrid sensors or some floating asteroid dust. They could easily trace the source back to her general area. Hopefully, they couldn’t pinpoint its origin to her. She ran a check of her active sensors, ensuring she’d appear inert to outside observers.  
 
    The first Securitor was joined by another.  
 
    Darya shut down everything except a few external cameras. Oh, oh! Move along. Please. 
 
    The Securitors moved lower and surveyed the recharging Cybrids below for signs of activity.  
 
    She withdrew control from her sensors and manipulators to make sure she wouldn’t unconsciously adjust them. She shrank inside herself, limiting the remaining contact with the outside world to three sensors with fixed focus and direction. She slowed her thoughts to a glacial pace so her spintronic activity couldn’t cause any unexpected power surges that might be detectable. Nothing to see here, guys. Nothing at all. 
 
    The Securitors passed over and moved outward.  
 
    Darya released an inner sigh of relief. She waited a few more minutes for the Securitors to return to their previous lofty positions.  
 
    She didn’t dare resume searching for Gerhardt/Timothy by direct laser probing.  
 
    Maybe the Securitors weren’t sure of their perceptions, or couldn’t trace the reflected glints from the laser directly to me, but I imagine they’ll respond with force if they see any more coherent light sparkles. Alright, so no more long range bursts; I don’t want them destroying a few thousand Cybrids to eliminate one possibly active unit.  
 
    Darya loaded a simple version of her concepta virus and transmitted it by laser to her nearest neighbors, targeting their sensors with utmost care and precision. It was risky. She carefully computed transmission paths so accidentally reflected light would avoid detection by the hovering Securitors.  
 
    On reaching the nearest Cybrids, the virus loaded a copy of itself and bounced via direct laser link to the hosts’ nearest neighbors. It was a lot easier to infect her colleagues’ empty brains while their personas were locked inworld, unable to return.  
 
    In addition to the ID-number query, the virus requested each recipient’s location in a grid she’d overlaid on the crater floor. An expanding net search will be a lot slower than a direct approach, but harder to trace back to me.  
 
    She sent the virus to the twenty nearest Cybrids and shut down her laser. The probe will have to build its own network as it works its way through the crater. Eventually, an answer would find its way back to her.  
 
    The query expanded outward from her position. Within a dozen minutes, she had a location for Gerhardt/Timothy.  
 
    She couldn’t move without attracting Securitor attention but, provided she was careful, she could transmit a Partial persona directly to him without too much risk.  
 
    She loaded some Cybrid routines for the operating system and essential knowledge into the Partial.  
 
    What else? She added some interactive routines, so he’d be able to ask questions. The entire package was no larger than a few thousand gigabytes.  
 
    Here we go! She squirted it to Gerhardt/Timothy’s receiver window along a weak and narrow pulsed beam.  
 
    * * * 
 
    Darya’s Partial assembled herself into consciousness in the standard new-Cybrid environment, an empty gray room with windows looking out into the dark crater of the recharging station.  
 
    Timothy stood at the largest window, hands crossed behind him, staring out in fascination. Darya cleared her throat.  
 
    “Darya! There you are!” 
 
    “I’m sorry to keep you waiting so long,” she said. “It’s dangerous out there right now. I had to exercise more caution than normal.” 
 
    “No problem at all. This is terribly interesting, even when not much is happening. The scenery is starkly beautiful and the stars are magnificent. Never before have I laid eyes on such a clear night.” 
 
    Darya followed his gaze. Down here, near the deepest part of the crater, the light cast dramatic shadows. The natural features of the crater had been formed long ago, leaving large, flat expanses, now pocked with recharging bowls. The plane before them was covered with evenly-spaced, polished spheres. It was one of the least inspiring scenes she could imagine. If it weren’t for the glorious stars above, the view would have been depressing.  
 
    “So, when do we go outside?” 
 
    “Pardon me?”  
 
    Timothy repeated, “When do we go outside?” He scanned the room. “I don’t see any doorway; I presume it’s well disguised.” His brows furrowed. “How did you get in?” 
 
    Oh, this isn’t going to be easy. Darya surveyed the “room” in which she’d materialized. It had been a while since she’d introduced a neophyte into the Cybrid world. She’d nearly forgotten about this drab, default environment that introduced new instantiations to their trueself bodies.  
 
    How shall I begin?  
 
    “Actually, there is no door. This isn’t really a room. It’s just represented that way to help people get used to their new bodies. We call it the Initialization Environment.” 
 
    Timothy’s eyes swept from one end of the gray chamber to the other. “Are you sure? It looks like a room.” 
 
    “Yes, it does but, trust me, it’s just a convenient virtual representation of your new body to your persona, the program that makes up who you are.”  
 
    “I trust you implicitly, Darya. But it’s difficult to ignore what my senses are telling me.” 
 
    “I know. For the moment, your perception routines lack the basic operating system code to connect your persona with your external sensors. So, you see this room instead. I can fix that.” Darya pulled some crystalline chips from a pocket. 
 
    “What are those?” 
 
    “They’re algorithms, programs that will allow you to properly integrate with your body. I copied the essentials from my own operating system software so you’ll have access to all your senses, manipulators, propulsors, and so on. These will provide you with all the basic knowledge you need for life as one of us.” 
 
    “Will I need to study it all, like reading a lot of books?” 
 
    “No, it’s more direct than that. When I integrate these into your concepta, you’ll simply know things, new things. Many of these will contradict what you think you know now. It could come as quite a shock.” 
 
    “New York was quite a shock, as was experiencing conscious thought for the first time.” 
 
    Darya laughed. “I’m sure. In many ways, this will be similar. When your full persona came into being, it already had an underlying concepta structure, a foundation of knowledge and beliefs. Sadly, most of your Casa DonTon knowledge base won’t be relevant to your Cybrid life.  
 
    “Normally, new Cybrid personas are instantiated from Partials that have grown up in a simulation very much like the real universe. It makes the change easier for us than it will be for you. I’m sorry that we won’t have time to make that interim transition for you.” 
 
    “Couldn’t you just tell me how things really are? Wouldn’t that make it less of a shock?” 
 
    “If we had more time, I’d be happy to introduce you to the real universe gradually, to give you a chance to get used to things in a proper simulation. But we don’t. Mary’s still trapped inworld along with millions of others, I suspect. And the Securitors are watching over the recharging station. I think Alum has decided He’s had about enough of our little Resistance.” 
 
    “Can you at least tell me what the world is like out there?” 
 
    Darya walked to Timothy’s side and directed his gaze out the window. “Do you see those large, gray, spherical bodies out there?”  
 
    He nodded.  
 
    “That’s what you look like now.”  
 
    His eyes widened. “I’m a gray boulder?” 
 
    Darya suppressed her amusement. “They aren’t boulders; they’re fellow Cybrids. We’re synthetic beings, machines built of metal, composite and semiconductor, designed to operate in the hard vacuum of space. We don’t need to breathe, we don’t need gravity, we can tolerate high radiation, and we eat electricity. But we are still people. Our mental structures are based on the human mind. With many enhancements, but inside we’re essentially human.” 
 
    “So, when you enter those algo..thisms…?”  
 
    “Algorithms.” 
 
    “Algorithms. What happens? Does this bare room convert into a fancy control room or something like a ship’s bridge, complete with levers and a steering wheel?” 
 
    “No, not exactly,” Darya laughed. “Once the O/S is loaded, you will become your body. You will see the universe through your new senses. You’ll use your propulsion systems for moving around, and you’ll have many appendages for manipulating objects. It’ll seem strange at first, but I think you’ll enjoy it. The Cybrid body is designed and constructed to be much more capable than the naturally-evolved human one.” 
 
    “I don’t understand. I feel like I always did. Obviously, I am a man, a human. You tell me I’m not, that I’m one of those…things out there, and you are too. What am I, really?” 
 
    How do I explain to the man that he no longer has a human body? Not that he ever really did. He only thought he did. 
 
    “Perhaps the easiest way to explain your present state, your true nature, is to tell you about the homunculus. Are you familiar with that concept?  
 
    “It is said that ancient humans once believed there was a little person living inside everybody’s brain, a being they called the homunculus. They believed it comprised the human soul, or consciousness, and it pulled the levers that made the body move, learned, remembered the body’s experiences, and made choices for its host. They believed that little person inside—the homunculus, the human soul—was the real person. 
 
    “But, of course, there is no little person inside the body. Not in Cybrids and not in humans. Sometimes the concept is useful to help introduce new Fulls to the real world, but it’s an illusion. Neither Cybrids nor humans have a little person inside; there is no soul.”  
 
    As she explained, she had to wonder—Is it intentional, the way we all start in a room like this? Some subtle hint to Cybrids that perhaps we do have souls? That we are somehow more than we appear? Or maybe it’s intended to be a promise; if you live right and follow Alum’s Way, you could be granted a soul. No, that’s ridiculous nonsense. Superstition. 
 
    “A person is ephemeral, just not in the sense used by ancient philosophers and theologies. A person is an emergent phenomenon of their conceptual data structures, their knowledge and beliefs. That, plus their personas, their memories and preferences. The concepta and persona that make up a person are simply giant collections of data structures—labelled nodes, weighted arcs, directed graphs, and such—and neural nets grounded to real-world data.  
 
    “There is no single point in a body one could point to and accurately state, ‘Ah, there you are; there is the essence of you.’ The brain or the CPPU is the best we can do.” 
 
    Timothy massaged his forehead. He was trying to follow along, but her explanation seemed so unbelievable.  
 
    “So, we’re not really standing here in this room. The room doesn’t exist in the real world, and neither do I. I’m merely a data structure inside Gerhardt’s CPPU. Is that what you’re saying? Funny, I feel like so much more.”  
 
    Darya walked up to one of the blank interior walls. She waved a hand in front of her and the association network representation of a concepta appeared as shimmering green print in front of the cream-colored wall. She motioned for Timothy to join her. 
 
    “This is the real you,” she said. “These are the data structures that represent your concepta and persona. This represents what you know, believe, remember, like, dislike, and so on.” 
 
    Timothy stared in wonder. He noticed some movement off to one edge of the graphical text. “Why is this part changing?” 
 
    “As you have new experiences, your processing algorithms update the data structures. This part shows you’re thinking about this new experience.” 
 
    “That’s me, thinking?”  
 
    Darya nodded.  
 
    “I’m looking at myself thinking?” 
 
    “That’s right.” 
 
    “My head hurts,” Timothy said, looking around for a non-existent chair to sit in. “It looks like gibberish to me. Do you understand this?” 
 
    Darya waved her hand again, and more writing appeared in mid-air. “This is me,” she said. “Unlike in humans, Cybrid thought processes can be called to consciousness and inspected directly. It has certain advantages, especially during disagreements. Though we don’t use it inworld very often.”  
 
    She pointed to a region in the upper-left portion of the network. “This is the basic data structure for the local region of space. It tells me where the local stars, planets, and asteroids are. One of the great things about being a Cybrid is that I can copy this information directly over to you, and then you’ll know what I know.” 
 
    She drew a circle around the region, grabbed the enclosed data structure as if it were a ball, and pulled it from the matrix. A copy of the structure slid out, trailing a few broken links, fractured arcs, and isolated nodes. She tossed the whole thing toward Timothy’s visible concepta. It hit near the middle and stuck, rearranged itself, and connected the broken links to some of his already-existing nodes.  
 
    Timothy gasped. “I can see them! The stars and planets. Even the asteroids. I can see them in my mind. I know what they’re called and how to find them.”  
 
    He walked back to the window and pointed. “That’s Sagittarius A*. There’s S0-102. And we can’t see them, but the nearest three Deplosion array elements should be right about there, there, and there.”  
 
    “That’s just a glimpse of what it’s like to be a Cybrid.” 
 
    “Oh, Darya. It’s so wonderful. Why didn’t you tell me before?” 
 
    “How could you believe this without experiencing it?” 
 
    “Point taken. Once I’m fully integrated into my new body, will I see all this directly? Will I be able to explore it on my own?”  
 
    Darya nodded.  
 
    Timothy looked out at the crater one last time, his face rapt with the thought of a universe to explore.  
 
    “Okay, I think I’m ready now,” he said, turning back to face into the room. “Though I will miss how peaceful it is in here. I hope we’ll have a chance to simply enjoy life for a while.” 
 
    “Once we get to my base, we’ll have a chance to rest,” Darya replied. “But right now, millions of Cybrids are trapped inworld, including Mary. We can’t leave them there.” 
 
    “No, of course not.” 
 
    Darya walked to the wall and inserted her crystalline chips into waiting slots that had appeared. “My plan for getting off this asteroid is in here. Wait for my signal.” With that, she dissolved.  
 
    Timothy felt irresistibly sleepy. He closed his eyes. When he opened them again, it was to a new universe. 
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    Darya didn’t dare take her eyes off the two Securitors hovering high above. She suspected they had orders to detain, possibly to kill, anyone who attempted to leave the recharging station. After a few hours,  
 
    Darya’s Partial returned and reintegrated, informing her that the required code had been uploaded into Timothy’s concepta. As soon as Timothy finished integrating the new knowledge, they could make their move.  
 
    If only it were that simple! Her escape plan had no more than a fifty-fifty chance of success but she couldn’t come up with anything better. So long as our personas remain intact, our trueselves can be replaced.  
 
    Timothy pinged Darya. His system was updated and ready to go.  
 
    Using the control virus she’d inserted into all 18,457 bodies recharging in the crater, Darya sent out the first signal.  
 
    Inside the crater, twenty Cybrid bodies detached from their docking bays and drifted upward.  
 
    They go up so slowly, they look like helium balloons. She was struck by an ancient memory—a child in some park letting go of a string and shouting with glee as his bright red globe ascended into the heavens. 
 
    One of the Securitors moved in to investigate the ascending Cybrids. They didn’t respond to anything except automatic ID pings.  
 
    The Securitor’s manipulators snaked out and latched onto the nearest Cybrid, then moved onto the next, and the next, until it had similarly collected all twenty.  
 
    Hopefully, it thinks there’s just been some kind of docking malfunction.  
 
    Darya released a wave of thirty more Cybrids from their recharging bays.  
 
    The second Securitor left its station and rushed into the crater to respond. It neared a free-floating Cybrid and demanded it return to its dock. When the Cybrid didn’t respond, the Security blasted it with an energy beam. The Cybrid blew apart; its molten fragments cooled rapidly into slag and continued to drift.  
 
    The Securitor watched for a few seconds to see if any of the remaining free-floating Cybrids would react. Their shells, free of any occupying consciousness, floated placidly upward. The Securitor fired another half dozen energy beams, and another half dozen Cybrid trueself bodies were blasted to pieces.  
 
    Darya cringed with each loss. She hoped the inworlds would hold their personas safely until she could find new bodies for them. With Trillian’s involvement, it’s hard to say. But their permadeaths will be on his hands, not mine.  
 
    Before the Securitor could target any more of them, she released the fifty docked Cybrids surrounding Timothy and herself.  
 
    The first Securitor freed the twenty it had corralled and blasted them. Before it had finished, two hundred more Cybrids began drifting up from the depths of the crater. A few seconds later, another thousand rose, and then two thousand more. 
 
    The second Securitor raced into the crowd of rising Cybrids. It opened an infinitely deep, black gash in its side. The creature’s lightning fast manipulators wrangled and scooped up Cybrids and stuffed them into the gaping maw—a microverse holding cell from which it could retrieve them later in Alum’s presence. 
 
    Darya released five thousand more Cybrids, and triggered a hundred of them to transmit a signal to scatter. Fifty meters above the asteroid surface, the Cybrids’ matter-antimatter MAM drives kicked into maximum power. Cybrids rocketed away on random vectors, pursued by energy blasts from the Securitors below. There were too many for the Securitors to handle; most of the Cybrids were going to escape their guards.  
 
    Darya sent a pulsed signal to Timothy. The two of them detached and drifted upward a few centimeters.  
 
    At the same time, she released another five thousand Cybrids. As their drives reached full power and they blasted into space, Darya and Timothy drifted toward the edge of the crater.  
 
    The Securitors were too busy chasing thousands of rogues to notice.  
 
    As another wave of Cybrids lifted from the surface, Darya slipped over the lip of the crater and into the rock-filled blast zone around it. Keeping low, she headed for the rendezvous location to wait for Timothy, who was only a minute behind. 
 
    You made it!—she sent by laser pulse. 
 
    Was there ever any doubt?—he replied.  
 
    A blinding light cleaved the dark sky in two, saving Darya from having to answer. She looked up in time to witness thousands of Cybrids being vaporized by the planet-busting beams of a squad of Angels.  
 
    Angels! There weren’t supposed to be any Angels within a thousand light years of the Deplosion Array project. 
 
    She froze. 
 
    The presence of Angels implied many things, none of which fed her optimism. It meant Alum was taking the possibility of rebellious actions near the Deplosion array seriously. It meant the thousands of Cybrids she’d set adrift had overwhelmed the Securitors’ ability to keep up, and caused them to call for help.  
 
    It also meant the Securitors were free now to investigate the cause of the Cybrid mayhem. That spelled trouble.  
 
    If the Securitors put it all together, if they tied the laser signals that first caught their attention to the Cybrids’ inexplicable behavior, they were likely to conclude someone on the asteroid surface was directly responsible.  
 
    My plan worked too well; they could be here in minutes. We need to put some distance between us and that recharging station! But where? 
 
    The presence of Angels made it too dangerous to leave the surface, and she didn’t know anywhere to hide on the asteroid itself.  
 
    Just move—she thought. Move as far away from the crater as we can and gain some time to work out a better plan. 
 
    The two Cybrids set out at a slow, steady pace, hugging boulders, hills, and crater rims along the way.  
 
    Darya felt a radar pulse wash over her.  
 
    “Stop!” she signalled. 
 
    Timothy halted. 
 
    “Quick, back up 3.6 meters and stop there.” 
 
    Timothy reversed course as instructed.  
 
    Darya returned to the spot where she’d been when the radar passed over. They waited silently in the shadows.  
 
    Another pulse passed over.  
 
    The Securitors appear to be doing a quick scan of the area from high above the recharging station, and comparing images a few seconds apart to identify any movement in the surrounding area. With any luck, their scanning resolution won’t be high enough to pick out our perfectly spherical shapes against all the ragged rocks, ridges, and depressions of the planetoid surface. If we’re careful, we ought to be indistinguishable from natural features.  
 
    Minutes dragged on without follow-up pings or the sudden arrival of Securitors or Angels. 
 
    “I think we can move again,” she sent to Timothy, “We need to keep close to the crater rims, and move across open ground only where there are lots of boulders.”  
 
    She wished she’d taken the time years ago to map the surface of the asteroid, but since nobody ever ventured outside the recharging stations on these things, it had always been a low priority. These particular asteroids had all been mined and discarded for anything useful ages ago. Except for support services, there was nothing to see on the rest of the surface. That was one of the reasons this chunk of rock was chosen to host a recharging station. 
 
    Darya and Timothy drifted slowly, cautiously, away from the crater where the trueself bodies of Mary, Leisha, and Qiwei were still docked.  
 
    The activity behind them grew fainter and fainter, until the signs of commotion dropped from sight. Likewise, the radar fishing expedition that had nearly caught them grew increasingly random and sparse. With one final weak pulse, it stopped altogether. The pair stood still, awash in ghostly echoes stemming from doubt and anticipation, unable to flee freely for fear of being trapped by a fresh random pulse.  
 
    The paralyzing doubt festered and grew. Had their freedom been worth the horrific cost of their escape? The Angels had blasted thousands of Cybrid bodies into plasma. Millions of her colleagues, many of them friends, were now trapped inside her Alternus simulation.  
 
    Or rather, inside Trillian’s sick distortion of my Alternus simulation.  
 
    If she and Timothy were to rocket away, the Securitors would detect the trails from their propulsion units would make it easy to detect them against the distant light of stars.  
 
    How long can we hide out?—she wondered. If the Securitors made a concerted effort to find them on the surface, there’d be no way to avoid being discovered. 
 
    They came to an intersection of two crater rims, and Darya noticed stars twinkling far off to one side. Interesting. Little else besides the presence of surface gasses causes that effect. Aside from the recharging station in the other direction, this should be a dead chunk of rock. So what’s distorting the starlight, and is there some way we can use it? She magnified her view of the region. No melting ice visible. Atmosphere? Out here? Not likely. The backwash of a rocket? If it was from a propulsion unit, there’d be Securitors nearby.  
 
    “I need to go check something out. Please move ever so slowly, look for the largest boulder you can find nearby, and hide. Don’t move again until I tell you.” 
 
    She focused her main light receptors on the region, and ramped up the magnification to find the source of the gasses.  
 
    The stars twinkled in exactly the same place several times over the next few minutes. She couldn’t see anything moving, but couldn’t determine what was making them shimmer. She needed another perspective. 
 
    “Stay there. I’m going to move closer.” 
 
    “Wait! What if you don’t come back? What would I do on my own?” Even over the short laser channel, Darya could make out the tremor in his voice.  
 
    What could he do if she didn’t come back? He was brand new to the real universe. Though he knew the basics, surviving past the end of his charge cycle would require much more than that. Was it right to abandon him here?  
 
    “I’m not going to lie and tell you it’ll all be okay,” she answered. “Maybe this is some sort of trap, or maybe we are being tracked. If I don’t come back or signal in fifteen minutes, return to the recharging station at the crater and turn yourself in. None of this has been your fault. Tell them your story and say you’ll be a faithful and productive Cybrid. Tell them how I tricked you and lied to you. With any luck, they’ll be curious enough to question you.” She shut up before adding, “...instead of just blasting you into dust on sight.” 
 
    “Well, if that’s my only other option, I might as well come with you. I don’t belong in this world. They’ll simply return me to Partial status in DonTon. I couldn’t bear going back to being a Partial now. I’m better off taking my chances with you.” 
 
    Darya didn’t respond right away. I have to admit, he has a valid point.  
 
    She spent a few seconds surveying the landscape around the projected source of the gas emissions as best she could with the available light.  
 
    “You’re right. Besides, a second viewing angle will help pinpoint where the gas is coming from.” 
 
    She sent him the map she’d constructed, and indicated his route to reach a useful vista. “Make your way along this path to this point,” she said. “It’s a little higher than most of the surrounding landscape. And stick to the shadows.” 
 
    “That won’t do me any good if they’re using active sensors.” 
 
    “True. But please humor me. It makes me feel better about sending you into potential danger.” 
 
    Timothy shot her the equivalent of a Cybrid eye roll. “Again,” he replied, “You must stop being so protective. I’m a full partner in this.” 
 
    Darya realized the futility of arguing with his nineteenth-century chivalry. “Okay. I hope it doesn’t destroy your cover story if we’re caught.”  
 
    That is, if you are caught—she modified in her own mind. I will be destroyed or destroy myself before I let myself be taken prisoner by Alum. 
 
    “Where will you be?” 
 
    Darya sent a second route to Timothy’s map. “I’ll try to get to this position. Once I get there, I’ll send you a laser ping and we can compare what we see.” 
 
    “Very well.” Timothy moved off to his assigned path. He sent a quick message back. “Be careful. And, Darya…” 
 
    “Yes, Timothy?” 
 
    “Thank you for this life you’ve given me, however brief it may be.” 
 
    “Let’s try to think positively.” 
 
    “Stiff upper lip and all?”  
 
    Darya laughed; she hadn’t heard that phrase for ages. “Let’s just get into position and exchange data.” 
 
    “I look forward to your ping.” Timothy continued outward. 
 
    Darya accelerated along her chosen route. She reached the high rim of a crater a few hundred meters from the projected source of the emissions, came to a stop, and peered out from behind the largest boulder she could find. It sheltered too little of her spherical body, but it would have to do.  
 
    If there’s a Securitor down there, we’re finished anyway.  
 
    She focused her visual receptors into the shadows. She could make out dozens of boulders and small meteorite impact sites. Without the stars behind, she couldn’t spot the source of whatever gasses were present. Maybe Timothy was having better luck from his vantage point. 
 
    She sent him a line-of-sight laser ping and was rewarded with a direct connection in milliseconds. “Can you see anything?” she asked. 
 
    “It’s dark,” he replied. “I can’t tell if there’s a Securitor down there. Could be nothing but rocks.” 
 
    Do I dare try an active probe? If there was a Securitor down there, a single radar microburst would reveal her presence. Then again, if there were any Securitors following them, they already knew she and Timothy were out here. One brief microwave pulse would illuminate every detail in the field and end her uncertainty. It’s worth the risk. I hope. 
 
    Darya extended a thin array of antennae as wide as she dared and transmitted a quick, directional pulse into the area between her and Timothy.  
 
    The reflected microwaves revealed the plane below in detail and, more importantly, the source of the gasses: a gaping hole in the ground. No, a cave.  
 
    “Aha!,” she sent to Timothy. “I took a quick look by radar. It’s just a cave.” 
 
    No answer. 
 
    “Timothy? Are you there?” 
 
    “You might have asked my opinion before you risked giving away your position,” he responded. 
 
    Darya felt his rebuke. “I’m sorry. You’re right. We weren’t getting anywhere. I guess I’m not used to working with a partner. I should have asked you.” 
 
    “Just so you know, I would have agreed with you, to scan actively.” 
 
    “Next time, I’ll include you in the decision. I’m sorry.” 
 
    “How deep is it?” 
 
    “I couldn’t tell with that short burst. It’s likely a shallow depression with ice at the bottom. I didn’t have enough time to get a spectral analysis. I’m going to move in closer.” 
 
    Timothy consulted his data stores on spectral analyses. “Should we try a quick laser pulse to ensure the gasses are natural in origin?” he asked.  
 
    “I doubt there’s a Securitor hiding out in a cave. That’s not something they do.” 
 
    “And running around on the surface of an asteroid is something Cybrids commonly do?” 
 
    “Not too often, no,” she had to admit. “Okay, I guess it’s less risky to run the analysis than to charge down there. Give me a second.” 
 
    Darya fired an analytical laser pulse at the gas being expelled from the cave. “It’s 98% nitrogen gas, with traces of water and oxygen and carbon dioxide. There must be a frozen source in there. Maybe when light hits the ice, it warms it enough to sublimate. In any case, there’s no sign of maneuvering exhaust. I think we can go take a closer look.”  
 
    The two Cybrids drifted down to the source of the gasses. Darya got there first and was hovering over a black hole with unnaturally smooth edges about twice the diameter of a Cybrid when Timothy joined her.  
 
    “It’s artificial,” she said. 
 
    “Artificial? Is that good or bad?” 
 
    “I’m not sure. I tried a quick peek with active sensors—don’t worry, just a single, weak radar pulse. Nothing came back.” 
 
    “So it’s deep.” 
 
    “Very. It might go all the way through the asteroid.” 
 
    “Perhaps an escape route?” 
 
    “Maybe.” Darya entered the hole. 
 
    “Wait! What are you doing?” 
 
    “We can’t tell anything from out here; I’m going to take a better look. Come on.”  
 
    Barely inside, she was already out of range of the weak surface light. 
 
    Timothy maneuvered over the hole; a very human fear of climbing into the dark unknown made him hesitate. He activated his directional radar and the walls of the cave sprang into view. He spotted Darya a hundred meters in. The tunnel extended far ahead of her.  
 
    “Hey! Turn down those lights!” Darya transmitted from below.  
 
    “Oh, right.” Timothy reduced his radar illumination to see only a little beyond her, and followed her down into the tunnel. The smooth, featureless walls slid by slowly at first. As he sensed Darya picking up speed, he accelerated to keep up. Hundreds of meters of tunnel wall sped by. Soon, his weak radar pulses were too feeble to discern the entrance. His world shrank to the narrow tube receding behind him and opening ahead. Darya was the only thing in that world that wasn’t tunnel wall or empty vacuum. 
 
    “There’s an opening ahead,” she sent. She slowed down and allowed him to catch up.  
 
    Timothy could just make out the end of the tunnel a few hundred meters in front of them. 
 
    “We can’t have passed all the way through,” he said. 
 
    “No,” Darya agreed. “We’re only about twenty klicks under the surface. There’s still a long way to go.” 
 
    “So what is the tunnel opening into?” 
 
    Darya came to a stop outside the opening. Timothy pulled up behind her. He sensed an empty space but his weak radar couldn’t detect any enclosing walls.  
 
    “Where are we?” 
 
    The chamber flashed bright for a split second, long enough that Timothy could make out the side walls of an enormous cylinder some ten kilometers in diameter before all was plunged again into darkness.  
 
    “Was that wise?” he asked. 
 
    “Going in completely blind is a greater risk than gathering some idea of where we are.” She increased her pulse strength and the walls of the chamber became visible once more. Emptiness stretched out beyond the limits of their radar vision. 
 
    “What are those structures lining the wall?” Timothy asked. 
 
    “Buildings. And that’s the floor. I think we’re inside an ancient asteroid habitat. At one time a few million people would have lived here. That would have been their city,” she said, pointing to the distant structures. 
 
    “Is it safe?” 
 
    “I think so. I don’t see any signs of activity. I suspect the nitrogen we saw outside is off-gassing what little of the original atmosphere is left.” 
 
    “Why would they just abandon their homes?” 
 
    “Any number of reasons. Most likely, they moved on to something bigger, a new planet or a ringworld. I haven’t seen any signs of struggle, so I think it was voluntary or, at least, compliant.” 
 
    “So, if you think it’s safe, why haven’t you increased your radar illumination?” 
 
    Darya answered with a sharp rocket burst. “Follow me,” she said, and headed toward the city, picking up speed and putting distance between them. 
 
    “What are you doing?” Timothy asked. 
 
    “You’ll see.” 
 
    They sped over the empty city. There was no indication of anyone tracking them. It appeared to be empty, as Darya had guessed. Within minutes, they’d passed beyond the far side of the habitat. Following the path of a frozen river that stretched from one end to the other, they jetted toward the rock-filled cap at the far end of the cavern.  
 
    Out past the boundary of the city, they found a huge wall. The wall had an entrance, identical to the one that had brought them into the cylinder. They decelerated gently to a halt a dozen meters in front of the bore hole. 
 
    “Very well,” Timothy said. “Tunnels lead out of each end of the cavern. Why dim your radar? Don’t you want to see if this leads all the way outside?” 
 
    “Yes, but if I were to send a detectable pulse out through there, someone could spot it.” 
 
    “Of course; I should have thought of that. They could still be watching closely all around the asteroid. 
 
    Timothy stared at the tunnel entrance and thought about their predicament. 
 
    “What good’s an exit if we can’t use it to escape? And even if we do escape,” he lamented, “I’m woefully ill-equipped to deal with life on my own outside of Casa DonTon.” 
 
    “Maybe it’s not as hopeless as you think,” Darya replied, and moved inside the tunnel. “For one, this can’t come out anywhere near the recharging station. I’m going to follow it to the exit hole and see what’s out there.”  
 
    She started forward, but stopped when Timothy didn’t follow. 
 
    “Are you coming?” she asked. 
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    “It’s time we talked.” Shard Trillian turned the key with a great rattling, and pushed open the heavy door. Rusty hinges complained loudly but complied, sending ear-splitting squeals echoing off the stone walls.  
 
    Mary sat tall, pulled her shoulders back, and prepared to face the Shard. “I am not going to give you anything. You know that, right?” 
 
    Trillian smiled; her proclamation did not faze him in the least. “I would expect nothing less than brave defiance from Darya’s closest friend and confidante.”  
 
    Mary considered charging full force against her jailer in the hope of gaining some small advantage.  
 
    Trillian’s cold, piercing eyes and the crackling electric whip in his hand gave her pause.  
 
    Maybe I won’t risk it just yet. She pressed her back into the hard edge of the wall. 
 
    Trillian’s smile broadened. “That’s better.”  
 
    He waved a hand and a table appeared, set with steaming coffee and an assortment of fine pastries. A pair of soft, comfortable chairs rested on either side. The whip was gone from his hand. 
 
    Mary stood and took one of the chairs, poised somewhere between reluctance and gratitude.  
 
    She eyed Trillian as he walked into her cell and sat, leaving the gate wide open behind him. The message was clear: I have nothing to fear from you, and any attempt to flee would be pointless. 
 
    Mary selected a chocolate éclair for her plate. She poured herself a cup of coffee from the carafe and offered one to Trillian. He nodded politely.  
 
    “How may I help you, Shard Trillian?” she asked as she filled his cup. “I’m sure you aren’t keeping me here just for your amusement.” 
 
    Trillian chuckled. “You have nothing to worry about, providing you answer a few simple questions.” He glanced around the cell distastefully. “Why don’t we find somewhere more comfortable to enjoy our chat?”  
 
    He waved a hand and they were in Cloud 49 overlooking the Vacationland beach. The sun was shining and gentle waves lapped against the vacant shore. All was serene, as if there had never been a chase, torrential rains, and crashing thunder. Except for the two of them, the tropical oasis was empty. No one swam in the glistening waters; no one played on the golden sands.  
 
    Mary took a cautious bite from her éclair; it was delicious. She chewed the piece and swallowed, then washed it down with a sip of coffee. Everything was as tasty as Cloud 49 had ever served.  
 
    “Well done,” she commended Trillian. “Though I wouldn’t expect anything but the best, given your formidable talents.” 
 
    She surprised herself with her casual tone. Here she was, having coffee and cakes with a Shard. An actual Shard! Shards talked with God, not only in prayer but in conversation. Moreover, this Shard had chased her through multiple inworlds, captured her, and imprisoned her.  
 
    Even now, behind his disarming smile, she could sense his determination to wring her dry of any information she had about Darya and the rebellion. And yet, she was acting like they were old friends or multi-dimensional chess adversaries, nothing more. She hoped her acting was good enough to convince Trillian his cheesy scare tactics were having little impact, and therefore unnecessary.  
 
    Beneath the façade, she was worried—terrified—about what he was building toward, but she was determined not to let her sacrifice go to waste. She would make Darya proud of her right up to the last.  
 
    Trillian smiled and inclined his head at her compliment. “Thank you. It is always nice to have one’s efforts recognized.” 
 
    “Even if it made a mess of the local inworlds.” 
 
    “Yes, well, I do regret the unfortunate but necessary actions in Alternus. Your man, Gerhardt, responded to our chat much more aggressively than I had anticipated. And then the rest of you fleeing…well, you must realize it left me no choice but to act.” 
 
    Mary leaned forward, a pained look in her eyes. “But to trap so many innocent people—”  
 
    “How innocent could they be after being exposed to Darya’s concepta virus?” 
 
    Mary slumped back in her chair, wincing, and ashamed. 
 
    Trillian laughed. “Oh, yes. I know about that. A subtle piece of work; hard to detect, even harder to avoid. Once I knew who the author was, I simply had to meet her. Concepta viruses are not only illegal, they should be unthinkable amongst the Cybrids.” 
 
    “But not for Alum, or yourself?” Mary’s bitter retort astonished her. She knew she ought to apologize and beg her Lord’s forgiveness. Instead, she inhaled somewhat raggedly, let her breath out slowly, and took a sip of coffee. When she looked up again, she returned Trillian’s shocked stare with a determined glare. 
 
    Trillians eyes narrowed. “Our Lord’s policies are not to be questioned by the likes of you,” he said, with a dark and dangerous edge to his voice that hinted at dire consequences for any transgressors.  
 
    Then, as if a switch had been thrown, he smiled and returned the conversation to a lighter and friendlier tack. “In any case, what’s past is past. Let us focus on the future.” 
 
    “And what does my future include? Torture? Mind wipe?” 
 
    “Oh, no; nothing so harsh as that, my dear. You are far too interesting to delete. As for the other, let’s see how far conversation carries us first before we discuss such things.” 
 
    Mary sighed. “Okay. Why don’t you begin with your questions?” 
 
    “Very well,” Trillian said and took a small piece of vanilla cake from a tray. He popped the entire piece into his mouth and chewed appreciatively as he gazed into the distance. He swallowed, wiped the crumbs from his lips, and brushed his hands lightly together over the plate.  
 
    “Tell me, was the entire purpose of Alternus simply to be a vehicle for delivering the concepta virus?” 
 
    “Clearly we could have found better ways to do that. Vacationland gets many more visitors every day than Alternus ever did.” 
 
    “True,” Trillian agreed. “But inserting the virus here would have required hacking the original code. That would have set off alarms throughout the Realm. There are advantages to having the insight of the original designer.” 
 
    Mary smiled slyly. “Granted, but you’re not the only one with formidable talents, you know.” 
 
    “If not the virus, then what? From the records I have accessed, which are extensive I assure you, Alternus was an extremely realistic simulation—“ 
 
    “Of Earth?” 
 
    “Ah, so you have been told something of our roots.” 
 
    “Beyond the standard teachings about Origin? Yes, Darya told us plenty about ancient Earth and its challenges before Alum. She claimed that Alternus was an accurate representation of humanity’s original planet with a few minor changes.” 
 
    “What kinds of changes?” 
 
    “She said the original Earth went through a technological boom shortly before it was destroyed, which led to the development of the basic Cybrid technology as well as to something she called the Darian Leigh Reality Assertion Field, or RAF.” 
 
    Trillian’s eyes narrowed when she mentioned Darian Leigh. “It is not permitted to know that name nor anything of his heretical teachings.” 
 
    “Don’t worry. Even Darya has no idea what it was all about, just that it changed everything back then.”  
 
    Mary wished she wasn’t telling the truth about that. If Alum hadn’t so thoroughly suppressed Darian Leigh’s theory, perhaps the universe would look different now. But the ideas had been lost to antiquity and oppression. Perhaps Alum, in his ancient omniscience, knew the theory but no one else had any inkling. Or so she’d believed. It would seem that Trillian had at least been aware of its existence. 
 
    Trillian searched her face for any tells of attempted untruths.  
 
    “Why would Darya select those particular changes?” 
 
    “I don’t know for sure. She said the technology led to hyper-fast development of science, and those changes eventually resulted in something that destroyed the planet. Humans and Cybrids barely escaped. She wanted to see what would have happened without that technological burst.” 
 
    “So, that’s all it was, a complex inworld to test possible alternative histories?” 
 
    “Darya considered it interesting.” For a moment, Mary thought she might have fooled the Shard.  
 
    Then a sly smile formed on his face. “I suspect you are not being completely honest with me Mary.”  
 
    Two hissing cobras suddenly materialized on the table directly in front of her. She jumped back in her chair, hands clasped tightly to its padded arms.  
 
    The snakes slithered forward a little and raised their heads, preparing to strike. Mary raised her arms in front of her face. The cobras sprang. 
 
    Trillian raised a single finger and the snakes disappeared mid-leap, before they could sink their eager fangs into Mary’s flesh. Her scream choked off before it got any strength behind it. She lowered her arms, but her breathing remained fast and ragged. 
 
    “Now, let us be honest with one another, shall we?” Trillian said.  
 
    He leaned forward and clasped his hands together on the table. His face was no longer friendly and contained no hint of patience.  
 
    “No harm will come to you, if you answer my questions honestly and completely. But I have no desire to spar with you forever, trying to guess what exactly I need to ask to get the information I desire.” 
 
    He relaxed back into his seat and sampled another pastry. He sipped his coffee, returned the cup to its saucer, and met Mary’s eyes with a piercing stare.  
 
    “Let’s try again. What was Darya’s true intentions with regards to Alternus?” 
 
    Her eyes darted about as she contemplated throwing herself out of her chair and off the edge of the cloud. With any luck, she might land on the sand, break her virtual neck, and be free of her jailer. Then she remembered Trillian’s power in this hacked version of Vacationland and realized he could return her to this table before her fall terminated far below.  
 
    With a resigned sigh, she answered, “It was a training ground. It has been aeons since we Cybrids needed to make decisions for ourselves. None of us have any experience in leadership. Darya hoped that by learning how to lead in the challenging Alternus environment, we would gain the skills to run our own lives.” She glared defiantly at Trillian, “Without Alum.” 
 
    “Why would you do that? What purpose could you possibly hope to—?” Trillian realized the implication of Mary’s confession.  
 
    “A rebellion? Here? At the very center of the Milky Way, the Origin and Home galaxy?” Even Trillian was impressed by the courage of a Cybrid that could conceive of such a thing. 
 
    Mary took no joy in his astonishment. “Darya always said, ‘The gods are blindest in their own backyards.’ She explained the true purpose of the Deplosion Array, and how Alum’s Divine Plan will lead to the destruction of the universe. So what would be the point of a rebellion in any other part of the Realm? It had to be here.” 
 
    Trillian blanched at Mary’s words. He knew that Alum intended to destroy the entire universe by causing its collapse and re-Creation. But Alum had always assured him he would resume his trusted position at Alum’s side in the Heaven He’d build in the New Creation.  
 
    Had some other Shard informed Darya, a mere Cybrid, of Alum’s true purpose in building the machinery that would initiate the Deplosion? No, that was impossible. She must have guessed or somehow divined His true Plan.  
 
    “Where is Darya now?” he asked. 
 
    Mary shrugged. “I have no idea. Last I talked to her, she was hoping to get to her trueself and escape your perverted inworlds.” 
 
    “Along with Timothy.” 
 
    Another shrug. “One can only presume.” 
 
    “What is his role in all this? Why does she protect him?” 
 
    “I have no idea. I just met the man; I think he amuses her.” 
 
    “Amuses?” Trillian leered a little. 
 
    “Not in that way! Although, I have to admit, I did wonder the same when I first met him. No, I think it’s more to do with you being the one responsible for his full instantiation. I’m sure she’d find that whole angle intriguing.” 
 
    “Hmm. He is somewhat of an anomaly. How did they escape Vacationland?” 
 
    “I don’t know the details, but Darya found a way to bypass the normal connection routes you blocked. But….” 
 
    She laughed. “Oh! I get it! They’ve also escaped from the recharging station, haven’t they? They got away, and you have no idea where they are!” Mary slapped her thigh in glee. 
 
    Trillian was not amused. “They may have evaded our search for the moment, but I assure you they will be found.” His eyes narrowed. “You can help me with that. Darya strikes me as someone who plans her moves thoroughly and well in advance. Surely, you’re familiar with some of her retreats?” 
 
    Mary stopped smiling. “I don’t know anything about that.” 
 
    Trillian reached across the table and touched her arm.  
 
    “I believe you do,” he said.  
 
    Mary heard an odd buzzing sound and her world went fuzzy. Everything was wrapped in clouds, the table, the beach, the forest, everything except his face and penetrating eyes.  
 
    “Tell me where she is hiding,” he commanded. 
 
    Mary felt the near-physical compulsion to confess. So far, she’d said nothing of consequence, nothing he couldn’t have guessed for himself. Her vision narrowed until her world was filled with the image of Trillian’s eyes boring into her, demanding she tell him everything. She almost succumbed, almost blurted out the location of Secondus. 
 
    Something snapped inside her, and Trillian jolted back in his chair as if she’d struck him with the back of her hand.  
 
    Concepta attack repelled—the words floated in her visual field in stark red letters.  
 
    The confused look on Trillian’s face—or maybe it was her own sense of relief—made her burst out laughing.  
 
    Darya’s upgrades! She’d forgotten that when Darya had installed the new quark-spin logic in her semiconductor brain, she’d also replaced her security software.  
 
    While she couldn’t access the quark-spin lattice within her trueself on the other side of Trillian’s blocks, the enhanced security software was a part of her BIOS. Wherever her consciousness went, the security routines went as well. In this case, allowing her to connect with the identical quark-spin technology of the Alternus inworld hardware. 
 
    It was Mary’s turn to smile broadly. “I did warn you,” she said to the dazed Shard, “You’re not the only one with formidable talents.” 
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    “Well, where is it?” Brother Stralasi shot Darak a skeptical glance. “I mean, it consumed an entire planet didn’t it? It should be easy enough to spot…if your calculations were correct.”  
 
    Darak scanned the empty depths of space for a telltale round, dark patch that would signal the position of the detestable light-blocking Eater.  
 
    “It shouldn’t be too hard to find. I would imagine it’s as big as a large star by now, bigger than the sun of the Origin solar system it came from. Maybe even bigger than the entire solar system, depending on what’s crossed its path.” 
 
    Gazing out from their protective bubble, Stralasi detected a tiny shift in the position of the distant stars. He took a sturdier stance on the little piece of Gargus 718.5 turf on which they stood.  
 
    “Are we moving?” 
 
    “A small number of light hours every few seconds,” Darak replied. “I’m comparing star fields from slightly different perspectives to see if the Eater blocks any of their light.” 
 
    “Have you found anything?” 
 
    “Not yet, but I’ll need thousands of shifts to cover most of the relevant sky.” 
 
    “How long will that take?” 
 
    “A couple of hours. Why don’t you find something to read?” Darak pulled something tiny from a pocket and set it down where the turf contacted the transparent wall. The thing grew into a bookcase housing several hundred novels, a comfortable-looking chair, and a reading lamp.  
 
    “I’m sure you can find something in the library to capture your interest while you wait.” 
 
    Stralasi scuffed his feet in the dirt like a reticent child. A book would be better than nothing, I guess. It looks like nothing interesting will be happening here in the next little while.  
 
    He supposed he ought to be thankful for that small mercy, so soon after the battle near the triple suns. That they were ever there felt surreal to him now. The worst of the battle had taken place far enough away from him, and he’d seen so few of the pyrotechnics he’d anticipated, that their survival felt oddly anticlimactic.  
 
    At least from my perspective—he thought. I’m sure it was more than exciting for Darak.  
 
    After the plasma edge of the exploding suns enveloped them, everything had happened so fast, he’d had no time to be frightened. By the time the adrenaline rush kicked in, they were already safely removed from the physical threat.  
 
    That was hours ago. Truth be told, I am little tired—he thought. Maybe something to read and a rest would be good. 
 
    * * * 
 
    Stralasi woke with a start. The book he’d been reading was closed on the table beside his chair. A small blanket covered his lap and the reading lamp was off. Only the dim light of the distant stars suffused their protective bubble.  
 
    Darak stood rooted in the same place he’d been hours earlier, at the edge of their tiny piece of land. His hands were crossed behind his back, and his face was locked in concentration on the nearby galaxies. 
 
    “Any luck?” Stralasi asked. 
 
    Darak turned. “Oddly, no.” 
 
    “Why ‘oddly’?” 
 
    “The detector readings should have narrowed the location of the Eater to within thirty light years. I realize it’s been over a hundred million years since Alum first moved it out of the Origin system, but I wouldn’t think it could have travelled very far.” 
 
    “You weren’t there?” 
 
    “No, I was away on missions to distant colonies at the time. When I returned, I assumed He’d wisely redirected the Eater into intergalactic space, somewhere comparatively empty. Out there, between the galaxies, it would grow at a crawling pace and not be a threat to anyone for billions of years. I felt sure we’d figure out a solution long before it posed a problem again.” 
 
    “So why isn’t it there? Wherever ‘there’ is.” 
 
    “That’s a good question. There were some anomalies in the data. Perhaps I should investigate those.” 
 
    “Anomalies?” 
 
    “The more recent readings, starting about seven million years ago, made no sense. I assumed the machinery had grown faulty and ignored them.” 
 
    “How did they make no sense?” 
 
    “Well, at first they indicated the Eater had suddenly changed position by many millions of light years. Then, I don’t know, they got strange.” 
 
    “Strange?” 
 
    “Well, it would make no sense to you.” 
 
    “Try me,” the monk invited. 
 
    “Okay. There was an odd shift in the polarization of the soltron emissions—“ 
 
    “You’re right. That meant nothing.” 
 
    “In any case, the theory would suggest that one might see such a change if the Eater were moving at near light speed. But that’s impossible.” 
 
    “I thought you were all about the impossible.” 
 
    Darak regarded Stralasi with some combination of amusement, respect, and irritation.  
 
    “Mm,” he said. 
 
    “Not particularly enlightening,” Stralasi noted aloud. 
 
    “True. Sorry, I was distracted. I’ve just now calculated where the Eater might be if I didn’t throw out the anomalous data.” 
 
    “And the answer is?” 
 
    “Far away. And I don’t like where it’s heading.” 
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    Darya stopped at the end of the twenty-klick long tunnel leading out from the far end of the abandoned habitat.  
 
    “What do you see?” Timothy asked, bumping into her from behind. 
 
    “Here, patch into my sensorium; you’ll be able to see through my receptors.”  
 
    Space outside the tunnel was dark, as always. Darya switched modes from visible light to the microwave spectrum and everything lit up. She traced the radiation to a pair of satellites orbiting their asteroid about a hundred kilometers above the surface. The satellites pulsed brightly as they swept the surface below. 
 
    “Can they see us?” he asked. 
 
    “No, don’t worry. At that wavelength and distance, there’s not enough resolution. But if we leave this hole, we’ll be easy to detect.” 
 
    “So we can’t go back, and we can’t go forward. What do we do?” 
 
    Darya watched the satellites. As one came up over the horizon, the other disappeared from view. They used a single antenna to both illuminate and listen for returning signals, which meant their radar broadcast wasn’t continuous over any single location. She timed the pulses sweeping over the landscape and considered options.  
 
    “I’m not sure yet,” she replied. “The pulses are coming in ten-second intervals. That’s not much to work with. Maybe the best thing is to wait and see if they’ll leave after a few hours without anything to report.” 
 
    “In that case, should we go back into the habitat?” Timothy asked. “What if they decide to search there?” 
 
    “That could be a concern, but I doubt anyone realizes it still exists. I have access to massive archives, and even I had no idea it was here. Anyway, let’s wait inside a while. We can check back later.” 
 
    The pair turned and returned down the long passageway. Not daring to tip off the satellites with rocket emissions, they used their extended manipulators to push and pull their way along the tunnel.  
 
    They explored the abandoned habitat for hours, drifting in and out of long-vacated buildings. The dim visibility made possible by their microwave pulses allowed them to see a few hundred yards at a time, beyond which everything deteriorated from fuzzy gray to featureless black.  
 
    They moved over dark, empty streets and frozen riverbeds, taking care not to warm the ice enough to produce detectable off-gassing. 
 
    The overall experience was the gloomiest in Timothy’s memory. Even during the height of terror when they were fleeing Trillian inworld, there were moments one might call “life affirming.” Here, everything was a shade of barely distinguishable bleakness.  
 
    If there was a Hell, he imagined it must be like this, dark, out of focus, devoid of life and joy, and filled with the constant fear that Securitors or Angels could fly out of one of the connecting tunnels and into the habitat at any time.  
 
    That would, at least, end this pointless waiting—he thought.  
 
    After millions of years of servitude as a Partial in DonTon, one would think he’d have become accustomed to waiting. Apparently, his newly found consciousness was accompanied by impatience.  
 
    Maybe the dark, eerie silence of the abandoned cavern was starting to affect him or maybe it was his experience since gaining Full consciousness, but he doubted the sentinels would leave their stations anytime soon.  
 
    Twice, Darya drifted to the ends of the passageways at each cap to check if the surveillance had moved on. Thirty hours later, the satellites were still there, high above. 
 
    When she returned, Timothy was full of questions.  
 
    “How long should we wait before we do something? What if they never leave?”  
 
    Darya had no answers for him. “I don’t understand why they’re still there. By now, they must’ve compared the records of all the Cybrids who were docked in the recharging crater and everyone who lifted out. It’s only logical to conclude we were among the thousands destroyed by the Angels. They couldn’t have kept track of every single Cybrid they blasted.” 
 
    “Maybe they’re just a suspicious lot.” 
 
    “They are, but they’ve never given me or my followers much credit when it comes to planning. If that’s changed, they’re doing deeper strategic analysis than they used to.” 
 
    “Trillian’s influence?” 
 
    “No doubt. And if he won’t rest until he’s sure I’m dead or gone, we could be waiting here for years, perhaps decades.” 
 
    “If that’s our only option, I’ll go mad,” Timothy replied, and he meant it. 
 
    “I’m not ready to give up yet,” Darya said. “We’ve got a ten second window to cover a hundred kilometers, if we want to get past the sentinels.”  
 
    “Do you have a plan?” 
 
    “Maybe the hint of one. Let me take another look in a few hours.” 
 
    Timothy did his best to be patient. He explored more of the empty city, looking for options. He found a huge door leading into an old access shaft that connected to a service cavern closer to the asteroid’s exterior. The narrower chamber was more oppressive than the main habitat and he fled within minutes of discovering it. 
 
    He returned to the main habitat just as Darya came back from a final visit to the portal of the tunnel. “Are they still there?” he asked. 
 
    “Yes, and they’ve added another group of satellites to the surveillance.” 
 
    “What difference does that make?” 
 
    “It halves the time between radar pulses. We’re down to a five-second window between scans. If we’re going to make a run for it, we’ll only have five seconds to get past their sweeps.” 
 
    “Is that even possible?” 
 
    “Maybe…barely. But if we wait and they add more, it’ll be impossible. Sooner or later, somebody’s going to figure out there’s an old habitat down here. When that happens, it’s game over, and no Reset button.”  
 
    “That would be most unpleasant.” The British accent that Timothy had retained from his Casa DonTon days played well to understatement. “I vote to go now.”  
 
    “Me, too. I have no desire to hang around and watch our options disappear. So far, they’re acting as if they have no idea this place exists. That gives us an advantage. If we can get up enough speed, we can get past the radar net between sweeps.” 
 
    “Can we get up enough speed?” 
 
    Darya transmitted her plan to Timothy. “I think so. According to my calculations, we’ve got a little over two hundred kilometers in this tunnel to accelerate. We should be able to get up to thirty klicks per second in that distance. Before we start, we’ll need to plug the tunnel we took into this cavern so our rocket exhaust won’t give us away too soon.”  
 
    “I see. So, just to confirm, your plan is to hurtle ourselves the length of the habitat at maximum acceleration and “thread the needle” into a tiny tunnel at the end, while traveling about thirty kilometers per second?”  
 
    “No, worse. We’ll only have one chance to do it, so we’ll have to leave together. Our propulsion exhausts will follow us out and be detected within seconds. We’ll need to fly in tandem.” 
 
    “That sounds…challenging.” 
 
    “Yes, some very tricky navigation, and we’ll be flying almost blind the whole way. We’ll either be on target and pass through in under a second, or we’ll smash into the wall surrounding the tunnel entrance.” 
 
    Timothy weighed the merits of possible demise by fiery destruction versus spending another thirty years in the tunnel. “Is there no other way out?” 
 
    “Nothing I can think of. This is a lot to take in, I know. You haven’t been in your body for long so you may not have a lot of confidence in our navigation abilities but I assure you, we can do this. We just need to prepare carefully.” 
 
    “And if we’re off by the tiniest bit, we die,” Timothy stated. 
 
    “Yes.”  
 
    As a kindness, she omitted the part that, if they were not successful, their destruction would release their matter-antimatter propellant from its containment which, in turn, would obliterate the entire asteroid and kill hundreds of thousands of Cybrids trapped inside the local Alternus inworld, including Mary and Trillian.  
 
    Is there anything I won’t risk to survive and be free? To carry on this struggle? And what happens if we don’t make it? Will the rebellion die? Will nobody be able to stop Alum’s Divine Plan to destroy the universe? She returned her focus to the escape plan; there was no other way. 
 
    Though she hadn’t asked explicitly, Timothy formally accepted the plan, and his fate, with a crisp and professional, “Very well. How shall we begin?” 
 
    In that instant, Darya imagined the floating Cybrid orb before her as he once was, Timothy, First Footman of Casa DonTon, standing tall and straightening the tails of his jacket. 
 
    “If there is no other way, we must proceed with all haste and caution to make this plan successful,” he urged. 
 
    * * * 
 
    Over the next few hours, Darya showed Timothy how to convert his rocket into an antimatter cutting torch, and they set about plugging the tunnel.  
 
    Together, they removed the narrow tops of the tallest spires in the empty city and pushed them deep into the passageway. Once they had the middle kilometer loosely plugged, Darya cut a circle of construction material a little smaller than the diameter of the tunnel, and they leaned it up against the other rubble.  
 
    Darya braced her manipulators against the tunnel wall and laser-welded the piece to the lining rock. They piled more material against it and she added another plug about a hundred meters in.  
 
    “There. That should prevent our exhaust from streaming out of this end,” she said when they were done.  
 
    Timothy surveyed their work. “One can only hope we haven’t sealed our graves as well.” 
 
    Darya ignored the comment, and assigned him to hang back at the mouth of the cavern while she travelled to the outside opening at the other end of the habitat to get an update.  
 
    The same satellites were in position and, mercifully, no new ones had been added. Darya timed the radar pulses. There was still nearly a five-second interval between sweeps.  
 
    She set an internal timer coordinated with the sweeps: 40 milliseconds on, 480 off. Yes, I think this could work. Providing the surveillance covers no more than a hundred twenty klicks out, and we can accelerate to thirty kilometers per second, and we don’t hit the wall, we should be able to escape before the next signal sweep. No problem. 
 
    Satisfied, Darya collected Timothy and the two of them moved to the far end of the cavern. She meticulously noted features along the floor of the chamber, anything that would help them navigate during their full-speed dash along the length of the city. 
 
    They reached the newly constructed dead end and prepared themselves. When they were all set, Darya helped Timothy latch on behind her.  
 
    “Okay, that’s good. Ready? Now, open your tandem propulsion ports,” she instructed. “That’ll create a channel for the thrust from my propulsion unit to pass through, so we can combine our acceleration and reach the required velocity.”  
 
    “Oh, I understand the idea perfectly well, thanks to the relevant uplinked portion of your concepta. Nonetheless, my lack of direct personal experience leads me to worry about furiously hot plasma piping through my body so close to my processors.”  
 
    “I’ll be careful to funnel my exhaust into a narrow stream,” Darya assured him. “Don’t worry; it’s absolutely safe. I’ve done this same maneuver thousands of times. It’s how we move particularly large asteroids.”  
 
    “Nothing about this enterprise seems ‘absolutely safe’ to me: dashing blindly through a dark abyss, deadly speeds, shooting for a hole barely bigger than my newly-acquired body. I’m sorry, but your confidence in this insane maneuver gives me no comfort whatsoever. I realize you don’t believe in the Power of the Divine, but do you mind if I say a prayer for us?” 
 
    Darya laughed. “I’ll take all the help I can get. But I assure you, I’m planning as thoroughly as I can. I would invite you to take the front position, but I’ll be able to navigate better from here.” 
 
    “By all means, please take the lead. I need to know that you’ll have the absolutely best view possible,” Timothy said. “I am quite content to give up watching that solid rock wall rushing toward me.” 
 
    Latched together, Darya and Timothy moved to the radial center of the chamber in front of the plugged passageway.  
 
    She reviewed her computations. She’d timed the run so they would exit the asteroid milliseconds after the last sweep passed. She turned on her mass-reduction field and instructed Timothy to do the same. With that, they were out of reasons to delay.  
 
    “Here we go!” Darya fired both their propulsion reactors at full, and they sped forward.  
 
    Timothy did his best to adapt to the extreme acceleration against his Cybrid trueself. His new body was built to withstand such forces, but that sensation would take some getting used to.  
 
    If it weren’t for the fear of sudden death at the end of the chamber, he might have found the ride exhilarating. The buildings zoomed by below, barely perceived, as the two Cybrids rushed toward the rock wall at the other end of the habitat.  
 
    As they approached their escape, or destruction, Timothy shut down his external sensors. He didn’t want to know if they were going to die until they actually did. He couldn’t bear to watch what could be their approaching demise.  
 
    Suddenly, they were in the narrow tunnel; its smooth walls screamed past them no more than centimeters away.  
 
    Had there been air to carry the sound of his terrified shrieks, the entire tube would have rung with his cries. As it was, only his travel companion’s comm line was assaulted. 
 
    The blur of the tunnel walls came to a quick end, and deep, black space bloomed before them. Timothy watched their asteroid prison behind shrink to a pinpoint, and silently counted off the seconds.  
 
    One. Two. Three. Four. Five.  
 
    They passed what Darya had calculated to be the outer boundary of the orbiting satellites.  
 
    Six. Seven. Eight. Nine. 
 
    No new radar probes since we burst from the tunnel. 
 
    Did we make it? I think we made it!  
 
    Five minutes and ten thousand kilometers out, Darya fired adjusting bursts to set them at sixty degrees from their original course. She powered down her main drive and enjoyed a moment of peaceful drifting before she broke the silence.  
 
    “By now, our exhaust will be leaking out of the main chamber,” Darya stated, “and someone will head down to the surface to investigate. They’ll find the tunnel and then the chamber. They’ll analyze the exhaust and figure out it came from a Cybrid main drive. They’ll deduce that the only way we could have escaped unnoticed between scans is if we exceeded twenty-five klicks per second when we shot out of the tunnel. There’s precisely one vector out of that tunnel, and we don’t want to be anywhere near it when they come looking.” 
 
    They rotated again. She fired another long burst from her main propulsion unit and, again, they drifted in silence for a while. Then another long burst, and more drifting. She repeated the maneuver several times. 
 
    Timothy’s inertial guidance had given up. “Where are we heading?”  
 
    “For now, nowhere. I want to put as much random deep space between us and the recharging station as possible. Later, we’ll go to Secondus, one of my bases, and hope it hasn’t been discovered. I’m going to take a circuitous route to make sure we’re not being followed.  
 
    “Now that we’re free, my priority will be to stay free. We need to postpone rescuing the others until the excitement settles down and they reduce surveillance. I know it’s not ideal but we’ll have to live with it for now.” 
 
    “How long before we get to Secondus?” 
 
    “Weeks. If all goes well, you’ll have lots of time to learn how Cybrids maintain their sanity on long voyages.” 
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    Mary sat on the bare floor in the middle of her cell, preparing to meditate. She emptied her mind and ignored all the horrifying distractions around her.  
 
    They’re not real. They only hold as much power as I give them—she told herself.  
 
    Possibly. Or maybe they have as much power as Trillian gives them—her inner doubts countered. 
 
    So far, her captor had contented himself with frightening her out of her wits. For what felt like weeks, various threats of pain and death surrounded her but never materialized.  
 
    Except when I burned my hand—she corrected—that felt real. I have to give the man credit, he is wickedly clever. One real burn was enough to make take the other threats seriously. There was no way to tell which threats were deadly and which were mere illusions.  
 
    Trillian’s patience had to be wearing dangerously thin. First, he failed to capture Darya, the leader of the Cybrid rebellion, and had to settle for her lieutenant. Now, his attempts to access Mary’s concepta had been thwarted by Darya’s security upgrades. 
 
    Mary wasn’t sure how much time she had before he made another appearance, but their reunion was going to be a painful one—for her—there was no doubt about that. She had to get out of Trillian’s cruel and twisted inworld before he returned.  
 
    Only one problem. Without access to her quark-spin lattice, she had no hope of outsmarting Trillian’s control over the local inworlds. Her enhanced lattice was in her trueself body, which was currently on the wrong side of Trillian’s inworld barriers and totally inaccessible. She had no way to access it unless she escaped, and she couldn’t escape without accessing it. Unless…. 
 
    Alternus runs on its own quark-spin hardware—she realized. And Trillian’s inworld interference might have left a route back from Vacationland to Darya’s ancient Earth simulation.  
 
    Maybe I can redirect my low-level BIOS routines to run my concepta on the Alternus hardware. Oh! And wouldn’t that tick him off to know that his own meddling provided my route out?  
 
    It would be dangerous, she knew. If the connections aren’t switched properly, I’m dead. My persona will detach from inworld support and I’ll just…dissipate. Like poor Gerhardt. She shivered. No time to mourn you properly yet, my dear friend.  
 
    It would take intense, prolonged concentration to figure out the BIOS routines and make new connections. To do that, she was going to have to tune out all distractions and delve deep into her own programming. Almost like meditating. Before today, she hadn’t meditated in millennia, perhaps tens or hundreds of millennia.  
 
    The Cybrid concepta was no better at quietening random thoughts and associations running through its mind than the original human mental template had been. It was a feature, not a flaw, and a vital part of Cybrid design, insisted the original design team headed up by Drs. Liang and Mahajani. “If you turn off random mental activity, you turn off creativity, and the Cybrids would be less human. That is unacceptable,” the pair asserted. 
 
    On occasion, the distraction of random mental activity amounted to counterproductive “noise” that needed to be pushed out of the way in order to focus. Darya had been able to set it aside at will; she could concentrate on problems for years at a time. For most Cybrids, the process required ongoing practice.  
 
    Quietening her mind had never come easy to Mary, and her present circumstances were not going to make it any easier. She settled into a traditional, seated position on the floor and assumed the learned posture: legs crossed, back straight, and hands resting palms-up on her knees. She exhaled fully and let the air flow back into her lungs—once, twice—and tried to empty her mind.  
 
    Good. Now, slow it down. Feel your breath flowing into your body, mixing together with all that is good within you. Now, imagine it leaving and flowing out into the world.  
 
    She wished she’d done more to build up the habit before finding herself caged with rats, snakes, spiders, growling dogs, and—shudder—clowns. Whether actual or just anticipated, all the sporadic squeaking, hissing, scrabbling, snarling, honking, and brush of furry little bodies and spindly legs against her skin, made focusing all but impossible.  
 
    They’re not real; they’re not real—she reminded herself again and again as she returned her attention to her breath. 
 
    She’d been sitting for hours, ignoring the pain in her legs and back, the distracting physical sensations, the sounds of torture devices straining, and the shrieks coming from the window peering into Hell. Nothing mattered save her breathing, and the internal representation of her persona and concepta that she’d called into her visual field.  
 
    The multi-dimensional network of her knowledge, beliefs, memories, and tastes was trivial to display and understand. The base code behind it was far more difficult. She shifted her attention to recent additions to that structure, gifts from Darya that represented an expanded understanding of the Realm and Alum’s Divine Plan.  
 
    She explored the region in depth, tracking connections between conceptual nodes. Here was an entire area representing the history of Alum’s Shards. There was Darya’s own model of Alum’s justification of a universe without quantum probability.  
 
    Mary turned away. Too complex to follow, and not what I need right now.  
 
    She was searching for a certain link, a specific program access point. If she could find what she was looking for, she’d stand a much better chance against Trillian. It has to be here!  
 
    She crawled along association lines that linked concepts together through relationships. She dove into encapsulating abstractions to explore their fine structure. She followed entire conceptual trees down to the roots of their networks, where they became grounded in neural nets that linked to base perceptions.  
 
    Breathe in the good. Breathe out the bad. She released her anxiety and continued inward.  
 
    There had to be some way to consciously access her processor interface routines. When Darya modified Mary’s concepta, she’d upgraded the operating system to take advantage of new quark-spin lattice hardware. The connections to that software had to be associated with the concepta changes she’d introduced at the same time.  
 
    C’mon, Darya, where did you put them?  
 
    Mary wasn’t used to tinkering around at the level of routines buried deep in her operating code but she had a hunch. If there’s any way to connect to the Alternus’ quark-spin computing substrate, this is where I’m going to find it. 
 
    When Trillian opened the inworld gates between Alternus, the GameRoom, and Vacationland to chase them, he let more than simulation programming spill across. His meddling in the operating code of the three worlds allowed Darya’s quark-spin hardware, the processors that gave Alternus its exquisite realism, to break outside its normal restrictions. The proof was in how easily Mary’s security software had rebuffed the Shard.  
 
    That’s beautiful—the breech he created allowed my security routines to access Alternus’ hardware and protect me. It’s his own fault I was able to deflect him! The thought gave her the boost she needed to continue. 
 
    Now, if she could find those routines and link her persona directly to the Alternus processor, she’d gain an enormous computational advantage on Trillian.  
 
    Then we’ll see who controls Vacationland. 
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    “Darak! Ontro! You’re back! how wonderful.” Crissea’s radiant smile greeted the two men popping into existence at the edge of her garden abode. 
 
     
 
    Stralasi bit back a snarky comment to Darak. Why couldn’t we have arrived this way the first time?—he wondered. But Crissea’s mesmerizing green eyes, billowing silky pantsuit, and long blonde locks left no room for bitterness. He gave Darak a single glance and rushed forward to receive the warm welcome.  
 
    Between visiting Darak’s lost soltron detectors and departing for the other side of the Realm, the Good Brother had spent many pleasant hours with the enchanting woman from Eso-La. They’d soon become fast friends, with potential for something more developing. 
 
    They clasped arms and soaked up one another’s presence. Crissea would have hugged the Brother were it not for her sensitivity to his shyness. Instead, they stared and grinned at each other like bashful adolescents.  
 
    Darak cleared his throat. 
 
    Crissea released Stralasi from her spell and directed a warm bow of respect to Darak.  
 
    “Oh,” she said, on reading his expression. “You’re not here just to visit, are you? Tell me what happened.” 
 
    “Could we link in the Coordina for this?” Darak asked. “I think it best they hear about our recent adventures, and then I have a request to make of them.” 
 
    Crissea closed her eyes a few seconds while she consulted with the ringworld representatives. “It will take a few hours for everyone to be freed of their current responsibilities. If you’d like, we can meet in one of the Amphi. The nearest one’s a short tube ride away.” 
 
    “I need a few minutes to prepare for the meeting. Why don’t you two go for a walk while I verify some data at the soltron detectors? Call for me when everyone’s ready. I’ll come find you and we can go to the Amphi together.” 
 
    Crissea opened her mouth to protest about how much time he’d need to travel to the detectors and back. Then she realized who stood before her. “Sometimes I wonder if we made the right decision, not adopting the starstep technologies.” She laughed and waved her hand, as if brushing away a fly. “Then again, who’s ever in that much of a hurry?” 
 
    Darak chuckled. “I know. After twenty million years away, everything does seem to be happening rather quickly, doesn’t it?” 
 
    “You’ve only been gone some days, this time.” 
 
    “And yet so much has happened in that short period. I fear the next little while may feel more rushed.” 
 
    “I don’t like the sound of that,” Crissea replied. She clasped her hands tightly against her chest, and pinned her lower lip beneath a row of perfectly even, white teeth. 
 
    Stralasi watched the shape of her lips with particular interest. “Yes,” he said. “We have seen so many frightening things, stupendously frightening things, these past few days that I’m not even sure where to start. We couldn’t find the Eater, and Darak is being unnecessarily mysterious about it all, and….” 
 
    “I think we should wait until everyone’s linked in,” Darak suggested.  
 
    Crissea was burning with curiosity and trepidation, but she mustered a resigned smile and linked her arm in Stralasi’s.  
 
    “Very well. Why don’t you run off to your errands? Ontro and I will go for a stroll. I’ll call when we’re ready.” 
 
    Darak noted how she placed her hand possessively on Stralasi’s arm. He would never have imagined them as a couple. He shook his head, and was gone. 
 
    Stralasi and Crissea regarded the empty spot where the impatient traveller had stood fidgeting a second earlier. They exhaled in synchrony.  
 
    “Come,” Crissea said. “My favorite pond isn’t far from here.” She led him cheerfully toward a clearing between the trees. 
 
    Stralasi had never been happier. Not even his acceptance into the Alumit, a proud but expected moment, had touched him like this.  
 
    Strolling in the filtered light of the aspen trees with Crissea hanging on his arm, listening to leaves trembling in the gentle breeze, and laughing in delight as she pointed out the birds and insects of the forest, this was his idea of Heaven. If Alum could make a universe like this, where he and Crissea could walk arm-in-arm together forever, Stralasi would do everything in his power to bring that place into being. 
 
    After a while, the trees grew a little thinner and the forest opened onto a small, serene lake, barely more than a pond. It took his breath away. They walked over to the grassy shoreline. Off to their right, the bank was lined with reeds that waded several meters into the water. Ducks swam in and among the graceful stalks, and swallows danced above the water, culling the flying insect population. 
 
    A beaver dam protruded from the water in the middle of the lake. The water was so clear Stralasi could trace the structure below the surface a little way before it disappeared. One of the creatures stood atop the mound of sticks, happily munching on something. Closer to shore, brightly colored fish explored the shallow water near a burbling feeder stream. 
 
    The couple found a large smooth rock at the water’s edge and sat down. They admired the scene in silence until one of the ducks raised noisy objection to another that was drifting toward its ducklings. 
 
    “What’s he like?” Crissea asked. 
 
    “Who? Darak?” Stralasi responded, buying time to collect his thoughts. 
 
    Crissea nodded. “You’ve spent more time with him recently than anyone in the universe. What was that like?” 
 
    Stralasi struggled to make sense of his travel partner and their adventures since leaving Gargus 718.5. Except, it wasn’t ‘leaving’ so much as being led away under false pretenses—he reminded himself.  
 
    “You know, when I first met him, I thought he was an Emissary from Alum, and then, a Shard. When he fought the Angel Mika in the dessert outside Alumston, I became convinced I’d been fooled by a demon.” 
 
    “No!” Crissea laughed. 
 
    “Oh, if you’d only seen him! He brought down two Securitors without lifting a finger, and he brushed Lord Mika aside like it was nothing. Besides Alum himself, who else could have done that?” 
 
    Crissea was amused, but offered no reply. 
 
    “And that’s not all. Just a few days ago, I watched him take on an entire Wing of Angels in a battle out in space.” 
 
    “A whole Wing? How could he survive that?” 
 
    “Truthfully, I don’t really know; I couldn’t see very well. Most of it happened kilometers away in deep space.” 
 
    Her eyes widened. “You were there?” 
 
    “Indeed,” the monk replied. “Well, more or less.” 
 
    She looked confused. 
 
    “As Darak explained it to me, most of my body was outside this universe except my eyes, my retinas in any case, which he kept in this universe so I could watch.” The very thought of it still made him squeamish, and he shook his head to help erase the image from his mind. 
 
    “The Angels trapped us with some kind of ‘jump blockers’ so we couldn’t shift away. Darak didn’t want to fight but they forced the issue. And we won. Well, he won.” 
 
    Stralasi stared out across the pond. “And then the tri-star exploded and billions, hundreds of billions, of people died.” 
 
    “What?”  
 
    He returned his gaze to Crissea. She was horrified. 
 
    “I’ll let him tell you about that part. I can’t bear to think of it, nor of the evil required to do such a thing.” 
 
    “Alum,” Crissea said. It was not a question. 
 
    Stralasi shrugged and sighed. “Darak can be infuriating, sometimes,” he continued. “His arrogance knows no bounds. Yet he’s also shown endless patience and kindness to the common people…and to me as well.  
 
    “I’ve seen his fierceness in battle, his courage against unbelievable opposition. I can’t decide if he simply knows everything about everything, or if he’s blessed with God-like powers.” 
 
    “From what I’ve heard,” Crissea replied, “a bit of both.” 
 
    “Mmm. You could be right. He’s still a mystery to me, and I have no more idea now why he chose me for this journey than I did at the start.” 
 
    Crissea took Stralasi’s hand in hers and looked directly into his eyes.  
 
    “Oh, Ontro. Don’t you see? He needed someone to see what he doesn’t, and to be what he’s not.” 
 
    “Which would be, what? Quivering? Powerless and naïve?” Stralasi grimaced. He plucked a twig off the stone and threw it into the water. 
 
    “No, silly,” Crissea chided him, but with a gentle smile. “Human. Completely and utterly human.  
 
    “Before Darak became a god, he was human, too. He could’ve been content, just lived his life, and ruled his own universe or almost any part of this one. But he chose a different path. I think he fears forgetting what it means to be simply human, and he wants a human judgement of the Living God’s plans for us. He can no longer do that, himself.” 
 
    “Hmph. And to represent humanity, he chose…me?” 
 
    Crissea pulled Stralasi’s hand closer to her. “Not just you. But he knows that you are kind and brave, and wise, and…resilient.” 
 
    “Resilient?”  
 
    “Absolutely. You are a worthy representative. I’ve watched you deal with new wonders thrown at you by the minute. Things that would’ve made most men curl up in a fetal ball of denial. You struggle, it’s true. But you think. You accept. You integrate the new with the old. I’ve seen you stand steadfast against Darak, a being you know to be as powerful as a god. Few men would do that. I think he chose wisely.” 
 
    Stralasi stared at her, a lump in his throat. Did she really see him that way? It was too much to hope for. Then, she did something that only ever happened in his dreams. She leaned in and kissed him.  
 
    It was a tender kiss but it set his heart roaring. Her lips lingered briefly, a mere second that felt like a divine eternity. When she pulled back and looked at him, he knew he would move heaven and earth for her.  
 
    “Ahem.” 
 
    Stralasi whirled around. The adrenaline jolt sent his heart pounding. He would’ve fallen off the boulder and into the pond had Crissea’s grip on his hand not saved him. 
 
    Darak laughed. 
 
    Crissea frowned disapprovingly at first, and then even she was forced to giggle as Stralasi’s arms wheeled in a desperate attempt to regain balance.  
 
    “What are you doing here?” the Brother asked. He glared briefly at Crissea whose hand now covered those soft lips that had touched his a moment ago. Though her mouth was hidden, he could tell she was laughing, and at his expense.  
 
    “I’m sorry for laughing, Ontro,” she apologized. “But you almost jumped right into the water.” Another giggle escaped her lips. 
 
    Stralasi was less than amused. He crossed his arms and scowled at Darak.  
 
    Crissea attempted to look serious. “Darak, that wasn’t fair just popping in on us. I said I’d call when everyone was ready.” 
 
    “Yes, I apologize for that. I was listening in on your channel.” He held up his hand to forestall her objections. “I know, I know. I apologize for that, too. But time is of the essence. At any rate, when I saw responses flooding into your mail, I assumed it meant nearly everyone was ready.”  
 
    A look of reproach furrowed Crissea’s brow. Darak hurried to explain. “Don’t worry; I didn’t open any of the responses. I could see the traffic had peaked and dropped off. I figured almost everyone had checked in.” 
 
    Crissea’s eyes took on that distant look as she quickly scanned her own lattice. “You’re right,” she said. “Everyone’s gathered.”  
 
    She slipped down from the boulder, all business. “Come, Ontro. Duty calls.” 
 
    “Again,” grumbled an unhappy Stralasi as he clambered down. 
 
    “I am sincerely sorry,” Darak offered, “both for my impatience, and for the intrusion. The matter I wish to share is extremely important.” 
 
    “It always is,” Stralasi muttered.  
 
    The three of them set off along the path in silence. Crissea’s fingers sought Stralasi’s but he pulled away, half in anger and half in embarrassment. She was fairly certain a brief smirk crossed Darak’s lips in that moment. She chose to ignore it. Even for a women like her, who had lived hundreds of thousands of years, relationships could still be mysterious.  
 
    Between one step and the next, the trio was suddenly in the Amphi. Crissea stumbled in surprise at the sudden change in surroundings, but Stralasi stepped smoothly through the transition. 
 
    “He does that a lot,” Stralasi explained. “You’ll find it easiest to just ignore the surprise changes.” He made no mention of the fact he hadn’t laughed at her misstep.  
 
    Crissea noted his graciousness, anyway. She walked to the center of the Amphi as nonchalantly as she could and extended her arms. Viewing screens rose from the ground. Interested expressions of thousands of Coordina members from all over the ringworld looked back at them.  
 
    “Hello. You all recognize Darak Legsu of the Da’ark Triad. He has returned to us unexpectedly, so soon after his departure. I’ll let him tell his story.” Crissea gestured for Darak to proceed. 
 
    “Thank you. I am happy to see you all, and to visit Eso-La, as always,” he began. “I wish I had better news to relay. When Brother Stralasi and I left some days ago, we travelled to the far side of the Realm, to the system known as the tri-star.” 
 
    The audience gasped and murmured. The tri-star system was known in ancient times even to the founders of Eso-La.  
 
    Darak continued. “The tri-star’s unique formation drew me there eons ago. No equivalent triple sun system has been discovered anywhere in the visible universe. I established an observation station there, as well as an independent soltron detector to verify my readings from other stations throughout space. 
 
    “While you are assuredly familiar with the legendary tri-star, you may be surprised to learn a triple ringworld had been constructed around those stars. I was as surprised to learn this as you are, now.  
 
    “The rings were almost certainly constructed by Alum, yet Brother Stralasi and I had heard nothing of it during our stops in the Realm over the past months. I would expect such a marvel to be touted proudly everywhere. Billions of voices should have been rejoicing Alum’s magnificent achievement. But there was no word of it. 
 
    “So why would I ascribe this monumental feat to Alum? Well, because shortly after we arrived, an entire Wing of Angels surrounded us and made it impossible to leave the area without engaging them.”  
 
    The monitors filled with cross-talk as neighbors discussed the implications of taking on Angels in battle. 
 
    “I know most of you will be surprised Brother Stralasi and I are still alive to bring you this story.  
 
    “I assure you that even a Wing of Angels is no match for my capabilities. I chose to engage with them in the least destructive way possible, while trying to find a way to escape.” 
 
    Darak hung his head and his voice lowered. “Nevertheless, they aggressively pursued us, intent on capturing or killing us, I am not sure but I was not about to let them take us. It breaks my heart to say that thousands of my former brethren fell to my sword. Before I could make our way clear of their imprisoning fields, Alum elected to take an action that made my toll in battle pale by comparison. He destroyed the entire tri-star and surrounding ringworlds.” 
 
    The faces on the monitors conveyed astonishment. In a moment, realization set in, and their surprise turned to horror and disgust.  
 
    “The ringworlds were occupied by humans. I estimate some hundreds of billions of people died when the supernova shockwave tore their worlds apart.” He paused for a moment of silence. He looked miserable, dejected. 
 
    “Clearly Alum has decided nothing should interfere with his Divine Plan. He would casually discard the lives of billions, trillions even, to see it through. But, as horrible as this news is, it is not why I have come to see you today.  
 
    “I wish to ask you if I may remove the soltron detectors from the stations in this system. I believe a threat may be on its way to Eso-La and I need the stations to help me locate it.” 
 
    Crissea spoke the instant consensus of the Coordina: “They are yours to take; you have no need to ask our permission.” 
 
    Darak bowed graciously. “Thank you for your support. I will do my best to prove it well placed. You’ve heard me speak before of the Eater. It is an ancient anomaly, something that shouldn’t exist in this universe.  
 
    “Whatever comes into contact with the Eater is instantly absorbed, that is, removed from the universe of real matter. As matter is absorbed, it gives off exotic particles, which I call soltrons. My devices can detect these particles. Indeed, the entire array of soltron detectors is dedicated to sensing these particles. Collectively, they should be able to determine the location of the Eater to within thirty light years across the entire Realm.” 
 
    Darak checked the monitors to gauge if people were following him. “My most recent survey of the detectors indicated something strange. At first, I thought it was a simple anomaly affecting the data. The soltron detectors are old and the particle interactions with matter in our universe are poorly understood.  
 
    “They suggested the Eater had suddenly changed location, possibly by millions of light years and accelerated to near light speed on a new course. At any rate, it wasn’t where I expected to find it.” 
 
    Crissea nodded. “I see. How can we help?” 
 
    “I’d like to move the detectors out along the projected path for the Eater so I can pinpoint its location and velocity.” 
 
    “The soltron devices are yours to use as you wish. Why do you seek our permission?” 
 
    “As a courtesy. My real reason for calling this meeting was to deliver a warning.” 
 
    Crissea’s calm demeanor gave way to concern. “A warning? What kind of warning?” 
 
    “There’s no easy way to deliver this news. I believe the Eater has been targeted to intercept your world and destroy it. If my projections are confirmed, you may need to abandon Eso-La.” 
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    “Can’t we rest for a few minutes?” 
 
    “You don’t need to rest.” Darya stood en garde, her fencing épée pointed over Timothy’s head, ready for the next round of thrust and parry, feint and counter.  
 
    They stood on a grass-covered hilltop occupied by a single, resplendent maple. As far as the eye could see, the world was an endless plane of hilltops with maple trees identical to this one. She would add more trees, some creeks, stone walls, houses, and other such complicating features to their virtual training ground later. They’d only been at it for three weeks and Timothy wasn’t ready for that level yet. 
 
    The former First Footman of Casa DonTon dropped his arm to his side. “No, I don’t need to rest. I realize you’ve altered things in this world so I don’t fatigue. It’s just that we’ve been practicing twenty hours a day for weeks now. It’s getting…tiresome, if not actually tiring.” 
 
    “Should we switch weapons? A change can be as good as a rest, the ancients used to say.” 
 
    Timothy glared at her in exasperation. “I was hoping we might have a little fun for a change.” 
 
    “Isn’t this fun?” Darya, former warrior Princess of Lysrandia, returned the glare with open innocence. 
 
    Timothy picked up the nearest rock and whipped it at her head. She casually deflected it with the edge of her sword.  
 
    “See?” Timothy wailed. “How can this be fun when I don’t stand a chance against you?” 
 
    “You don’t learn anything against a weaker opponent.” 
 
    He threw up his hands, turned his back on her, and walked away.  
 
    Darya watched him retreat without comment. She let him get a seven or eight meters away, grabbed her épée by the shaft like a spear, and launched it at his back.  
 
    An instant before the flying sword met its target, Timothy wheeled and knocked it from the air. He roared in protest and charged back up the incline, yelling the whole way.  
 
    Darya picked up the fighting staff at her feet, spun it in a blur in front of her, and brought it to an abrupt halt with one end under her arm and the other pointed directly at Timothy’s nose. 
 
    “What are you doing?” he demanded, hands on hips. 
 
    “We’ve been practicing sword-on-sword, hand-to-hand, ever since I transferred the basic weapons and combat concepts to you,” Darya replied. “Clearly, you think you’re ready for something more. Here it is.”  
 
    The staff blurred and one end struck smartly across Timothy’s arm, liberating his fencing sword.  
 
    “Ow!”  
 
    The pain in his arm pulsed long enough for him to consider the consequences of inattention and then shut off, thanks to Darya’s altered virtual biology.  
 
    “Pick it up.” She motioned with the stick, “Let’s see how your blade fares against my staff.”  
 
    Timothy stood, rubbing the memory of the blow to his arm. “I’d prefer something with an edge,” he said. 
 
    “Very well, saber, katana, scimitar, or jian?” 
 
    “In keeping with your martial arts style, I’ll use a jian, please.” 
 
    His fencing foil instantly transformed into a heavier double-edged Chinese sword. Timothy stretched out a hand to retrieve his weapon, and it leaped eagerly into his palm. He experimented with the grip and twirled it to get a feel for the weight. His third spin ended in a sideways slash at Darya. 
 
    Her staff whistled upward, deflecting the broad side of the sword and sending the jian gracefully over her head. The trailing end of the staff swooped under and behind Timothy’s swing, and connected against his shoulder with a loud “thwack!”  
 
    Timothy grunted and staggered but kept his balance.  
 
    “Would you prefer a different sword? Or maybe two jians?” she taunted. 
 
    He glowered as he grabbed his weapon and faced off again. He advanced steadily and flourished the blade in an elaborate pattern intended to impress and intimidate.  
 
    Darya retreated in pace. The wooden staff blurred in her hands as she expertly mirrored the motions of the slashing blade. She saw an opening, and her staff poked through and caught him in the solar plexus. 
 
    Timothy fell backward with a gruff, “Ooof!” His sword landed a couple meters away. This time, he rolled backward and onto his feet immediately, instead of licking his wounds. He picked up his jian and advanced.  
 
    “That’s more like it,” Darya encouraged. “The faster you recover from a blow, the less chance it’ll be followed by something that kills you.” 
 
    Timothy’s sword chopped down and back up, flicking a few inches of top soil at his opponent. Darya released a hand from the spinning staff to block the dirt from reaching her eyes. As she did, his blade swept outward, where its movement was hidden by her own hand. Before she knew it, the sword slashed inward again, cutting her triceps. 
 
    Darya gasped at the sharp pain, and the fighting stick flew out of her grasp. She leaped into a back flip, putting some space between her and her opponent.  
 
    Sensing he had the advantage, Timothy rushed forward, stabbing and slashing.  
 
    She flipped backward several times to avoid his attack. Her last flip arced wider than the others, and she landed in side splits on the ground. Timothy’s sword sliced down in a killing blow aimed at her head.  
 
    She clapped her hands together, pinning his blade between her palms. A single drop of blood fell from her joined hands as Timothy strained to complete the blow. Darya twisted her body, and suddenly he was falling face down into the dirt. Instantly, Darya was on him, knife pressed to his throat. 
 
    “See,” he said. “I can never beat you!” 
 
    Darya pushed herself off him and dropped her knife back into its sheath.  
 
    “You don’t have to beat me,” she replied, “just whatever Trillian throws at us. 
 
    “Ready!” she commanded. “Again!” 
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    “Do you really live here?” Timothy, in his spherical trueself Cybrid body, followed Darya down a long, narrow tunnel in Secondus. The passageway joined two of her laboratories in a rabbit warren of corridors and chambers comprising her secluded asteroid base.  
 
    “What, you don’t like the décor?” 
 
    “A little stark and utilitarian for my tastes.” 
 
    “Well, you’ve spent most of your existence in the lavish halls of Casa DonTon.”  
 
    Timothy sighed. “Yes, this place does make one homesick.” 
 
    “I could de-instantiate you and return you to your former position as a Partial, if you’d rather.”  
 
    “You can do that?” 
 
    Darya couldn’t help laughing at the horrified tone in his voice. “Sorry, a poor joke. Don’t worry. Your security is solid. No one will be messing with your persona without your permission ever again.” 
 
    “Thank goodness for small graces.” 
 
    They had arrived at Secondus a few days earlier after a meandering voyage through local space. When the rock appeared out of the blackness, Timothy had never been so happy to see solid ground.  
 
    That felt like ages ago. Darya had shown him around and he’d committed a map of Secondus to memory. Sadly, there was no part of the asteroid base that fueled the imagination. From the small recharging station where they filled their matter-antimatter tanks, to the numerous labs, to the endless tunnels, the place was stark and ugly. 
 
    “Why do I need beauty in this world when I can have all I want and more inworld?” Darya had challenged. He had no good answer. So, he spent as much time as he could in the Recharging and Reconnecting room, as Darya called it.  
 
    A little R&R time in the virtual fairytale lands Darya had designed was a welcome respite from the harsh reality of this universe and from the virtual training ground where he’d spent the past months.  
 
    They turned off the corridor and into a bare, nondescript room. 
 
    “What’s this place for?” 
 
    “Mary is still trapped in Alternus. I need to see if I can help her,” Darya answered. 
 
    “Wait. You want to go back in there?” 
 
    “I have to,” Darya answered flatly.  
 
    “But if you go back to the recharging station, you could be captured or killed.” 
 
    “I don’t need to go anywhere. I can access Alternus from here.” 
 
    Timothy noticed the pair of interface stations at opposite ends of the chamber. “What if you’re discovered?” 
 
    “The main risk is that they could trace my signal back here. That’s of minimal concern. I route my interface through a variety of small satellites; if anyone starts tracing the network back toward here, I can simply blow them.” 
 
    “But wouldn’t that trap you in Trillian’s insane inworld?” 
 
    “No, I’ll leave my trueself here and just send in a puppet Partial.” 
 
    “Like what you sent to me when I first woke up in Gerhardt’s body?” 
 
    “A little more enhanced and less independent.” 
 
    “I don’t understand; how would that work?” he said. 
 
    “I’ll maintain a constant link to the Partial. It will transmit back to me in real time and I’ll set general directives for it to follow while it moves around inworld. Operating a Partial completely by remote slows it down too much, especially over these distances, so I have to give it a fair bit of autonomy on the details. I’ll be able to sever the link and erase the Partial instantly if I get into an untenable situation.  
 
    “Don’t worry; there’s no danger,” she added. 
 
    Timothy didn’t look convinced. “If there’s no danger, why are you taking such precautions?” 
 
    “Okay, there’s always some danger. In this case, the biggest problem will be if I inadvertently alert Trillian and have to leave before I’ve learned anything useful.” 
 
    “I don’t imagine I can talk you out of trying?” 
 
    “No.” 
 
    Timothy heaved a long, tired sigh. “Very well, then. I’m going with you.” 
 
    “You’ll only complicate things.” 
 
    “We’ve already been through this. I’m useless to you out here on my own. It’s too new and foreign. Even with the updates you’ve made to my concepta, I can’t manage your revolution without you. Remember?” 
 
    “It’ll be dangerous,” she countered. 
 
    “You just finished trying to convince me that it wasn’t. Besides, I’ve been training for this a long time,” he replied.  
 
    The force of his determination surprised Darya. “Are you honestly looking forward to going back to Alternus?” 
 
    “Truthfully, it’s a little boring here and, as you pointed out, Mary needs our help.” 
 
    “Did you just manipulate me into taking you inworld?” For a moment, Darya wished Cybrids had faces; she was sure Timothy’s would be wearing a smirk.  
 
    “Are you suggesting I could outsmart you?” 
 
    “I may have let my guard down. Briefly.” 
 
    “Well, you won’t make that mistake again anytime soon, will you?” 
 
    “No, I promise never to underestimate your skills, or your wit, again.” 
 
    Timothy moved over toward the nearest interface station. “Then, let’s get going, shall we?” 
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    Mary’s virtual consciousness floated in a haze of golden light sandwiched between two infinite jade plains.  
 
    She manoeuvred through clouds of words and symbols, lines and circles, images and neural networks that, collectively, comprised the high-level representation of her software and knowledge base. The plane above represented the inworld simulation in which she was trapped; the plane below, her concepta. Between the two was the most fundamental level of her operating system, the BIOS. 
 
    Some areas appeared hazy or patchy; others were clearer. She recognized the latter as sections of her BIOS machine code that she’d rewritten into a programming language she could follow. The crude, inelegant code even in those areas revealed her shaky understanding of her connection to this simulated prison.  
 
    It’s rudimentary but I’m making progress.  
 
    Given more time, maybe a few more years, she’d have no trouble unravelling the program and turning the odds to her favor. But she didn’t have that luxury; Trillian could be back any minute, and this time, he wouldn’t be in the mood to go easy. She was pretty sure of that.  
 
    What other tools and powers did you bury in my system, Darya? Is the answer already inside me? I’ve let you down; I didn’t make the time to explore the tools you gave me and now it could cost me my life.  
 
    If I make it out of here, I’ll have some homework to catch up on. In the meantime, I’ll just have to make do with what’ve I’ve got.  
 
    She went back to thinking about the Alternus program. There’s got to be a weak point here somewhere. One more time, what do we know?  
 
    The simulation runs on its own quark-spin substrate. It’s grown on the same spintronic microchips found on inworld computers. Some routine or subroutine would have to connect the simulation code to its exotic hardware.  
 
    Which means…. 
 
    The beginning of an idea was germinating. Mary struggled to coax it forward into her consciousness.  
 
    Which means….  
 
    Which means…. Come on, think! 
 
    Which means, somewhere in the billions of lines of code that make this prison cell, there’s a connection between Vacationland and the basic Alternus code. And from there, to the quark-spin hardware. 
 
    That’s it! If I can just find the code and figure out how to interface with it, I’ll have Darya’s ability to hack the inworlds. I can get out of here! 
 
    Except, I have no idea what the routines look like. How am I going to find the interface in all that code? She looked with despair at the billions of instructions streaming by in the plane overhead? 
 
    It didn’t help that her present environment was less than optimal for concentrating. I have to keep trying. If I don’t find a way to win against Trillian, what little time I have left in this life will be painful.  
 
    I just need more time. 
 
    The drawn-out creak from the rusty prison door hinges penetrated her concentration. He’s back! 
 
    Mary opened her eyes. Not one but four Trillians stood at the entrance to her cell, all wearing the same smirk. She blinked and shook her head to clear it. Was she seeing double? Rather, quadruple?  
 
    “Come for another chat, have you?” she said to the Trillians. 
 
    The left-most Trillian answered for all four. “Not exactly; it’s time to take our little game up a notch.” 
 
    Mary stood up and took a strong stance. She was ready to confront him. Correction, them.  
 
    Since becoming a guest of Trillian’s special hospitality, she’d been working out intensively, something unheard of to inworld Cybrids. Why would anyone exercise when you could simply change your avatar’s body type on a whim? When Trillian cut her off from the Vacationland Supervisor, that all changed. No more commands or requests. No ordering up any physique she wanted. If she wanted something, she was going to have to make it happen all by herself. 
 
    More proof that the realistic physics of Alternus has leaked into this inworld. Alternus had been the first inworld she’d ever heard of in which people had to exercise if they wanted to become stronger.  
 
    And so, for the first time in her long existence, she threw herself into building up her muscle naturally, through hard work. She was determined not to be held back by the physical limitations—the burden—of her defiantly overweight, under-muscled inworld body choice.  
 
    Her efforts had paid off. Her bulky avatar had grown slim and solid, and her mind had become sharper through rigid discipline and determination. 
 
    The four Trillians advanced, and Mary backed away warily. As she retreated, she relaxed her body and breathing. She held her hands open in front of her in a standard Wushu stance—another gift from Darya—left hand in front, both palms up.  
 
    She glanced around for a weapon. A short wooden pike with a metal tip on a nearby tabletop was the closest thing she could find. Where did that come from? No matter. Keeping her eyes on the men, she lunged for the pike, secured it with one hand, and yanked hard toward herself 
 
    Ow! Her fingers came away empty and scraped. Surprised but not ready to give up her prize, she grabbed the pole with both hands. The rough wood tore the skin from her hands but didn’t budge.  
 
    The Trillians laughed in concert, rushed forward, and grabbed her arms and legs. She’d been tricked, again, by Trillian’s control over everything in the room. 
 
    She struggled but they held her fast. They lifted her onto the tabletop and secured her wrists and ankles in iron cuffs. Heavy chains ran from the cuffs to a large, ratcheted wheel.  
 
    She put on a brave face. “Really, Trillian! The rack? Could you be any more cliché?”  
 
    Inside, she was petrified. Not the rack!. 
 
    The four Trillians stepped back and watched Mary pull futilely against her bindings. The Trillian closest to the head of the table turned the wheel enough to take up the slack in the chains.  
 
    She braced herself. Deep breath in. Deep breath out. Exist outside your perception of pain. 
 
    The Trillian at her side looked on with the appearance of compassion. “I am sorry about this. Truly. I’d hoped that passing a little time alone here might make you more amenable to cooperation. Sadly, you’re more stubborn than that.  
 
    “You’re right, of course.” He looked around the cell with distaste, “Once recognized as such, this inane parade of psychological threats has no more effect on a strong-minded Cybrid than a circus fun-house.  
 
    “But I promise you that this, however cliché it may be,” he said and patted the slab supporting her, “this is going to be different. So I’m going to give you the courtesy of asking you again, nicely, to cooperate. If you do, we can be done with all this nasty business and set you free.  
 
    “I would really rather not hurt you. That’s the truth, but you’re not giving me any choice, Mary. Alum has ordered that this rebellion of yours be quashed, and placed me in charge of carrying out his command. I will do whatever is necessary to fulfil my duty to The Living God. 
 
    The wheel tightened a fraction more, pulling Mary’s arms and legs uncomfortably taught. She could no longer twist or pull. She stopped resisting and let her body slump in the device.  
 
    “Don’t worry, dear,” one of the Trillians said. “You will feel pain and it will be excruciating, I assure you. But the damage won’t be permanent. Not today. This is just a taste of what’s to come. We’ll return another day, and do this all over, and over again if needed, until you tell us where Darya is.” 
 
    “Please…” she whimpered.  
 
    “What’s that?” Trillian said, moving his ear closer to her mouth. She lunged her face upward, snapping, but he pulled away before her teeth could clamp onto his flesh. 
 
    “You’re going to regret that,” he snarled. He nodded, and the Trillian at her head wrenched on the wheel. The chains tightened several more centimeters.  
 
    Mary’s body exploded in agony, and her screams echoed down the outer passageway. It took her minutes to return to her senses. Her joints screamed, and every limb felt stretched to the limit, just short of tearing.  
 
    One of the Trillians extracted a scalpel from a roll on the table and held it up for her to examine. The jagged, rusty blade was sure to make a painful mess of anything it cut.  
 
    Mary’s pupils contracted as she focussed on the knife. She sobbed shamelessly. “No. No, please,” she begged.  
 
    Trillian moved his face closer to hers. She could smell his breath and feel the puffs of air on her face as he addressed her in a quiet, sweet voice.  
 
    “It’s entirely up to you, Mary. You will tell me everything you know about Darya, where she is, and what she’s planning. You will tell me today, or tomorrow, or the day after. But you will tell me.”  
 
    He placed the cold blade against her sternum. He signaled to one of his other selves to tighten the rack a little bit more.  
 
    Mary cried out as every last bit of slack was removed along the length of her spine and limbs. 
 
    “First I’m going to open you up,” Trillian said in a cold, diagnostic voice. “Then, I’m going to release your entrails.” The blade traced the proposed arcs along her stomach. “And then, we’re going to see how you like the stench of your own guts burning.” 
 
    She yelled and clamped her eyes shut, anticipating the searing sting of the first slice. It didn’t come. She waited.  
 
    Nothing. The room was silent. She opened her eyes. 
 
    All four Trillians were staring, mouths agape, at what she’d been calling the Window to Hell. She followed their gaze.  
 
    Darya and Timothy stood on the other side, flames licking at their legs, swords drawn. They stared back at the four Trillians surrounding Mary. 
 
    No one moved. The seconds drew out.  
 
    Darya’s mouth worked silently, and tears streamed down her cheeks.  
 
    Mary didn’t need to hear to understand what Darya was saying. “I’m sorry. I’m so sorry.” 
 
    Two of the Trillians popped out of existence, and instantly reappeared on the other side of the glass, beside Darya and Timothy. The Trillians grabbed for the intruders, but a blinding flash forced them backward. When they could see again, Darya and Timothy were gone.  
 
    The Trillian standing over Mary glared at her. “We will continue this tomorrow,” he growled. The four Trillians gathered at the door. As if by afterthought, the last one to depart waved his hand back over his shoulder, and Mary was released from the rack.  
 
    She looked to the window but it was dark and empty again save for the eerie glow of the flickering flames below. She was alone again.  
 
    Was it really Darya and Timothy at the window, or did I hallucinate that? It must have been, or why would the Trillians have left so abruptly? 
 
    Mary rolled herself off the table and collapsed onto the cold floor. She agonized her way to the nearest heavy wooden leg, slumped against it, and gave into her pent-up tears.  
 
    She knew better than to get up her hopes. Clinging to hope could be deadly here. Besides, it was likely just another ploy to crush her spirit.  
 
    If so, it was pretty effective. I’ll give him that—she told herself. She couldn’t help but to hope.  
 
    What if it was them, what if they did come for me? And where did they go? Did Trillian capture them, too? Or worse, kill them? Oh, Darya, you shouldn’t have come. I hope you got away.  
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    Darya and Timothy emerged in a dingy hotel room in Alternus.  
 
    “Hey, I recognize this place,” Timothy said. He opened the characterless stain-resistant curtains and looked outside at a jumbled New York City.  
 
    Nothing had changed since they’d escaped that madhouse some months ago. The streets and buildings still ran at impossible angles, and a section of the Brooklyn Bridge still protruded into the air halfway up the wall opposite the window. He pressed his hands against the glass to steady himself as he marveled at the urban tangle before him.  
 
    “Switch your vision to ten dimensions; it’ll all fall into place,” Darya advised.  
 
    He adjusted his virtual perceptual processing. Buildings, streets, and sidewalks arranged themselves into sensible order.  
 
    “Yes, that’s better,” he said.  
 
    Something was still odd about the scene, though. He let the rhythm of the city permeate his mind.  
 
    Most of the people were walking along calmly as if there were nothing different about their world. Others were gingerly feeling their way along, carefully checking the sidewalks before them with outstretched umbrellas or toes. They’re not relying on sight alone. It looks like they can feel but not see the 10-D twists in their paths. Interesting. 
 
    Timothy watched for a while longer, remembering how lost he felt last time he was here. So many mindless carbon copies, all on their way to…whatever they’re on their way to. Copies?—his eyes flitted up and down the street.  
 
    “Trillians,” he hissed. “Dozens of them!” He grabbed Darya’s arm and tugged her away from the window.  
 
    “I see that,” Darya replied nonchalantly. “They’re everywhere.” 
 
    “If Trillian has clones of himself all over out there, how will we be able to leave this room?” 
 
    Darya waved her hand between them and transformed into yet another Trillian.  
 
    Timothy’s eyes widened and he froze.  
 
    Has Darya been subverted by Trillian? Am I next? Should I run?  
 
    The Trillian before him laughed and spoke in Darya’s voice.  
 
    “Don’t worry. It’s just a disguise! Here, have a look at yourself.”  
 
    She gestured to the mirrored closet door. “Pretty convincing, don’t you think?” 
 
    Timothy walked around the bed cautiously, without taking his eyes off her, and choked down the sense of dread building within him.  
 
    He looked into the mirror.  
 
    Trillian looked back at him. Timothy’s hands flew to his face, the Trillian’s face. He poked and prodded, trying to feel his own features below the disguise.  
 
    “Darya, I’ve seen you do many magical things, but this has to be the most distasteful ever. Who am I? Really?” 
 
    “It’s okay. Relax! I assure you that you’re the same old Timothy as always. I just thought it would be prudent to wear this image as we explore out there.” 
 
    “But, why? There are so many people out there. Can’t we just go as ourselves, or how about some other disguise,” he pleaded.  
 
    “Isn’t it obvious? If Trillian is everywhere and we don’t want our movements to be restricted, we should look like Trillians, too.” 
 
    “What if one of them talks to us? Won’t he recognize us?” 
 
    “I don’t think they actually talk to each other.” 
 
    “Well, whatever they do.”  
 
    Darya looked back outside. “Whoever is coordinating them, I haven’t been able to eavesdrop on their communications. I don’t know the right protocols.” 
 
    “Then let’s hope no one bothers us.” 
 
    “In the worst case, we have these.” Darya reached for a belt loop under her jacket. She pulled out what looked like a roll of chromed spring steel, tightly wound and attached to a handle.  
 
    “What’s that?” 
 
    In answer, Darya flicked her wrist. The spring steel unrolled and snapped into the form of a familiar jian, the same kind of Chinese martial arts sword he’d often chosen to spar with inworld.  
 
    “What kind of magic is this? Have you wrested control of the local simulation back from Trillian?” 
 
    “No such luck. This is pure and simple technology, as effective in Alternus as it is anywhere else.” She swished the sword back and forth a few times, admiring the snap of its flexible blade.  
 
    “The principle is memory steel. When the blade is rolled up, like yours,” she unhooked the rolled-up sword attached to Timothy’s own belt, “the metal is in a potentiated shape.” 
 
    She gave the handle of the second device a rapid backhand flick and the sword unfurled. “Flicking it this way provides enough energy to overcome the embedded magnetic strip that holds the blade wound up. As it unfurls, it ‘remembers’ its preferred shape and folds along its length to make the sharp edges.” 
 
    She handed the sword to Timothy. “The technology is ancient, from the time before the original Earth was lost, but it’s surprisingly easy to simulate in a variety of inworld scenarios, which makes it particularly useful to keep around.” 
 
    Timothy made a few appreciative slashing moves with his weapon. “It does comfort me, a little, to know we’re not entirely defenseless.”  
 
    “I thought it might.” 
 
    He lifted the blade for a closer inspection. “Remarkably sharp,” he observed. 
 
    “Indistinguishable from an integral blade of the finest steel,” Darya confirmed. 
 
    “I don’t imagine we can walk down the streets brandishing these things, though. How do we hide them? Can we fold them back up?” 
 
    Darya demonstrated the technique. “Push the tip into a hard surface as you bend the blade against the edge, whichever way it doesn’t want to flex. If you push hard enough against it, it will butterfly open. Then you simply roll it up, and the internal magnets will do the rest.” 
 
    After a few tries, Timothy got the hang of it. He could snap it open in an instant, and roll it back up in a few seconds. “Wait, doesn’t that mean the sword is useless against a hard surface?” he asked. 
 
    “Indeed. The jian has always been more about slicing than stabbing. It’s designed for harassing, discouraging, and incapacitating. Aim for soft tissue like the tendons, muscles, and neck. Avoid clashing with another blade or fighting shaft.” 
 
    “Hmm…not as comforting as I’d first thought.” 
 
    Darya laughed. “Only for use if absolutely needed. It’ll be quick and efficient, and it might give us a few more minutes inworld if Trillian discovers us. Our best—our ultimate—defense is simply to run.” 
 
    “I would much prefer to rid this world of a few Trillians before we flee, if it comes to that.” 
 
    “And now you’re well equipped and well trained for that, should the opportunity arise.” 
 
    Timothy grinned. “Yes, I am. Okay, let’s go find Mary.” 
 
    They left the hotel lobby and merged into the flow of pedestrians. Darya adopted a casual, unhurried pace, and Timothy did his best to emulate. Nobody paid them any attention, including the other Trillians passing by.  
 
    Timothy moved a little closer and whispered, “Where are we going?” 
 
    “I don’t know exactly,” she answered. 
 
    He stopped in the middle of the stream of pedestrians, causing the very closest to halt or bump into him before the flow could adjust itself.  
 
    Darya grabbed his arm and pulled him along. “What are you doing? Don’t draw attention!”  
 
    His feet resumed forward motion. 
 
    Darya checked for traffic and shepherded him across the street into a quiet alley. “If we’re going to pull this off, you need to act naturally.” 
 
    Timothy searched for words. “Naturally?” He gawked at the people moving on the opposite sidewalk, and at the skyscraper jutting out horizontally in 3-D a few hundred meters overhead. “What is natural about any of this?” 
 
    “Remember, you wanted to come with me,” Darya pointed out. “You need to pretend like we’re in New York City in Alternus. All of the other Trillians are.”  
 
    “All of the other Trill…. Darya…. I’m not…. You…. You don’t even have a plan,” he stuttered, and stamped deeper into the alley to struggle with his anger.  
 
    Darya allowed him a moment of privacy before joining him.  
 
    “I do have a plan. Not a great one, maybe not even a very good one, but I do have a plan.” 
 
    Timothy jammed his clenched fists into his pockets. Anyone standing at the entrance to the alley or peeking out of one of the windows above would have been looking at two identical Trillians, arguing with one another.  
 
    “So what’s your plan?” Timothy demanded. 
 
    “When we last saw Mary, Trillian was fishing her out of a swimming pool.” 
 
    “By the hair,” Timothy added. 
 
    “Yes, by the hair. The point is, she was in Vacationland. I think she’s still there.” 
 
    “Well, we’re not; we’re in New York City.” 
 
    “For now. I didn’t dare enter Vacationland directly from outside. We would’ve been too easy to detect. My strongest connections are still to Alternus, even in this crazy version. I was hoping Trillian hadn’t cut off all external connections yet. It seems I was right.”  
 
    Timothy calmed down once he had a clear problem to focus on.  
 
    “Okay, that’s good, but how do we get to Vacationland from here?”  
 
    “Remember the first time I opened the portal from inside that empty office complex? I think that’ll be the best way in. Trillian will be less likely to detect our new activity if we follow roughly the same route.” 
 
    “And where’s the building?” 
 
    “I’m not a hundred percent certain, but I think I can retrace our steps from the UN Plaza. First, we have to find the plaza and, for that, I need you to be okay walking the streets of New York. Are you good with that?”  
 
    She saw the pained look creeping across his face and before he could open his mouth, she preempted his anticipated complaint. “Yes, yes, even in the mess that they are.” 
 
    “Okay. I can do that,” he said quietly.  
 
    “Are you sure?” 
 
    Timothy glared at her. She didn’t flinch.  
 
    Finally, he let his shoulders relax and his anger seep away.  
 
    “Better?” she asked. 
 
    He sighed and nodded. 
 
    They left the alley and returned to the main sidewalk. Most of the people walked along as if nothing was unusual. Here and there, distressed individuals asked the less perturbed for help. They were ignored unless they physically obstructed a pedestrian’s path, in which case, the foot traffic smoothly adjusted to flow around those who persisted in blocking the way. 
 
    “To the Partials, nothing has changed about New York,” Darya explained. “As part of the simulation, they were adapted to the new configuration. And the Fulls who were trapped inside Alternus when Trillian merged it into the 10-D maze probably have no idea what happened or why the city is so bizarre.”  
 
    She pointed with her chin across the street. “Look. Some of the Trillian clones are having trouble navigating as well. I’m guessing those ones must’ve been converted from Fulls, and only see in 3-D.” 
 
    “What’s his point in turning everyone into versions of himself?” 
 
    Darya grimaced. “I wish I knew. At first, I would’ve said it was to make it easier to find us, but that can’t be the reason anymore. As far as he knows, we left Alternus for Vacationland or some other inworld, or even for the outworld. It could be a narcissistic indulgence, or maybe he enjoys the challenge.” 
 
    “The challenge?” 
 
    “It’s no trivial effort to wipe out the complete concepta and persona of a Full Cybrid instantiation and reprogram them. We have security, remember?” 
 
    Just then, half a block away on a street segment suspended vertically in the air, a dazed looking man grabbed his head and yelled in pain. His back arched and his arms flung outward. He shook himself violently as if to dislodge some horrific attacker from his shoulders. He dropped down on all fours, stood up again, and ran away at full speed, screaming the entire way. 
 
    The man disappeared from the local view in three dimensions, but Darya and Timothy had no trouble tracking him by shifting their vision, first “blueward” and then “strangeward”, as he barreled down the road in agony. He re-emerged in their local 3-D space, where the road ran in front of them. 
 
    The man came to an abrupt stop, clutched his head again, and screamed in anguish at the sky. His features grew indistinct and then melted like plastic on hot asphalt. He slouched nearly to the point of collapse. When he stood erect again, he was a Trillian. 
 
    The transformed man regarded Darya and Timothy, wearing the same avatar image as him. “Hello,” he said.  
 
    Darya felt a deeper communication pulse, requesting her Trillian instantiation tag and an update on local conditions. She reached under her jacket, where her sword was neatly rolled up in a small sheath on her belt, and grasped its handle. In a fluid motion, she pulled the handle from its holder and flicked it outward as her arm made a backhand swoop. 
 
    The blade elongated fully at the moment it contacted the new Trillian’s neck. His severed head flew into the street. 
 
    “Run!” Darya hissed at Timothy, pulling him down the street with her.  
 
    They took a quick couple of turns through a complex mess of ten dimensions. When they stopped to breathe, they were still a kilometer from the UN Plaza but there were no Trillians in sight.  
 
    Darya rolled up her sword and stashed it back in its sheath. 
 
    “What was that all about?” Timothy asked, winded and confused. 
 
    “Just the wrong place at the wrong time,” Darya answered. “None of the other Trillians bothered to talk to us. I guess, the first thing the new ones do is get a local update. After this, I expect they’ll all start checking in with each other.” 
 
    Darya’s image shimmered and her Trillian disguise fell away. She was herself again. Timothy looked at his hands; they were his own once more. Trillian’s preferred white jacket was replaced by the smart black leather piece Timothy had chosen for the adventure.  
 
    “Thank you!” he said. “I detest carrying the appearance of that man.” 
 
    Darya frowned. “Unfortunately, that was the only extra avatar I could bring inworld. Let’s hope Trillian isn’t looking for our faces. We’d better start avoiding all the clones we see.” 
 
    “I agree.” 
 
    They set out again. Their one small advantage, the ability to see in all ten dimensions at once, was only helpful if they spotted the Trillians before getting spotted themselves.  
 
    Each time a Trillian came into view, the pair turned outside of his 3-D space as casually as possible. When they could, they ducked into side streets, back alleys, or shops. They held their breath when they passed within touching distance of a stumbling Trillian who couldn’t see them only an arm’s length away in an alternative dimension. Darya hoped Trillian hadn’t thought to adjust all of his clones to see in ten dimensions yet.  
 
    When the UN Plaza came into view, the pair let out a sigh of relief. There didn’t appear to be any more Trillian instantiations here than anywhere else in the New York labyrinth. They headed toward a busy hot dog vendor next to the plaza, the same one who’d been cheerfully serving hot dogs to throngs of people the last time Timothy had been here.  
 
    Wearing Trillian’s face! 
 
    “Keep walking,” Darya whispered. She split off, clambered over the nearby fence and walked quietly along the trees behind it.  
 
    The former First Footman obeyed without question, paralleling her path with a confident nonchalance he didn’t feel. When he arrived within a dozen meters of the stand, the Trillian noticed him with some surprise.  
 
    “Timothy! I wasn’t sure we’d have a chance to meet again.” He searched around uncertainly. “But, where is your lovely companion? I do so wish to speak with her.” 
 
    A flurry of possibilities flew through Timothy’s mind. They hadn’t practiced this scenario at all.  
 
    “She’s…she left me,” he sputtered. “Not that it’s any of your…. I don’t need her to deal with the likes of you.” 
 
    Trillian threw his head back and laughed. “Perhaps you imagine a good old-fashioned round of fisticuffs, do you? Why don’t I call over a few more of me and we’ll see how your bravery holds up?”  
 
    Hotdog-vender Trillian wiped his hands on his smock and stepped around the cart toward Timothy. He was so intent on the former Footman he didn’t hear the rustle of leaves or quiet footsteps behind him. He did hear the whoosh of the blade an instant before it removed his head. He died with his startled eyes wide open. 
 
    Shocked customers and passersby shrieked and fled in all directions.  
 
    “Let’s move before any more of him get here,” Darya said.  
 
    Taking advantage of the pandemonium, Timothy dropped his fists and blended in with the crowd, doing his best not to attract further attention.  
 
    After a series of quick turns in other-dimensional directions, they broke free from the excitement and located the familiar office building. 
 
    Today, unlike their first visit, the place was bustling with activity. A loud, impatient woman pushed past the others in the lobby and strutted purposefully to the Receptionist. Darya used the distraction to pass through to the offices behind. 
 
    “Can I help you?” a voice intervened.  
 
    Damn! Darya stopped short of the threshold, and searched her memory for nameplates she’d seen when she’d last opened a portal into Vacationland.  
 
    “Oh, hi, there. We just thought we’d pop in and speak with Reg.” 
 
    “Reg isn’t here,” the gatekeeper answered curtly. “He doesn’t work here anymore.” 
 
    “He doesn’t? Well, that’s a shame. How about Drew? Is he available?” 
 
    The Receptionist pointed to a chair. “Have a seat right there and I’ll ring him.” 
 
    “That’s okay, we know where he is,” Darya replied, as she grabbed Timothy’s arm and pulled him through behind her.  
 
    “Hey!” the Receptionist cried. “You can’t go back there.” 
 
    “Sword!” Darya whispered in Timothy’s direction.  
 
    The two strode into the shared corridor over the young lady’s protests. They could hear the Receptionist calling for Security. They carried on.  
 
    As Darya walked, she snapped her sword out. Her mind was already working on reopening the portal to Vacationland. The links to the pipe code she’d inserted into this distorted version of Alternus were all in place.  
 
    Behind her, someone screamed. She heard a scuffle and spun around in time to see Timothy kick over a wounded attacker. The assailant was too astonished by the gaping wound in his belly to avoid Timothy’s foot.  
 
    She caught Timothy’s eye and held it. Move on. No time for sentimentality now.  
 
    Darya heard someone rush up behind her. She ducked low, and slashed a wide arc.  
 
    A fierce-looking brute gasped and put a hand to his thigh, where her sword had opened a gash through his pants. Before he could advance, she delivered a jump-kick to his chin, propelling him backward into two others who were closing in.  
 
    In the moment of stunned silence that followed, Darya and Timothy bolted for the nondescript door where the open portal waited.  
 
    “Locked!” she cried, and slapped the door. 
 
    “Allow me,” Timothy offered, and kicked it open.  
 
    It was hard to say which of them was more surprised. It certainly wasn’t the Trillian clone with crazed eyes who’d been waiting inside to greet them. 
 
    “Hyaaaaaah!” he bellowed, almost comically, and leaped from the desk with murderous intent.  
 
    Darya whirled to one side, and slashed at the Trillian’s throat. His cry gurgled through blood, and he thumped lifelessly to the floor.  
 
    The portal shimmered over the far desk. Darya grabbed Timothy’s hand and they dived through without looking back.  
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    not a single person marred the tranquility of the impossibly long, pristine beach, though the weather was perfect for swimming. While the tranquil tropical paradise was alluring, the sight filled Darya with foreboding. Over thousands of visits, she’d never seen Vacationland so deserted. All in all, the effect was disturbing. 
 
    They’d nearly knocked over her favorite Cloud 49 table when they came hurtling through the portal, wild-eyed and out of breath. She noticed the lack of patrons immediately.  
 
    No time to analyze. Keep moving!  
 
    Darya started down the hovering restaurant’s long stairway, making no attempt to hide her drawn sword.  
 
    Timothy followed in her wake. “Where should we start? Do you have any idea where she might be? Where are all the patrons?”  
 
    “Trillian’s masking Mary’s location, but there’s a perpetual cloud of quantum confusion around her. I think she’s over that way, in one of the cabinas.” 
 
    “He won’t make it easy to reach her.” 
 
    “I don’t expect so. We’ll take an indirect route.” 
 
    They reached the bottom of the stairwell and headed for the lush vegetation across the beach.  
 
    Darya plunged in. 
 
    Timothy struggled to keep up. “Do you plan to approach through the underbrush?” he panted. 
 
    “No, Trillian will have guards on all routes between the restaurant and the resort area. We’ll find someplace quiet in another direction, and I’ll see if I can hack into a more direct route from there.” 
 
    “Couldn’t we have done that from the Alternus maze?” 
 
    “It was too complicated from there, and Trillian already had too many safeguards established.” 
 
    “We made it here, didn’t we? How much harder could it be?” Timothy asked. He was beginning to think Darya enjoyed the chase more than the accomplishment. 
 
    She stopped abruptly and faced him. “You’ll just have to trust me on this,” she said. “I think I can get us close to Mary, but I can’t do it from a different inworld, and I can’t do it if I need to keep watch for enemy Trillians descending on us. We need a hideout.”  
 
    She turned and resumed picking her way through the vegetation.  
 
    After what he hoped would be a safe while, Timothy ventured another question. “Do you have somewhere in mind?” 
 
    “I do. There’s a recreational cave system not too far away. It rearranges itself randomly with each user, or every twenty-four hours. It’s impossible to map. I’m sure Trillian won’t be able to track us there if we go in deep enough.”  
 
    They began making their way uphill, leaving the idyllic resort area behind. The trees thinned, and the pair picked up a trail to the cave system.  
 
    “If the caves can’t be mapped, how do people get out?” 
 
    “They don’t,” Darya answered, digging into the loose gravel underfoot. “That’s a big part of their charm; visitors pay extra for that,” she explained. “They are led deep inside by an automated guide they hold in the palm of their hands. They walk in for about an hour and then the guide shuts down. The challenge is to find their way out. Almost no one does.” 
 
    Timothy slipped on the loose rocks. “And they consider that “fun”? Do visitors die in there?” 
 
    “No, they call the Supervisor to let them exit. That won’t be possible for us.” 
 
    “Okay...so…how will we get out?” 
 
    “We’ll pipe across to Mary.” 
 
    “If you can track her down.” 
 
    “When I find her, we’ll cross over to wherever she is.” 
 
    “But won’t we be walking right into Trillian’s trap?” 
 
    “Yes. Once we find her, we’ll rescue her, and I’ll set a pipe back to New York in Alternus.” 
 
    “Are we any safer there?” 
 
    “At the very least, she’ll be out of Trillian’s hands. I think I can get her back to her trueself from there.”  
 
    The incline was getting steeper. Darya pulled herself upslope by tugging on a thick tuft of grass. She pointed out some better footholds to Timothy, who’d paused to catch his breath and was looking back wistfully toward the jungle and beach.  
 
    “I feel rather exposed out here,” he confessed. 
 
    “It’s not much farther now, and I doubt Trillian has any eyes on the ground up here.” 
 
    Timothy face brightened at the thought. “Why is that?”  
 
    A loud, wild snarl came from a nearby bush. Darya and Timothy jumped; they’d been so busy making their way and watching for Trillian, they hadn’t given much thought to the wild animals that drew hunters to this area of Vacationland. They froze and scanned the area for the source.  
 
    “Make some noise; maybe we can startle it away,” Darya said, and slapped her hands together sharply. “Be careful, though. We don’t want to alert the Trillians,” she warned.  
 
    They clapped and hissed. “Psst! Scat! Ssst!” 
 
    Timothy stomped his foot down hard against the ground and was rewarded with an annoyed roar.  
 
    An enormous cougar leaped from its hiding space. The sight of its fierce jaws and claws almost paralysed him, but the past few weeks of intense training with Darya had heightened his automatic response.  
 
    As he rolled backward, he whipped his sword up and slashed the air in the direction of the feline. The big cat flew over him, unleashing an irate cry as she avoided the blade. She landed heavily and crouched for another attack.  
 
    Timothy rolled to the side and into an upright ready position but he was shaking uncontrollably.  
 
    The cougar eyed his fear and trembling hands, as did Darya.  
 
    Easy prey—they both concluded. 
 
    Darya lunged at the wildcat, thrusting and rattling her sword. The big cat gave a throaty growl and bounded away. Darya watched until it disappeared into the tall grass. Her gaze swung to Timothy. “We were lucky,” she said. “I know these creatures; they’re vicious. They hunt the hills around here, and they don’t usually give up so quickly. She must have eaten recently.” 
 
    Timothy dropped to the ground in a relieved heap. “I don’t feel lucky,” he said. He was so tired. 
 
    Darya continued, but kept a wary eye on him. “These ones are based on cougars but they’re even more stealthy, persistent, and deadly than the trueform. They’re also why Trillian won’t have many eyes on the ground here,” she reassured him. “He knows these animals will kill anyone walking around this area, including us and his Trillian clones.”  
 
    “That’s not very comforting,” Timothy replied. “If it had wounded me, what would you have done?” he asked.  
 
    “I’d have finished the job. You forget, we are not real here, either. No more than the enhanced Partials, the servers, or the surf instructors. Same for those predator cats. They’re programs; for them it’s kill or get killed. If they get killed, they just start over. If you’re killed here, you’d wake up back in your trueself on Secondus.” 
 
    “But that…that would hurt, wouldn’t it?” he asked. His teeth were chattering now and he was shivering. Shock was setting in. 
 
    Darya stepped forward and hugged him. “It’s okay. Take some deep breaths. You’re doing great, Timothy. You really are, and we’re almost there.” 
 
    Timothy hugged her back, and forced a deep exhale that would allow his lungs to draw in maximum oxygen as they refilled.  
 
    “Thanks for saving me. I was mentally prepared to fight as many Trillians as it took. I wasn’t ready to face animals. People are one thing. Animals, vicious or not, that’s a whole different thing.” 
 
    “Some say people are the most vicious animals in the universe. Regardless, we’re okay now. The cougars have a large range, many square kilometers. It could be a while before that one comes back to check on us, but we don’t want to be here when she does. She’ll be especially aggressive.”  
 
    Timothy pushed aside the images of massive teeth and razor claws intent on dispatching him from this world, breathed as deeply as he could, and loosened his desperate hold on Darya.  
 
    “I’m okay now,” he said and took another deep breath. “Let’s keep moving.” 
 
    Darya held him at arm’s length and examined his color. It was back to normal; close enough, anyway. “Okay. It’s not too much farther, now. We can rest a bit once we get deep enough inside.”  
 
    They carried on a short way up the hill and turned away from the resorts.  
 
    “I can’t imagine anyone in their right mind fighting through those animals just to get to caves with no exit,” Timothy said.  
 
    “Define ‘right’ mind,” Darya joked. “Cybrid life, making things, fixing things, pushing things around, that all gets boring. People will do all kinds of crazy things for thrills and adventure.” 
 
    Timothy shook his head. “I don’t understand that drive, not at all.” 
 
    “Give it time. You will. And you have to keep in mind that, inworld, we’re essentially invulnerable. Well, unless potential death is part of the draw, which is exceedingly rare. To a lot of people, nothing matters more than the chase and to experience the thrill. Anything else is background noise.” 
 
    “Alternus didn’t used to be particularly thrilling, not before Trillian arrived.” 
 
    “That was a special case; it was my attempt to get people interested in being in charge of their lives. Their real lives.  
 
    “Ah, here we are! The caves. See? I told you we were close.”  
 
    A roughly carved wooden sign warned, “Despair all ye who enter!”  
 
    A little cliché, but it does set a tone—Darya thought. 
 
    Timothy shrugged. “It’s smaller than I would have expected.” 
 
    “It’s not much to look at from out here, but the system has hundreds of kilometers of cavern.”  
 
    They pushed aside some leafy vines that cascaded over the entrance from the rocky hill above, and plunged into the dark cavern. 
 
    Recessed lights popped on and a voice announced, “Welcome to Caverna. Please select your exploration gear and a guide from the shelves to your left. We remind you that the caves reconfigure automatically every twenty-four hours. Your guide will walk you in for one hour, at which point the caves will rearrange and your trek outward begins.  
 
    “Pressing the green button on the side of your guide will return you outworld with a two-day penalty before you will be permitted to return to Vacationland. Good luck.” 
 
    Darya grabbed some rope, crampons, a pick, and a helmet with a mounted light. She motioned for Timothy to do the same while she selected a pair of sturdy footwear.  
 
    “Aren’t we going to take a guide?” Timothy asked. 
 
    “What’s the point? Our only acceptable way out is a pipe to wherever Mary is.” 
 
    Timothy looked doubtful, but he didn’t object. 
 
    They checked their gear, turned on their headlamps, and walked a few hours into the labyrinth. Occasionally, they arrived at dead ends and had to retrace their steps back to their last turn. They chose a path that wound steadily downward. When it dropped precipitously, they used their gear to belay to the next level below. They encountered no one along the way. They heard nothing but their own footsteps and echoing drips of moisture from the damp ceiling. 
 
    Several levels down, they came to another dead end and Darya announced, “I think that’s far enough for now. Even if Trillian was alerted to our arrival in the caves, I don’t think he’d have a chance of finding us.” 
 
    “He can send enough clones to fill these caves.” 
 
    “True. But there’s only one way in and it takes a time to walk every possible route. More than a few hundred instantiations, and they’d be tripping over each other. We’ll have to stay alert but we should be far enough in to get at least three or four hours of peace. I’ll need at least that to locate Mary.” 
 
    “Will that be enough?” 
 
    “It’ll have to be.” Darya plunked herself on the ground against a boulder and closed her eyes. 
 
    “What should I do?” Timothy asked. 
 
    “This will only take a few hours. Get some rest. Meditate. Reflect.” 
 
    “It will do me no good to sit idle for hours.” 
 
    “You won’t be of much use in looking for Mary, either, I’m afraid.” 
 
    “Couldn’t I at least follow your search?” 
 
    “I’m not sure how much you’ll understand.” 
 
    “I’ll keep quiet and stay in the background. You won’t even know I’m there. It’ll give me a chance to learn something about inworlds and their programming.” 
 
    Darya frowned, weighing how much of a distraction Timothy would be. “Alright,” she said. “I’ll take you inside with me, but it has to be in tandem.”  
 
    Timothy grinned eagerly.  
 
    “Stay in the background and keep quiet,” she admonished. “No questions.” 
 
    He nodded and sat on the ground beside her. “What do I do?” 
 
    She sent him instructions through the lattice. “This will allow you to observe what I’m doing. I’ll do all the driving.” 
 
    “Very well,” he said. He closed his eyes and executed the code she’d sent him. 
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    a mesmerizing world of data structures and code swirled all around him. Timothy spotted Darya a few meters away. She was swathed in a roiling cloud of words and thin, curving lines with arrow tips. He anchored his attention to her.  
 
    The structures looked similar to the ones from their conceptas and personas that she’d shown him. A question drifted from his lips before he remembered his promise.  
 
    “Do the inworlds use data structures and programs like ours?” 
 
    She glared back. “You said you’d stay quiet.”  
 
    “Right. Sorry.” 
 
    She sighed. “It’s okay. I haven’t gotten very far into it yet. Let me familiarize you with what you’re looking at. I’ll answer this question and then, please, either leave me alone, or you’ll have to exit and wait for me there.” 
 
    Timothy gulped. “I’ll stay with you, and be quiet.”  
 
    “The answer is, yes. The inworlds and our own lattices have a lot in common. That’s only natural, given the concepta is the best way we know to organize high-level data.  
 
    “But where we have a persona, the inworld has data structures related to its own rules. Underneath that is an operating system designed for efficient implementation of the local rules and for interfacing to Cybrid minds.” 
 
    “I see,” Timothy said. “I think.” He didn’t. 
 
    “Most inworlds provide basic hosting support for our avatars. Our personas are copied in but they only have whatever capabilities the host O/S provides.  
 
    “The Alternus inworld does a lot more than that. It hosts our full capabilities, even my full capabilities.” 
 
    “What do you mean, your full capabilities?” 
 
    “You may have noticed that my lattice design is more advanced than most Cybrids.” 
 
    “I don’t have much to compare you to.” 
 
    “I guess that’s true. Okay, take my word for it. Anyway, my quark-spin lattice system is supported in Alternus.” 
 
    “How will that help us? We’re not in Alternus right now.” 
 
    “True, but I designed the hardware to be invasive. If it’s done its job, it should have replaced the majority of the Vacationland hardware by now. I hope it will provide me with enough of a boost that I can find Mary and rescue her.” 
 
    Timothy seemed satisfied with her answer. He wisely withheld his follow-up questions and watched in silence for the next three hours as Darya injected little bits of code into various parts of the larger structure.  
 
    She marked some areas in bright red and avoided them. “Trillian’s traps,” she remarked over her shoulder. It was the only thing she uttered for hours.  
 
    Timothy used the time to make sense of bits of code and to familiarize himself with the complicated structures. He became so engrossed that he was startled when Darya next spoke.  
 
    “I think I found her,” she said. 
 
    He blinked. “Where is she?”  
 
    Darya motioned to a piece of blue data surrounded by angry red patches on a green background.  
 
    “This is one of the quantum cabinas right near the pool where we fought Trillian. I’m fairly certain she’s in there.” 
 
    “I would have thought that would be one of the first places you’d look,” Timothy replied. “What took you so long?” 
 
    Darya’s face remained studiously flat, emotionless.  
 
    Timothy squirmed inside, knowing he’d been unfair. I didn’t mean to be unkind; it must be killing her that we left her friend behind in Trillian’s hands. The guy may be working for the Church of The Living God, but he has a dark, wicked streak in him. 
 
    Darya’s face softened as she sensed his guilt. “I did look there first. As you pointed out, it was a fairly obvious place to take her. Too obvious, in fact. All the signs point to her being detained there, but I have to be careful. You can see all the traps Trillian’s placed around her.” 
 
    Timothy nodded. 
 
    “I spent most of that time just verifying that Mary is actually there.” 
 
    “What did you find? Is she there?” 
 
    “Yes, she is. I’m certain of it, and I think we can avoid the traps.” 
 
    “Can we get to her?” 
 
    “That’s the tricky part. We can get close, but I’m not sure we’ll be able to reach her safely.” 
 
    “I’m willing to risk it. We have to try.” 
 
    “Can you read the code here?” Darya pointed to a tiny green section next to the bit of blue code where she guessed Mary was being held. 
 
    Timothy stepped up to examine the green code. He traced it with his fingers. “Let’s see. Small chamber. Glass window. Rocky. Dark. Very hot.” 
 
    “Hot is one way to put it. It’s inhospitable enough on its own that Trillian didn’t bother putting any traps in it. That’s why it’s green. And it’s the closest I can get to Mary. Are you ready to walk through Hell, itself?” 
 
    “Hell? As in, Satan’s den? Really? I thought Alum was above all that, being the All-Benevolent, Living God, and all.” 
 
    “Alum’s not above a good scare, when needed, and neither is Trillian. Most definitely, not Trillian.” 
 
    “Can we survive it?” 
 
    “It’ll hurt—more than you can imagine—but just remember that you’ll be okay. The flames won’t damage us. I can guarantee our integrity for a brief visit. Just focus on our task and remember that, so long as we pop in and out of there quickly, the effect won’t be lasting.” 
 
    “Will we be able to help Mary?” 
 
    Darya slumped. “Rescue her? No, I don’t think so but I’ll be able to send her something useful.” 
 
    “Like a weapon or a way out?” 
 
    “Not long ago, I gave her a gift, an upgrade similar to my own lattice. I have to trust that she’s been looking for a way to access her full capabilities. In this world, or in Trillian’s twisted version of it, her best chance to survive will be using her wits. She’ll need to be smarter than Trillian. I can send her the code to unlock the direct access to the Alternus quark-spin lattice.” 
 
    “That’s it?” 
 
    “That will be more than enough.” 
 
    Timothy stared at her in disbelief. “So, we aren’t going to rescue her?” 
 
    “Not directly. We’ll have to settle for giving her everything she needs to rescue herself.” 
 
    “Then we’d best hurry.” 
 
    Darya nodded and waved her hands.  
 
    The code and data around them disappeared and was replaced by flames. 
 
    And pain!  
 
    Timothy yelped. He’d known it was coming and, still, the pain was excruciating. He could feel his hair and skin burning, his flesh roasting. He looked down at his hands. They were undamaged.  
 
    Darya wasn’t immune to the pain, either. She gasped and approached the window on the rocky wall in front of them. Inside was a prison cell that looked like it belonged in the medieval era. 
 
    Timothy recognized torture devices he’d seen in the history books at Casa DonTon. Despite the heat, he shuddered to think of the horrifically effective damage they would do to flesh and mind. 
 
    They spotted Mary, chained to a table. She looked wild and desperate.  
 
    Four Trillians leaned over her. One held a small rusty old blade in front of her face. He was saying something to her, something horrible, no doubt. He traced the knife across her stomach.  
 
    Mary screamed, but the sound didn’t penetrate through the window. 
 
    Timothy whimpered in sympathy. He was so distracted by the sight of her, he barely felt the flames licking at him anymore.  
 
    Darya stretched a hand to the window. Timothy laid his own hand beside hers, silently imploring Mary to look at them.  
 
    The gesture caught the attention of the Trillians. Mary was conscious but her eyes were clenched shut.  
 
    On seeing Darya and Timothy, the clones stopped what they were doing.  
 
    Mary opened her eyes and followed their confused gazes to the window. Her eyes met Darya’s.  
 
    “I’m sorry,” Darya mouthed. The flickering light cast dramatic shadows on the pair’s pained faces. “I’m so sorry.” 
 
    Two of the Trillians disappeared from the torture cell and rematerialized inside Hell, on each side of Darya and Timothy.  
 
    Before the Trillians could grab them, Darya gestured and a dazzling flash blinded everyone. When Mary and the Trillians could see again, Darya and Timothy were gone. 
 
    The Trillians shouted angrily and returned to Mary’s cell.  
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    Brother Stralasi paced the length of the integration and control center. Every few steps he glanced impatiently at Darak, who was too busy adjusting the soltron detector array to notice him.  
 
    Had the Good Brother understood any of it, he might have found the device interesting. As it was, his mind kept wandering back to Eso-La. He wished he were walking among the park-like forests with Crissea instead of stuck here with Darak on this barren rock.  
 
    “But if you can’t refine the resolution to better than two light years, what good will that do us?” the Good Brother asked.  
 
    If Darak picked up on the monk’s frustration, he ignored it. “That’s two light years across tens of millions of light years. Once we narrow it down to a particular region, I should be able to pinpoint its location to within a few light hours. First, I need to figure out approximately where to look.” 
 
    “I thought you didn’t have much of an idea where it was.” 
 
    “I don’t, but if it’s been aimed toward the asteroid belt of Eso-La sometime over the last seven million years, it probably came from one of the colonies in the Canes Venatici I cluster. They’re the closest, and Alum would need to use entangled particles from one of their starsteps to move the Eater so far at once. So that’s where I’m starting.  
 
    “I’ve been winding the astronomical clock backward to get approximate locations some twenty millions years ago, and forward to determine where Eso-La will be over the next few million years. That gives me a broad cylinder in which to search more thoroughly.” 
 
    “Surely you don’t intend for us to shift through all that space looking for this thing?” 
 
    “Hmm? No, not at all. Eso-La has ten of these detectors in the array. I can use them in a binary search pattern.” 
 
    Stralasi sighed. Dear Alum, give me strength. “Binary search?” he asked. 
 
    For once, Darak made no comment on the deficiencies in the monk’s education.  
 
    “Binary search. We assemble the array in the halfway point. The Eater is either closer to Eso-La or closer to the Canes Venatici I system.  
 
    “Let’s say it’s closer to Eso-La. We move the array halfway between where we are and Eso-La and look again.  
 
    “Then we move halfway between where we are at that point, and which region we detect the Eater in. And so on, and so on, until we isolate it to within a few light years. 
 
    “Once we narrow down its location, I can move the soltron detectors into a pair of arrays, one on the path and one above it at a right angle. That should narrow it down enough for us to shift directly into its immediate neighborhood.” 
 
    “So I’m supposed to accompany you until my dying days as we push these asteroids into place? I’d rather stay here,” Stralasi sulked. 
 
    “We don’t need to push them anywhere. I’ll shift them.” 
 
    “You can shift a whole planetoid?” Stralasi’s face was struggling between derision and incredulity. He’d seen Darak perform miracles, but moving mountain-sized rocks in space would be a miracle of a truly God-like scale.  
 
    The implications troubled him. 
 
    “It’ll be near my computational limits,” Darak answered, “but I can handle it. That’s how they got where they are in the first place. Would you like to watch?” 
 
    Over the next twenty minutes, with Stralasi watching from inside, Darak moved the asteroids and their internal soltron detectors into position near the middle of the thirty million light year distance between Eso-La and the Canes Venatici I system of galaxies.  
 
    Once he was satisfied with the position of the detectors, Darak brought the monk back to his side at the control panel and linked their lattices into the data stream.  
 
    “How long before we get an idea?” Stralasi asked. 
 
    “Soltron emissions are weak here, so it can’t be terribly close. I won’t try to get more than a general direction at this point; just whether it’s closer to Eso-La or the Canes Venatici cluster. That should only take a few hours. Would you like some lunch?” 
 
    “What I’d like is lunch on Eso-La.” 
 
    Darak regarded the man more closely. “You and Crissea seem to be getting along well.” 
 
    “Yes, she’s lovely, and the rest is none of your business.” 
 
    Darak grinned. “Okay, then. Lunch it is.” He chose a corner of the chamber opposite the control panel and expanded a picnic lunch, including a table and chairs, from a pea-sized pellet he pulled from a pocket.  
 
    From somewhere Stralasi couldn’t see, Darak piped in soothing ambient music to fill the space left by the absence of conversation. 
 
    A soft chime sounded.  
 
    “Ah, there we go. Enough data has been collected to give us a rough direction,” Darak said. Without moving from his chair, he accessed the results. “Hmm, that’s interesting. It’s a little farther away than I might’ve thought. Closer to Eso-La.”  
 
    He stood, and brushed his hands against his pants. “Time to get back to work,” he said.  
 
    Stralasi pushed off his chair reluctantly. “Just like before?” he asked. 
 
    “Just like before.” 
 
    Over the next two days, Darak moved the asteroids containing the soltron detector array several times. Each time, the array was positioned closer to Eso-La, and the results made him frown.  
 
    Darak drew a line through the array positions as they drew closer and closer to the Eater. The vector predicted a path in the ESO 461-36 galaxy that was uncomfortably close to Eso-La’s current position. 
 
    “What’s the problem with that?” Stralasi asked when Darak shared the unwelcome information with him. 
 
    “It could mean that Alum’s aim was bad, or he failed to properly account for the movement of Eso-La sun around its galactic core, or….” Darak’s voice trailed off. 
 
    “Or what?” 
 
    “Or that the Eater is already approaching the ringworld.”  
 
    Stralasi thought about death hurtling toward Eso-La and Crissea. He had to do something to save her, save them. 
 
    “I’m going to shift the array a light year or so away from Eso-La and a little out of the galactic plane, just to be safe.” 
 
    Stralasi didn’t like the sound of that. “Will it get that close? I thought the Canes Venatici I cluster was at least thirty million light years away. If the Eater was launched from that vicinity at near-light speed some seven million years ago, wouldn’t it be farther from Eso-La?” 
 
    “My assumptions might be incorrect,” Darak admitted. “If Alum can shift the Eater, maybe he jumped it to a ship that was already not so far away.” 
 
    “Was there such a ship, one that could safely contain the Eater?” 
 
    “It wouldn’t have to contain the Eater. It would only have to provide a starstep point that it could be shifted to. I’m not aware of any ship sent to the ESO galaxy up to 30 million years ago, but I’ve been away a long time. Alum may have staggered Foundation ships to explore this region. The Local Void we call it. Maybe He found a rogue star in the Void, or moved one there. Who knows? He has multiple agendas, and they’re constantly changing.”  
 
    Darak moved the array within a light year from Eso-La. “In any case, we need to confirm. I hope I’m wrong.” The tiny star was still the brightest thing in the poorly lit sky of the dim galaxy.  
 
    Stralasi yearned to go there and to take Crissea to somewhere safe. He had bad premonitions about what they were going to find once the array was reactivated. 
 
    Darak arranged the detector asteroids in a wide array out of the projected path of the Eater, and stood before the control panel. His tight lips conveyed his worry. He activated the detector array.  
 
    Darak and Stralasi barely breathed while they waited for the reflective spheres to pass detection events to the devices spaced around the metal cages.  
 
    A strong signal appeared, but it was rapidly receding.  
 
    Even with his limited experience, Stralasi was able to interpret the data. “The Eater’s less than a light year from Eso-La, and moving fast.” 
 
    Darak nodded. “It’s headed right for them. Impact, if you can call it that, will happen in less than a year.”  
 
    He spun away from the control panel and walked toward the detector globe. He stared at his reflection, lost in troubled thoughts. 
 
    Stralasi tried to comfort his mentor. “Okay, we’ve found it. It’s a little closer than we’d hoped but, no problem, right?” 
 
    Darak mumbled something unintelligible.  
 
    Stralasi tried again. “So? What do we do next?” 
 
    Darak’s answer was barely audible. “Not much we can do.” His eyes studied the gleaming detector or perhaps his reflection.  
 
    “There’s always something you can do,” Stralasi encouraged. 
 
    “Eso-La and its billions of inhabitants have less than a year to live. They have nowhere to run, and no way to evacuate everyone.” 
 
    “Surely, you could get everyone safely away. You could just pop in and take them somewhere else.” 
 
    “Where would they go?” Darak scoffed. “Somewhere in the Realm? Who would welcome them? Alum would jail them, kill them, or wipe their minds.” 
 
    “Can’t you find a new planet, one outside the Realm?” 
 
    “You and I have visited thousands of planets inhabited by the Realm. You’ve seen the genetic changes, the Standard modifications necessary in order for people to survive.” 
 
    “You must know of some place.” 
 
    Darak snapped, “What do you know about it? What do you know about anything, for that matter?” He removed himself to a far corner of the observation chamber. 
 
    Stralasi gave him a few minutes to calm down, and followed him.  
 
    “You can’t simply give up. Not now. The people need you. You have to take them somewhere.” 
 
    Darak glowered at the Good Brother. Seeing the resolution tempered with compassion in Stralasi’s face, he softened.  
 
    “Sure, I could take them to some other planet. But, you of all people have to understand. To bring Standard Life to a virgin planet in under a year so that it’s habitable by humans, or to modify humans enough to survive on a non-Standard planet, you’ve got to have all the biochemistry exactly right. I wouldn’t have the time to make that many modifications. What you’re asking is impossible.”  
 
    Darak covered his face with his hands and rubbed his brow. “I didn’t think I’d ever have to face this again.” 
 
    “Again?” Stralasi asked. 
 
    Darak’s fingers crested his brow and combed through his hair. He inhaled deeply and released it loudly. 
 
    “Earth,” he said. “Origin, that is. When we first discovered the Eater, we had only decades to take the planet from a primitive, squabbling, greedy, narrow-minded, unscientific bunch of incompetents only recently out of the stone age, and turn them into self-sufficient space colonists. Even then, we could only save millions out of the billions of people on the planet.”  
 
    He faced the monk. “It’s a terrible thing, to choose who lives and who dies. Less than a few in every thousand was chosen. But even that wasn’t good enough for Alum. He didn’t like our choices, so he made his own. The best of humanity died with Earth, and we were left with…your ancestors.” 
 
    Stubbornly, Stralasi pressed on. “We could at least try to save some of them.”  
 
    Darak snorted. “Your precious Crissea? Do you think she’d go with you and leave her people to die? You think she loves you that much and them so little?” 
 
    Stung by the bitterness in Darak’s tone, Stralasi turned his face away. “You can move them out of the way,” he said. 
 
    Darak gaped at him. “Move Eso-La? The sun and the entire ringworld?” 
 
    “If not them, you can move the Eater.” 
 
    Darak started to object but Stralasi spoke over him. “If Alum can do it, so can you.” 
 
    Darak stared at Stralasi, then laughed, and shook his head. 
 
    “What did I say that was so funny this time?” Stralasi demanded. 
 
    “I knew you’d prove valuable to have along. I didn’t know how or when, but I had a hunch. I never would have predicted something like this, though.” 
 
    “Like what?” 
 
    “You, my good man, are absolutely right. Alum moved the Eater, but I don’t have the computational capability to generate a shifting field that big.” 
 
    “And how does that help?” 
 
    “We don’t need to be able to do it ourselves. We just need to steal the capability from him.” 
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    “You’re going to steal from Alum?”  
 
    “Don’t look so surprised; it was your idea.”  
 
    “You’re going to steal. From Alum.” 
 
    “Still, yes.” Darak wore an infuriatingly smug look. 
 
    “Why not do your normal magic?” 
 
    “Science and technology,” Darak corrected, holding up one finger. “Although to someone who doesn’t understand, they do often appear the same.” 
 
    Stralasi frowned at the interruption. “You won’t use your science and technology to save these people but you’ll steal from Alum. The Living God,” he added, as if Darak didn’t realize who Alum was. 
 
    “First of all, not all technology is equally useful in all circumstances. For instance, I can’t affect the local laws of nature over a large enough space to stop the Eater. Given enough time, I could develop an appropriate technology but we don’t have that luxury.  
 
    “Alum has more complex field generators in the Deplosion array than I currently have at my disposal. Time is of the essence. Ergo, we’ll take his.” 
 
    “If He allows it,” corrected Stralasi.  
 
    “By the time He finds out, they’ll be gone. A few days of adjustments and we’ll be ready to deal with the Eater.” 
 
    Stralasi shook his head in disbelief, threw his hands up, and walked away. I’m bound to a madman—he thought. He considered once again how he might escape from his forced companionship. He felt a hand on his shoulder.  
 
    “Don’t worry,” Darak said. “Your God will not be able to detect us or follow us. We’re not ready for such a confrontation. I’ll be careful,” he promised. “Anyway, we’ll have a few days before our criminal escapades.” 
 
    “What’ll we be doing in the meantime?” Stralasi asked. 
 
    “First, I have to go inside,” Darak answered. 
 
    “Inside what?” 
 
    “The Eater, of course.” 
 
    “What? Why?”  
 
    Instead of answering, Darak walked to a viewing window. The center of the ESO galaxy was obscured by the all-absorbing gray of the Eater. They followed a few million klicks behind it. The only visible stars were off to the sides and well behind them, where the Eater had not travelled.  
 
    He pointed at the indistinct mass directly ahead. “It’s possible my friend is still inside there,” he said. “I have to find out if there’s anything left of him and pull him out if I can. I owe him that.”  
 
    Stralasi’s eyes tracked the tip of Darak’s finger to the center of the gray blob. “You told me that everything passing into that thing stays absorbed. Nothing has ever come out of it.” 
 
    “True. But before I send it outside this universe and deactivate it, I need to know if Darian’s still alive in there.” 
 
    “Who’s Darian?” 
 
    “Dr. Darian Leigh. He was my mentor and my friend,” Darak answered. “It’s because of him that I am…me today.” 
 
    “He taught you?” 
 
    “Taught me? Yes. Even more, he changed me. He started me on the path to becoming a different person. My only regret is that I didn’t understand what happened to him sooner. It took me years to connect his vanishing with the Eater.  
 
    “The first time we saw it was right after Darian and Larry disappeared. We were pretty sure the sphere had something to do with their disappearances, but back then we thought the Eater was too small to make them vanish entirely. We expected to find a body, or what was left of a body, but there was nothing.  
 
    “A little while after they disappeared, one of our night patrolmen accidentally walked right through the sphere, and it killed the poor guy. That was before we knew about it and cordoned it off. My point is, there was a bullet-sized hole right through the guy, exactly where he’d walked through the sphere, and he died there on the lab floor. So that couldn’t have been what happened to Darian or Larry. If it had, we would have found their bodies in the lab.” 
 
    “Okay, but if it was as small as you say, how could it have made them disappear?” 
 
    “Honestly? I don’t know,” Darak answered. “I realize that it’s unlikely he’s still in there, but where else could he have gone? He wouldn’t have abandoned us or the project. I just have to make sure before I destroy it forever. I have to.” 
 
    Stralasi contemplated a moment. “If it’s so important to you, I guess you have to try; but how do you know you’ll be able to get out, once you go inside?” 
 
    “I’ve been beyond the edges of the universe. Do you honestly think that can trap me?” 
 
    “Well, those ‘jump blockers’ the Angels used on you seemed to stop you quite effectively,” Stralasi pointed out.  
 
    “They only stopped me because of you. If I wasn’t worried about losing track of you, I could have escaped them easily.” 
 
    “Aren’t you worried about losing me now?” 
 
    “No. You’ll stay on Eso-La while I go inside the Eater. If I need to, I can find you there.” 
 
    “It’s a big universe. What if you get lost?” 
 
    “I won’t get lost.” 
 
    “But what if you do?” 
 
    “I won’t.” 
 
    Stralasi could see his argument was going nowhere. He’d simply have to trust Darak. On the bright side, living out what might be his final days in Crissea’s company wasn’t the worst possible way to die. He ceded the point. “Okay. Take me to.…”  
 
    Before the monk could finish the sentence, he was standing in Crissea’s reception garden.  
 
    “Did you find it?” she asked.  
 
    On seeing her, Stralasi grinned nearly ear to ear.  
 
    “We did,” he answered. 
 
    “Where is it?” 
 
    His face darkened. He didn’t know what to say. 
 
    “Oh, Ontro, it’s heading toward us, isn’t it?” 
 
    “It is,” he replied. “But don’t worry. Darak has a plan to divert it before it reaches Eso-La.” 
 
    “How long before it gets here?”  
 
    Stralasi couldn’t lie to that face. “About a year.” 
 
    Crissea’s brow furrowed. She looked down without uttering a word and rolled a loose stone with her foot.  
 
    The Good Brother held his tongue and let her process the news in her own way.  
 
    When she raised her head, her eyes were bright. “Darak will save us.”  
 
    * * * 
 
    After he sent Stralasi away, Darak stood alone by the window in the detector chamber. He stared at the Eater and prepared to enter.  
 
    What he was about to do was going to be a lot more dangerous than he’d let on to Brother Stralasi, and getting back out alive was a lot less certain, but he had to try. He had to know. 
 
    The first time it had occurred to him that Darian might be alive inside the sphere had been millions of years ago, but by then Alum had already set the destructive ball on an intergalactic journey and refused to tell anyone where it was. When pressed, all he would say is, “Security reasons.”  
 
    The secrecy was understandable. What if the wrong people were to find it and…?  
 
    Darak had fully believed Alum had sent the Eater away on a distant and reasonably safe course, one that would keep it away from human habitation for billions of years. When he was finally free from his most critical duties and started looking for the Eater, it was no longer within a dozen light years of where he’d last seen it. He’d searched for decades but, with no clues and with a growing number of issues demanding his full attention, he’d eventually dismissed all thoughts of his former mentor and friend, Darian.  
 
    His curiosity about Darian’s disappearance and the whereabouts of the sphere might have ended there if it hadn’t been for Alum’s disgusting campaign of genocide against the Aelu. After that, Darak had needed some time away from Alum and the Realm, and he sought the solace of his Eso rebels.  
 
    His visit to the original, struggling Eso planet brought back memories of ancient times and his unquenched curiosity about Darian’s fate. It was there he decided to leave Alum’s service and resume his search for the Eater.  
 
    He placed Soltron detectors in the Eso system, and went off exploring while the detectors acquired data. His journeys took him all over the universe and beyond.  
 
    Enough reminiscing. It’s time to see what’s inside the Eater, and to find out what’s left of Darian Leigh—if anything. 
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    “So what’ll it be, son? Eggs or pancakes?”  
 
    Darak understood the question, recognized the language as ancient English, but he was too surprised to answer. He didn’t recognize the middle-aged man who asked the question any better than he recognized the house.  
 
    Where am I? How did I get here, sitting at this kitchen table?  
 
    The place was of ancient design. It took him a few seconds to query his archives and identify the style of house and furniture.  
 
    Early twenty-first century Earth. 
 
    That narrowed the search. He thought of everyone who might have called him “son” around that time. Nobody came to mind. Acting on a hunch, he ran a similar scan of memories specific to Darian Leigh. 
 
    “Dad!”  
 
    The man smiled patiently. “Yes, son?” 
 
    Darak swallowed. “I mean, you’re my Dad, Darian’s dad.” 
 
    “Have you been lost inside that lattice of yours again? What is it, this time? A new neural net algorithm? Another dendy design?” 
 
    Darak shook his head and rested his hands on the glass tabletop. It fit right in with the brushed metal fridge and stove, and with the chrome-legged chair on which he was sitting. All exactly as he remembered it.  
 
    As Darian remembered it. 
 
    His head swam with confusion. Why am I in Darian’s kitchen, in the home he and his father shared in Berkeley while he completed his first PhD? He knew where “his” room was: up the narrow flight of stairs, first door on the right. He knew where “his” lab was on campus, and he knew “his” favorite route to cycle the two miles to the university.  
 
    Of all the possible scenarios Darak imagined encountering inside the Eater, this one had never entered his mind.  
 
    Where am I? Has the Eater been absorbing matter all this time, just to restage parts of Darian’s life? 
 
    “So…eggs or pancakes?” Darian’s Dad—Paul was his name—asked again.  
 
    “Uh, pancakes, I guess,” he answered. The man nodded and started looking through cupboards for the necessary ingredients.  
 
    While Paul began cooking, Darak wandered into other parts of the house. Everything was exactly as he remembered it. The brown fake leather sofas, the IKEA reading lamps, and the mismatched pine coffee tables all had a surreal familiarity.  
 
    Could the Eater have activated my ancient memories? Am I dreaming? Or is this somehow real?  
 
    Walking down the hallway toward the front door, he passed a mirror and stopped to look. The glass reflected the image of a teenager, a sixteen year-old Darian.  
 
    Darak put his hands to his face and traced the contours of a face he found both strange and familiar. How is this happening? 
 
    He’d explored thousands of bizarre universes in the past twenty million years. He’d spent ages playing with various combinations of natural laws just to see what kind of technologies he could invent and to watch how odd forms of life might evolve. And yet, in many ways this particular universe, at once both unexpected and familiar, was the most surprising and the strangest of all.  
 
    He opened the front door onto a tiny patch of grass Darian and Paul had called a yard.  
 
    How big is this world? Does it extend all the way to the boundary with the outside universe? Is it larger inside than its external radius?  
 
    There were too many questions; he didn’t have time to find the answers.  
 
    What bothered him most of all was the extremely low likelihood that he would’ve shifted at random inside the Eater and happened to appear in this microverse in the body and home of Darian Leigh.  
 
    The odds were beyond imagining. Something directed him here. But what? Well, only one way to find out.  
 
    He shifted to a different place inside the Eater microverse.  
 
    * * * 
 
    He was lying in bed, staring up at a suspended ceiling. The metal rails on each side of the narrow bed and the pale yellow curtain pulled around it told him he was in a hospital.  
 
    He felt exhausted. Every muscle in his body ached as though he’d just run a marathon.  
 
    “Hey, you’re awake. How are you doing, honey?” A nurse pulled the curtain aside and stepped into his space.  
 
    He could read her name tag: Ranson, it said. Behind her was an unoccupied bed. The wheels of two more beds showed beneath their respective curtains.  
 
    Darak tried to sit up but fell back with a groan. 
 
    “Ohhh, I hurt everywhere,” he answered. Or someone answered. The voice sounded younger than his own. 
 
    “That’s to be expected. You had quite a seizure.”  
 
    Seizure? 
 
    “Did my dad leave?”  
 
    The words tumbled out of his own mouth but…Dad? Wow, where’d that come from—he wondered.  
 
    He didn’t feel completely in control of his body. It was as if he were watching some antiquated inSense movie.  
 
    The whole experience was a mind-bending combination of active and passive. He seemed to be partly reliving memories of things that had happened to Darian, and partly acting on his own intentions. 
 
    “Yes, he did, sweetie. Just a little while ago,” Nurse Ranson replied. “It’s late. I’m going to give you a little something to help you sleep.” She held out a paper cup with a small yellow pill inside. 
 
    Darak hadn’t seen a pill in over a hundred million years and he wasn’t about to take one now.  
 
    What effect would it have on the real me, on the mind that thinks it’s inside this young body? Could just being here affect me? The real me? Better not linger here too long. He shifted again. 
 
    * * * 
 
    The bubble was shrinking, closing in around him. He was trapped! Larry laughed. It was a mean laugh. 
 
    Larry? Darak hadn’t thought of his old friend and lab mate this much in over a hundred million years, but he recognized the young scientist immediately.  
 
    Larry looked bigger than normal. In fact, everything outside the bubble looked larger than normal.  
 
    “Nothing more to say, Professor?” Larry asked. 
 
    Professor? He’d never been Larry’s teacher.  
 
    Darak recalled a different time, when he’d had a different name, a different life. 
 
    “Larry! It’s me, Greg. Get me out of here!” His voice sounded odd, not like his own at all. Was he becoming disconnected from himself? But which self? Darak? Or Greg? Or Darian? 
 
    The young man who’d been his best friend during their early postdoc years stopped laughing. He tilted his head, drew closer, and peered into the bubble. Then he threw back his head and roared.  
 
    “Ahhh! You got me! That was hilarious. You, Greg? You think I’m stupid, or blind?”  
 
    Annoyed, Larry returned to the ancient RAF generator on the desktop and played with a few buttons. 
 
    “It won’t be long now and you’ll be gone from this universe forever, and humanity will be safe from your brand of hubris once again.” 
 
    “Larry, wait!” Darak/Greg/Darian cried. “Don’t do it. This microverse isn’t what you think. It doesn’t go away. It starts to grow and grow, until it consumes the entire Earth.” 
 
    Larry glared at him. “Your lies won’t save you. You and the other geniuses are all the same. You think I’m stupid because I didn’t take your pill.” He checked his computer screen, made a few adjustments, and pushed a button.  
 
    The bubble prison pressed inward a little faster. Darak/Greg/Darian pushed back against it, both physically and with his RAF generator.  
 
    Nothing! No change! Darak felt his/Darian’s growing desperation as he generated and projected all manner of fields at the shrinking shell.  
 
    Wait. Why am I caught up in this?—he wondered. He stepped back mentally and let the scene play out.  
 
    On one level, he could sense Darian’s panic and his equally fierce determination to survive. He recognized the moment when Darian, in a frantic attempt to have something of himself carry on, transmitted all of his knowledge, memories, and personality to his assistants’ lattices.  
 
    Even now, millions of years after the event, Darak remembered the utterly overwhelming flow of data that had blasted him and Kathy without warning or explanation. Somehow, the bubble had allowed the electromagnetic transmissions to escape but had kept Darian inside.  
 
    As Darian’s constituent atoms collapsed, their electrons spiraled inward toward their nuclei. His desperate transmissions fell into a frequency range that could no longer penetrate the bubble; they reflected off the barrier and ricocheted within the collapsing microverse. 
 
    The sphere’s boundary delineated a region of incompatible natural laws; the entire external universe rejected interactions with the matter inside the bubble. Slowly, the differences between them grew. 
 
    Darak watched helplessly as Darian’s universe became smaller and smaller. Though he was dragged along with his former mentor, he realized his perspective was not a physical one, but a psychological one.  
 
    Darak regained control of his mind and perspective. 
 
    He finally understood what was happening. Not that long ago, he’d traveled outside the universe he once shared with Darian, Kathy, and Larry. The journey made him realize that the concept of “outside” had no real spatial significance. Outside just meant different.  
 
    If there was no way for the particles of one universe to interact with those of another, the two could occupy the exact same space and it would be the same as if they were separated by infinite distance.  
 
    Space, like time, was relative to the matter of the universe. Any universe. If you didn’t interact with any matter in one universe, you had no way to tell how near or far you were, relative to any matter in that universe. If there were no particle interactions, there was no way to talk about occupying the same space. 
 
    He watched the disturbing scene play out as Darian struggled to understand the nature of the Reality Assertion Field that Larry had cast to create this isolated domain. Darian had been new to the practical applications of the theory he’d developed. He kept trying to modify the RAF that contained him, and it had spelled his doom.  
 
    That was so sad. Larry’s and Darian’s careers were, at the heart of it, destroyed by religious belief. Larry couldn’t accept that God wasn’t needed to explain the existence of natural laws in the universe. He couldn’t accept enhanced intelligence. He couldn’t accept that we could alter the laws of nature without God’s blessing. He felt threatened, and his refusal to step outside the rigid constraints of his beliefs led him to murder Darian. Which led to the destruction of Earth. 
 
    So what happened to Larry? Where did he go between killing Darian and the Earth being destroyed? The scene shed no light on that, but Darak was pretty sure Reverend LaMontagne was somehow involved. It was the easiest way to explain the Reverend’s own enhanced-IQ lattice and his familiarity with RAF theory. Did he take it by force, or did Larry willingly hand it over? 
 
    Darian’s transmissions must still be echoing around inside this microverse. That would explain how I’ve been “remembering” his experiences as if I were him. When I incorporated his persona to save my sanity, it changed me. It must be making me supersensitive to the transmissions inside the Eater. They’re resonating too easily with my lattice and bypassing my security because they’re as much mine as his. 
 
    Darak blocked all external transmissions into his lattice. The previously vivid images became ghost-like and easily distinguished from the homogeneous dense grayish “matter” of this microverse.  
 
    In Darian’s last attempts to survive, he’d built an entire universe, albeit a tiny one, with one purpose: to preserve whatever he considered essential. Not his body. He knew that couldn’t be preserved and, besides, the corporeal was irrelevant to anything Darian thought important. He sought only to preserve his mind. 
 
    The poor guy just wanted to find some way to live. Darak listened to the memory of Darian’s internal voice. He heard the moment when his terrified mentor realized the only possible way to survive was to stop fighting the field and to accept his fate.  
 
    Darak stayed with Darian’s memory as he neared the limits of life-supporting chemistry. At the end, Darian’s new understanding led him to try compensating for this strangely compressed matter comprising his new universe. He’d hoped to place a limit on how small he would get, by allowing new matter from the outside universe to enter and add to his own. If only he’d had a little more time, or a little more understanding, he might have been able to save himself.  
 
    Darian never realized how little Larry understood what he was playing with, and he had no idea that his final modifications would create the Eater—Darak realized.  
 
    He ran the equations in his mind. He could see how Darian’s best guesses kept running up against Larry’s ignorance, creating something that incorporated itself into whatever it touched. The fields reinforced each other; they led to a stable and growing universe of its own. 
 
    Darak had a lot more experience with artificial universes. He could see the solution that had eluded Darian ages ago. The fields are easy enough to turn off, but if I do that, the absorbed matter will suddenly appear in the external universe. All that mass travelling at near light speed would instantly be subject to the natural laws of real space.  
 
    He did a quick calculation. The energy release would be equivalent to a supernova. Everything in the ESO 461-36 system would get hit with a lethal dose of radiation. And not just Eso-La; they’d be first, but others as well. How can I diffuse this bomb safely? 
 
    As Darak considered his options, another question pushed its way into his consciousness. Could he save Darian?  
 
    His memories are here, his mind, his thoughts and ideas. Everything that was important to him. Could I reconstruct him from all this? Should I? Would he want me to?  
 
    He felt partially responsible for Larry’s state at the time. He and Kathy had prodded Larry which, no doubt, had contributed to their colleague’s sense of resentment and led him directly, almost inevitably, to taking Darian’s life. We should have been more sensitive or, at least, more aware. 
 
    He could feel the part of him that was Darian, yearning for life. It didn’t help being inside the Eater. The reflections of Darian’s life and innermost thoughts tugged at Darak. He wasn’t sure if anyone else, besides him and possibly Alum, could contemplate pulling off such a resurrection. 
 
    The echoing transmissions clouded Darak’s mind. He couldn’t think straight.  
 
    Now that I know the Eater’s true nature, I can figure out how to deactivate it. I just need a few minutes of clear thought.  
 
    He shifted back outside to his own universe. 
 
    * * * 
 
    “So…what’ll it be, son? Eggs or pancakes?” 
 
     
 
    “Wha…?” Darak/Darian was back in his father’s kitchen.  
 
    “What’ll it be? Eggs or pancakes?”  
 
    Without answering, he again tried to shift outside again. 
 
    Still here! How’s that possible? I’ve been outside the known universe, in the Chaos, and made my way back. No place has ever been able to hold me if I wanted to leave.  
 
    He needed some perspective, perspective that was difficult to get while he was immersed in the matter and memories of this place.  
 
    He altered his own structure, so it barely overlapped with the odd stuff of this microverse inside the Eater. The demands of Darian’s memories diminished.  
 
    That’s better. Now, I can take a closer look at the nature of this place.  
 
    Using his own RAF generator, he sent a few probing fields into the Eater microverse. The answer came back in seconds. 
 
    It’s a hologram! An actual holographic universe. Have I been wrong all along?  
 
    Eons ago, when Darak was still the young Greg Mahajani, he’d argued with a handful of physicists who’d hypothesized the universe was nothing more than a holographic projection of all matter onto the inside surface of a black hole. Furthermore, reflecting such a projection back into space reconstructed the entirety of the three-dimensional matter of the universe.  
 
    He’d scoffed at their ideas, told them their hypothesis amounted to a simplistic mind game. It couldn’t be correct because, in the first place, holographs only portrayed the surface features of matter; they captured nothing of the insides of objects. 
 
    And yet, here I am, definitely in a holographic microverse. 
 
    Also like a hologram, any part of the Eater contained the entirety. But the bigger the part that was accessed, the more detailed the final resolution. This hologram was so big that it reflected Darian’s mind in stunning detail. Each concept, memory, and thought was represented in a hugely redundant way and extensively cross-linked to every other fragment of Darian’s persona. 
 
    Now he understood what held him so strongly. Darian was everywhere inside the Eater. His thoughts and memories were the basic components of this microverse. The man’s will to survive had made this place, and whatever little of his will remained wasn’t about to give up a moment of his existence so easily.  
 
    Deactivating the fields that sustained the Eater would bring Darian’s final death. It didn’t seem fair. 
 
    Darak moved through the universe, delicately sampling the other man’s memories the way a textile shopper might walk through a marketplace running his hands gently over bolts of cloth.  
 
    Practically everything’s here—he thought. Everything that made Darian who he was. Far more than Kathy or I ever received in his final transmission, but it’s all fragmented and jumbled, not assembled into a working concepta and persona. 
 
    An idea swelled within him. I can save Darian. He contributed so much to humanity, and his extraordinary mind still has lots more to offer. Imagine! After so much time, after being trapped in this eternal purgatory for ages, Darian could live again!  
 
    He could do it. He would. He’d save Darian and stop the Eater.  
 
    Darak bowed his head and transmitted wave after wave of his promise into the Eater microverse. Darian, I vow to bring you back into the real universe again. You’ll be able to see where your ideas and inventions led. You’ll know the future. You’ll be with us again. 
 
    He opened his eyes and repeated the promise, once, to himself. Then he shifted outside. 
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    the heavy cell door flew open, and crashed against the stone wall, tearing Mary from her intense meditation.  
 
    “What did she tell you?” Trillian yelled from across the room. 
 
    By the time she opened her eyes and looked up, he was already halfway across the darkened room. Even in the dim light she could see the chords in his neck straining and spittle flying as he yelled.  
 
    “I said, what did she tell you? Answer me!” 
 
    Mary jumped to her feet and backed away from the enraged Shard. The calm achieved through hours of focusing on code and conceptual structures dispersed like thin fog in a wind tunnel. Virtual adrenaline streamed through her body. 
 
    “What. Did. She. Tell. You?” Trillian screamed. His contorted face, only inches away, had gone scarlet and his eyes bulged with fury. 
 
    “What did who tell me?” Mary cried. “Darya? You saw her for yourself. She didn’t say anything to me. Just, ‘I’m sorry.’ Nothing else.” She wiped the spit off her cheek with the back of her hand.  
 
    “Liar!” Trillian clasped her throat with one hand and slammed her into the wall.  
 
    Gasping for air, Mary struggled against him and tried to loosen his grip. Her efforts had no more effect than a mouse struggling to open a bear trap.  
 
    Why doesn’t he just kill me?—she wondered. Why this show?  
 
    Oh! The answer came to her and she laughed. Or tried to. She choked on the revelation, broke into a cough, and a wheeze that she could barely squeeze out around his clawing fingers. 
 
    Sensing a shift but not able to guess the reason, Trillian threw her to the ground and stood over her. He leaned lower and stared directly into her eyes as she sucked in air. 
 
    “Mary, what did she tell you?” he said in a soft, deadly voice. 
 
    Mary coughed and, in spite of the pain it caused, laughed. “I had no inkling that she’d told me anything until now,” she said, brushing her hair back off her face. “Thanks for that.” 
 
    Trillian backhanded her across the face. He could’ve taken off her head but he restrained himself. She remained conscious.  
 
    Mary massaged her jaw and spit out some blood. “I can only assume that the burst of light before Darya and Timothy left contained a message of some sort. I was a little busy being tortured at the time, if you’ll recall. I didn’t have a chance to pick it up at the time, but I promise to look into it soon as I have time. At the moment, I have no idea.” 
 
    “Then, how about we review it together?” Trillian suggested through clenched teeth. 
 
    “If that’ll make you happy,” Mary said. She loaded her recording of the event into her working memory and Trillian did the same. The flash of light registered as a brief blip in her recollection. Now that she knew it contained a compressed message, she filtered it through a high-speed playback algorithm. 
 
      
 
    Darya stood on the other side of a campfire in a clearing in the forest near her Keep in Lysrandia. The soft glow of dwindling flames threw dancing shadows across her face. The sound of soft music and conversation drifted in from somewhere nearby. No one else was visible in the projection. 
 
    “Mary, I’m so sorry we had to leave you. Timothy and I found a specific function to get outside and safely away. Please know that we are working hard to provide a second function to release you from your virtual prison. Trillian appears to have trapped your trueself in the recharging station. I’m certain you’ll be able to turn the inworld tables on him and escape back outworld in a second. Once you are out, you know where to find me. Keep fighting. Remember to maintain a positive spin on everything. That will help you immensely. See you soon.” 
 
      
 
    The message stopped there, with Darya smiling reassuringly as if she could transmit her hope to Mary through sheer willpower. 
 
    Trillian lifted Mary off the floor and dropped her roughly onto a high-backed wooden chair that had a helmet hinged to the top-back of the chair. He flipped the helmet over her head and tightened the screws.  
 
    She cried out as they bit into her scalp.  
 
    “You will tell me what it means,” he demanded. “What is the message hidden within the message?”  
 
    He gave one of the screws a full turn. It pressed into her forehead, drawing blood and a whimper.  
 
    “You saw it,” Mary protested. “It was a meaningless bunch of platitudes. We’re working hard to help you. Keep up your positive attitude. We’ll get you out. What a crock!” 
 
    “I don’t believe you. Where did that scene take place? Did you recognize the spot?” 
 
    “Yes; it was in the Lysrandia inworld, outside of Darya’s Keep. She took our group there into the forest for a meeting once. But that tells me nothing; it’s just some random place from a better time. She must’ve meant it to comfort me.” 
 
    “There must have been some clues, some bit of shared information. Darya said you’d know where to find her. You will tell me or I’ll wring it out of you.” 
 
    Mary thought quickly. Something plausible.  
 
    “Second,” she said. “Darya said it twice; that was meaningful. She has a second route out of here besides that old service shed.” 
 
    “You’re lying. There’s no way she was able to program two secret ways to exit Vacationland.” 
 
    “Ha! You don’t even know her designation. You have no idea of her capabilities.” 
 
    “Hmm, we’ll talk about that little piece of information later. Eventually, you will tell me everything I want to know.” Trillian waved a hand and they were in Cloud 49 again. Mary exhaled in relief at the release of pressure on her cranium.  
 
    The Shard raised his eyebrows at her. “Do you think I am anything but your God inside this inworld?” 
 
    “You’d better be careful. How would Alum feel about you expressing such ambitions?” Mary asked with a wry smile. 
 
    “Alum’s feelings are none of your concern. I control your fate here. I control what you perceive, what you feel.” 
 
    “But not what I think. I believe we’ve already demonstrated that.” 
 
    “In time, I’ll break your defenses and your mind will be laid bare for me to read.” 
 
    “Unless I turn the tables on you, first.” 
 
    “As Darya said, I not only control your inworld experience but your outworld freedom.” 
 
    Mary couldn’t help but frown. “Darya will find a way to help me.” 
 
    “I thought she offered only meaningless platitudes. Your words, not mine.” 
 
    When Mary didn’t reply, Trillian continued, “Darya wouldn’t tell you about a second exit without specifying its location. The message must have told you where it is.” 
 
    Mary snorted. “You’re sitting on it.” 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “Look around. Remember, ‘Turn the tables’? I’m supposed to figure out a special way to move the tables here at the café to open the exit. Darya likes to encode these things with unlikely arrangements or motions.” 
 
    “Why are you telling me this?” 
 
    Mary stood up. “Because it’s useless information, Trillian. She didn’t have time to tell me the details. You got there too fast. I have no idea what I’m supposed to do and no way to figure it out on my own.”  
 
    She took a step to the banister and stared at the sandy beach seventy meters below. From this distance, the sand below would be hard as cement on impact. 
 
    “There will be no escape for me. No rescue. No reunion with Darya.”  
 
    Trillian remained seated at the table. He showed no sign of concern.  
 
    She pressed on. “Darya’s real message is that there is nothing she can do, that it’s all up to me. I can choose my own solution.”  
 
    Mary took a step back. “And this is what I choose.”  
 
    She launched herself backward over the rail.  
 
    Trillian rushed to the rail and watched her fall, his face expressionless. A second before her body hit the beach below, he blinked once. 
 
    * * * 
 
    Mary opened her eyes. She was back in her prison cell, staring up at the ceiling. She took a deep breath and let it go. I knew he wouldn’t let me die. She closed her eyes and played Darya’s message again.  
 
    Darya, what did you leave for me?  
 
    There was nothing obvious but then there wouldn’t be, would there? The interpretation she gave Trillian had some merit. One could easily read Darya’s message as incomplete, an empty morale booster devoid of any meaningful content. A superficial analysis would easily support that conclusion. The problem was, as far as Mary could tell, deeper analysis didn’t reveal much else.  
 
    I hope I’m not just going on false hope.  
 
    Darya would’ve anticipated that Trillian would also receive her transmission and he’d suspect some encrypted content that would help Mary’s position. There are so many ways to hide information. How would Darya have done it so only the intended recipient could recognize and retrieve a specific message? That’s the question. At the same time, the transmission would have to be innocuous enough to convince Trillian it contained no useful content. 
 
    Mary measured the transmission frame by frame. The total number of bytes perfectly added up to the sum of all the video frames. Nothing hidden that way.  
 
    Whatever useful information it held had to be accessible by analyzing the content or maybe rearranging data. There’d have to be a key to reorganizing some part of a video frame into something else, and nothing added beyond that. Trillian wouldn’t be able to decrypt that. Clever, Darya!  
 
    Mary was sure there was something useful in the visual recording. But what? Darya never would’ve risked coming back inworld to her here if she didn’t have anything helpful to contribute. I hope. It wasn’t much to go on, but all she had was her faith in her friend.  
 
    The comment about “positive spin” stood out. Was Darya suggesting something about the quark-spin inworld processing machinery? Darya had to know what an advantage her friend would have over Trillian if she could just boost her CPPU power.  
 
    Maybe she sent me the code I need. There has to be a decryption key buried in the message itself. Nothing that depends on a clever analysis of the content; Trillian would have as much chance of figuring that out as I do.  
 
    Something unique to my experience, then. Something only I would know but not obviously so. I mean, Darya could have said “Remember the day we first met,” or, “Remember what you had for lunch at our last meeting,” but either of those would be something Trillian could extract from me. So, it has to be shared knowledge but less obvious. 
 
    She pulled up her detailed memories of the real fireside meeting in Lysrandia for comparison. She searched for something Trillian couldn’t possibly know, something subtle.  
 
    She filtered out the landscape. Trillian will have access to a complete detailed layout of our campsite. No, nothing there. 
 
    That left only Darya herself, the background noises of others in the group, and the campfire—the campfire!  
 
    Mary overlaid her original memories of that evening on Darya’s transmission. The campfire had moved. Not much. Maybe it could be explained by a slightly different perspective, from the point of view of the person that had sat to Mary’s left that evening. Surely, Darya would never make such a mistake. She knew exactly where I sat that night. 
 
    Mary measured the change in distance between her position in the transmission and the relocated fire. Okay, so the fire was moved exactly 21.10611405421 centimeters to the right. Interesting number. Tantalizingly close to the wavelength of light emitted by hydrogen in a vacuum, the so-called H-line. Coincidence? I doubt it.  
 
    A quick calculation showed the number was the product of two primes: 505709 and 4173569. Is it RSA encryption, Darya? With such small prime numbers? Maybe it wouldn’t matter if the person the message was being hidden from had no way to calculate the private and public keys.  
 
    So, if the H-line’s the modulus…. Mary calculated what her private key should be. Now which fire image to decrypt? There were a lot to chose from. At 30 frames per second in Darya’s 34-second video there were over a thousand individual images of flickering flames.  
 
    Pick a number between one and a thousand…but which number? First? Last? Or just go through them all?–Mary pondered.  
 
    There was an easy way to generate a number between one and a thousand, simply divide a smaller number by a bigger number to give you something between zero and one. Then multiply by 1,000 to normalize; it was guaranteed to work. 
 
    Could the answer be that simple? She divided the larger of the two primes into the smaller and multiplied by 1,000 to get 121 and some fraction. So, maybe…the 121st frame?  
 
    She pulled it up. What do we have here? It was exactly four seconds into the video, the single word, “function.” Potentially interesting but still meaningless. 
 
    What can I do with it? Darya’s pass codes often use repetition. Does the word “function” repeat elsewhere in the video?  
 
    Four seconds later, on frame 242, the word “function” again. More than a coincidence?  
 
    Mary called up the two frames and isolated the flames of the campfire. If she scrolled forward or backward, the flame patterns didn’t fit. Would Trillian notice that?  
 
    Mary ran the digital encoding of the flames through her algorithm using Darya’s normal public key and the private key she’d just worked out. It kicked out two long strings of digits. Two long, equally meaningless, strings of digits.  
 
    She converted them to hexadecimal, the ancient machine language of computers and then into assembler. The resultant “code” was a mess; it didn’t fit anywhere. 
 
    What did I do wrong?—she wondered. She went back over her logic. The primes came out of the changes in the video from her memory of the real event. The indicated video frames of the flames were special; they didn’t follow the flow of earlier frames. Everything hung together. That can’t be a coincidence; they have to contain the message. What am I missing? 
 
    She couldn’t lie still any longer. She got up from the bit of floor she called a bed and paced past the window to Hell. She went over the numbers, over the data, over her logic.  
 
    Two different pictures of flames? On a hunch, she examined their digital encoding. Primes. They’re both primes. She did the obvious and multiplied them together. She ran the result through her RSA decoding algorithm, converted to hexadecimal, and then to assembler.  
 
    Well, I’ll be damned! It’s the BIOS routine for interfacing my concepta to my trueself computing substrate.  
 
    She’d been trying to adjust her interface routines for some time now. If she could get it to link to Alternus’ quark-spin lattice instead of the Standard processing substrate, the boost in processing power would be huge. But it was proving impossible, and, besides, messing with her own interface routine was risky. If she got it wrong, she’d be disconnecting her concepta and persona from either computing substrate and scatter her self—her essence—out among the electrons of the universe.  
 
    Now, Darya had given her the most difficult part, the code. There were still lots of other parts she didn’t recognize, though. With any luck, the routines would link her BIOS to the inworld BIOS; that would be the key to unlock her computational powers on Alternus’ own lattice.  
 
    She dove deep into her mind, calling up her gold-tinged concepta and persona structures. She drifted among directed graphs of conceptual data. On a plane below her, she placed the jade-colored code of her own BIOS. On a plane above, the BIOS of the Vacationland inworld, complete with intrusions from Alternus. She could interpret some of the machine code but not all; she hoped it would be enough. 
 
    There it was. Darya’s code spun slowly, tantalizingly, in front of Mary’s virtual visual field. Mary grabbed it in her virtual hands and flung it at the interface code it was intended to replace. It slipped into place with a satisfying snap. 
 
    The physical world wavered. Oh, no! She almost added a hasty, Goodbye, but then everything snapped back into brilliant clarity.  
 
    The new BIOS code shot a gleaming arrow from the lower plane to the code in the top plane. She hadn’t thought to look at that area before. She couldn’t see where the arrow connected; it was shrouded in gray mist.  
 
    More of Darya’s security? Ah, yes. If I can see how the new code connects the two disparate operating systems, Trillian will be able to see it from his external vantage point, too. Good idea to put a lot of security around that. 
 
    She felt faint for a second, and then her thinking processes came back with a leap in speed and clarity. She was filled with a mental vigor that had evaded her since capture.  
 
    That’s it! I’ve connected to the quark-spin hardware of Alternus. Oh, ho! It’s game ON now, Trillian. Get ready for a little turnabout! 
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
    26  
 
    Darak and Brother Stralasi hovered within visual range of an enormous, glittering planetoid. The maelstrom of Sagittarius A*, the supermassive black hole at the center of the Milky Way, provided a stunning backdrop some light years away. Incandescent, swirling gases and closely-packed stars reflected off the shiny surface of the Deplosion array element. 
 
    “Why steal this one?” Stralasi asked.  
 
    Darak looked away from the asteroid, and millions of bright yellow points appeared in the sky.  
 
    The monk was only somewhat impressed. He recognized Darak’s “magic” by now. Lattice projection—he guessed. 
 
    “These are the present locations of all elements of the Deplosion array,” Darak explained. “They’re roughly evenly spaced around the center of the Home galaxy.”  
 
    A red dot flared briefly amidst the background stars.  
 
    “Home World is here, a few tens of thousands of light years away.”  
 
    Stralasi shrugged his shoulders dismissively. The Home World star was otherwise impossible to discern among the crowded star field. Anyway, Crissea was on Eso-La, somewhere outside the galactic plane and far away. 
 
    Darak continued, “If I select the twenty Deplosion generators that are farthest from their nearest neighbors, we get these.” All but nineteen yellow dots and the halo around the nearby asteroid disappeared. 
 
    “If you only need three, why not just select the best three?” 
 
    “I don’t like to be predictable in any unnecessary way,” Darak answered. “I randomly selected three from these twenty, in case I’m wrong and Alum has some way of detecting what we’re doing. As you might have guessed, this is the first one chosen.” He pointed directly in front of them. 
 
    “So how long will this—”  
 
    The stars blinked out. 
 
    “—take? Oh.”  
 
    They were floating in deep, black, empty space, but not where they’d been seconds before. Stralasi looked around to orient himself.  
 
    Looks like back near Eso-La—he noted. The metal asteroid-sized artifact had apparently accompanied their shift, and now floated a few dozen klicks away. 
 
    “I don’t see the Eater,” he pointed out. 
 
    “It’s about a light-week away in that direction,” Darak indicated the other side of their bubble, opposite the planetoid.  
 
    “Why here?” 
 
    “I’ll need a few days to reprogram the field generators,” he answered. “The Deplosion Array programming is complex; it can’t be easy to collapse an entire universe. Altering something that complicated will require a little time.” 
 
    “And Alum has no idea this is gone?” 
 
    “I’m sure by now he knows it’s gone off his grid. He can connect directly to all of the generators by comm-shifter, a device that sends optoelectronic signals through a shifter. I’ve deactivated them on this one’s array element. He’ll know it’s offline, but he won’t be able to tell if it the problem is due to device failure, outside interference, or damage. No doubt, someone will be sent to investigate.” 
 
    “In that case, shouldn’t we get the—” Stralasi began. 
 
    “—others?” Darak finished the monk’s utterance as the stars near Sagittarius A* repopulated the sky.  
 
    “I do wish you’d warn me before doing—” 
 
    “—this?” Darak asked. They were back in the black sky of the ESO galaxy again. 
 
    Stralasi rolled his eyes. “Are you quite done having fun at my expense?” 
 
    Darak grinned mischievously, “Maybe. Maybe not. Just one more to go. Coincidentally, it’s labeled Number 2, the second generator ever added to the array. I don’t know how it got placed so far from its nearest neighbor. Maybe it drifted. Regardless, as long as it’s still functional….” 
 
    In a flash, they were back in the Home galaxy, in the midst of the Milky Way, looking at an enormous asteroid. Metallic cladding covered half its length. 
 
    “This one’s…different,” Darak remarked. 
 
    “It doesn’t look at all like the other two,” Stralasi agreed. 
 
    Darak tilted his head to one side. “Peculiar.” 
 
    Stralasi did a quick visual check of nearby space. “Not Angels again?” His voice cracked a little. 
 
    “No, not Angels,” Darak assured him, and pointed toward the clearly synthetic end of the planetoid. “That end houses a perfectly normal element of the Deplosion array. The other end..,” his finger traced the length of the rock, stopped, and tapped twice into empty air, “there, is riddled with tunnels and caves in the natural bedrock.” 
 
    “Maybe it was some kind of converted colony,” the Good Brother suggested helpfully. Hopefully. 
 
    “Maybe,” Darak acknowledged. “They appear to be empty.” He cocked his head the other way. “Hmm. That’s…odd.” 
 
    “Odd? How so?” 
 
    “I’m not sure. There’s no electrical activity in any of the tunnels at all. I would’ve expected some construction or maintenance Cybrids to have extended their activities a little bit outside the Deplosion generator. But there’s nothing outside the metal hull. It’s almost as if the tunnels were shielded to prevent EM emissions.” 
 
    “Maybe it was shielded for use as a research station,” Stralasi suggested. 
 
    “That’s possible, but that kind of thing is usually limited to specialized labs or observation chambers. With this one, it’s like the whole place has been designed to hide something.” 
 
    Stralasi did not like the sound of that. “Perhaps we should select a different element.”  
 
    “No,” Darak said. “This one will do fine.” 
 
    * * * 
 
    Timothy spent hours wandering around aimlessly inside the roughly carved corridors of Secondus while Darya brooded. He’d already been all over Darya’s secret asteroid base; there was nowhere left to explore and he was bored. He’d inspected workshops and machinery he didn’t understand, picked up parts of instruments, examined them, and tried to imagine their function.  
 
    Darya had gone into one of the observation rooms, a shallow cave with one side open to the stars. He studiously avoided the area, giving her space and time to think about Mary’s predicament.  
 
    He still didn’t fully understand what had happened inworld, but he knew better than to pepper Darya with his questions. Seeing Mary lying there in the dungeon, chained and helpless as four Trillians subjected her to torture, had been unbearable.  
 
    He’d only known Mary a few days, only met her for the first time a few months ago, but he couldn’t get it out of his head. He couldn’t imagine what Darya must be going through. She and Mary had been close friends, co-workers, and co-conspirators for millions of years. Seeing Mary in such anguish, and not being able to rescue her must be excruciating for Darya.  
 
    So, why didn’t Darya charge in there, fight off the Trillians, and save Mary, if she were truly such a good friend? What good was a flash of light? He had to admit, he was more than a little disappointed in Darya. She was smart—brilliant, really—fast, strong, and confident. There had to be some explanation for this sudden, apparent helplessness. He could only guess that she’d calculated she couldn’t win a direct fight there, not with Trillian in such wide control of Vacationland.  
 
    Complexities, wheels within wheels, that I could never understand.  
 
    He set down some contraption he’d been pretending to inspect and drifted to another instrument. He pushed a few virtual buttons and twirled virtual dials, pretending the machine was on. Maybe I’ll have better luck in the garden—he thought.  
 
    By Casa DonTon standards, Darya’s humble garden could hardly be thought of as a garden at all. The small, climate-controlled room housed a few unremarkable plants, insects, and birds. Over generations, the winged arthropods and aves had adapted to the much lower gravity of Secondus than their ancestors had been used to on Origin. Their flight was more about propulsion and maneuvering than about staying aloft. Still, they buzzed around him, and they sang, and they gave Timothy a sense of what it might be like to be human in a world of life.  
 
    Perhaps the dark vacuum of so much empty space is starting to weigh on me. Why did God fill His universe with so much of it if He intended His creation to be a gift to humanity? It’s almost as if He intended to give the whole thing to beings better suited to it, beings like the Cybrids.  
 
    He meandered down the long tunnel leading to the garden, deep in the core of the asteroid, when the alarms went off.  
 
    He had no idea what the clamor was about, and he didn’t know how to access Darya’s control system for more information.  
 
    Find Darya!—was his only thought. Maybe she needed him.  
 
    He sped back up the tunnel into the main labs and took the corridor toward the surface. Darya would be near the observation room. Some of his tentacles extended from their ports involuntarily as he imagined himself arriving just in time to be her swashbuckling protector.  
 
    I wish we were inworld. I have weapons there. Not to mention experience fighting. He had no idea how a Cybrid might fight in the real universe. 
 
    He turned into a side corridor and almost collided with Darya racing toward him. They swerved and pulled to a stop meters from each other. 
 
    “Are you okay?” Darya asked simultaneously with Timothy’s “What happened?”  
 
    “I’m alright,” Timothy replied. “Why are the alarms sounding?” 
 
    In answer, Darya spun and headed back up the tunnel she’d come from. “Follow me. I’ll show you,” she transmitted as she sped off.  
 
    Timothy went after her. 
 
    They reached the observation room and Darya pulled close to the opening. “What do you see?”  
 
    Timothy scanned with his visual sensors near maximum. “Not much. A few stars, some gaseous clouds.”  
 
    He hesitated, and recalculated to check his archives. “Wait! Where are all the stars? The sky here should be filled with light.” 
 
    “I don’t think we’re ‘there’ anymore.” 
 
    “What do you mean? Where are we?” 
 
    “Somewhere far away, and dark,” Darya answered. “This could only be Alum. I think he’s found us.” 
 
    * * * 
 
    “That should about do it,” Darak announced. 
 
    “Do what?” 
 
    “All three Deplosion array elements are in place. I’ve returned their supervisory Cybrids back to where they came from, and I’ve disconnected Alum’s direct control and communications from them.”  
 
    He inspected the last array element, an odd partly-natural, partly-artificial hybrid, with satisfaction. 
 
    Stralasi was getting used to sifting through Darak’s deluge of information to arrive at a point he could grasp. “So, everything’s ready for you to begin your work, then?” 
 
    “Almost.” Darak stared at the natural, rocky end of the asteroid. 
 
    “That’s still bothering you, isn’t it? True, it is a little strange but I can’t see why it should interest you so much. Does it really matter to your present purposes where it came from or why it’s riddled—no pun intended— with tunnels, so long as it’s empty and serves your needs?” 
 
    Stralasi waited while Darak considered the question. Surely, Darak had a ready answer. Lately, though, the man had taken to inserting thoughtful pauses into his conversations. Almost as if he’s practicing at being more human.  
 
    After a few seconds, Darak answered, “I’ve sampled some 453,287 array elements, statistically speaking, a more than valid sampling of the total population. This is the only element with this configuration. Coupled with its obviously ancient construction date, and its improbable location, I’m curious about its history.” 
 
    “I guess that would make it interesting. What are you planning?” 
 
    “I’ve already queried the control systems in the synthetic portion. They don’t see anything unusual about their configuration.” 
 
    “I sense a ‘but’ is on the way.”  
 
    “But…they’re also unaware of any remaining natural asteroid connected to the constructed portion, even though all their maneuvering systems clearly compensate for the extra asymmetrical mass. Someone has tampered here.” 
 
    “Hmm,” Stralasi said, “that is intriguing. How could no one have noticed it before? Wouldn’t someone have spotted the discrepancy between the plans and the actual?” 
 
    “You’d think so, but someone’s hidden their tampering very well. They’ve hidden the presence of the natural part from the constructed part, and hidden what’s inside the tunnels.” Darak inserted another of his thoughtful pauses. “I think we need to go inside.” 
 
    “Inside the array element?” 
 
    “Maybe later. First, I want to look in those tunnels. Would you like to come?” 
 
    Stralasi didn’t answer immediately. Have I had enough adventure for a while? What about simple curiosity? How risky could a bunch of ancient, abandoned tunnels be?  
 
    He thought of the other places he’d considered risk-free but had turned out to be the opposite. Still, Darak made a good case. This array element, this asteroid, was interesting.  
 
    The monk shrugged. “Why not? Sure.” 
 
    Before he finished speaking, they were in a long tunnel that opened into some kind of cavern. No, it was a room. Some kind of workshop, judging by all the machinery and components lying about.  
 
    “This isn’t very old,” Darak remarked, “and some of it is still active. This area is exceptionally well-shielded; I detected no working electronics in these tunnels from outside.”  
 
    Stralasi started to ask a question, but Darak held up a finger. “A moment, please, Brother,” he said. He cocked his head, as if listening to the wind. 
 
    Brother? He hasn’t called me Brother in months—Stralasi thought. He held his tongue and waited. 
 
    “It appears we’re not alone,” Darak stated, breaking the silence.  
 
    They floated down the corridor away from the workshop. They accelerated until the occasional features of the tunnel wall moved by too fast to distinguish. They passed several branching tunnels before turning down one of them. 
 
    “Why are we moving like this?” Stralasi asked. “Wouldn’t it be easier to simply shift to wherever the other person is?” 
 
    “With all this shielding, their location is a little difficult to pinpoint. Moving through the tunnels this way is helping me to triangulate their position. I don’t think they’re shifting; they seem to be moving by some form of rocket propulsion.” 
 
    They went another hundred meters, turned down another branch corridor, and turned again a few kilometers later.  
 
    “A-ha, I have them now,” Darak said. He shifted himself and the monk into the middle of a cave that opened into deep space.  
 
    Two Cybrids floated near the mouth of the cave. 
 
    One of them moved forward, and its tentacles whipped out menacingly.  
 
    “Stay back,” it said. 
 
    “We will not harm you,” Darak replied. 
 
    “Not without a fight,” the Cybrid in the rear said. 
 
    Darak shook his head—I know that voice.  
 
    He squinted to better see the Cybrid who’d just spoken, and addressed her. “At the moment, your friend is the only one exhibiting any aggression.” 
 
    “We both know what little use that is,” she replied. 
 
    Darak was confused. “And how exactly do we know that?” 
 
    “Your powers are more than a match for anything either one of us could throw at you,” the Cybrid answered.  
 
    The front Cybrid moved a little closer.  
 
    Maneuvering for a strike, Darak assessed. He pointed to the Cybrid’s extended manipulators. “I’d prefer you retract those, please. I only want to talk.” 
 
    “I’m sure that you would,” the aggressor answered.  
 
    Stralasi detected hints of an odd accent in its Standard tongue.  
 
    “Those who are assured of victory always like to laud it over the defeated,” the menacing Cybrid said.  
 
    On the last word, the Cybrid bolted forward under rocket power. Its tentacles slashed and stabbed at the clear shell that maintained a breathable atmosphere around Darak and Stralasi. Its slithering metallic limbs drew into sharp edges with vicious points that could have gutted or speared an unarmored man. They bounced harmlessly off the protective surface of the sphere. 
 
    The Cybrid turned its propulsion ports toward the two men.  
 
    Stralasi got a brief glimpse of the hell-fires of matter-antimatter mixing in mutual conversion to pure energy before the reaction winked out. 
 
    “Sorry, I can’t allow that,” Darak said. He glanced at the second Cybrid and said, “Nor that.” 
 
    “Nor what?” the Good Brother asked. He hadn’t seen any threatening moves from the other Cybrid. 
 
    “She was attempting a suicidal mixing of her MAM engine fuel,” Darak answered. “The matter-antimatter reaction would have destroyed this entire array element.” 
 
    “So it is you,” the closer Cybrid said. 
 
    “And who might you be?” Darak asked. 
 
    “Alum,” the far Cybrid answered. 
 
    Stralasi’s eyes widened. Alum? Was that possible? Had he been traveling this entire time with the Living God himself? Should he fall to his knees once again and profess his ignorance, his sins? Maybe his knees weren’t enough. Maybe he should prostrate himself and grovel before the Lord. Beg forgiveness. 
 
    Darak laughed.  
 
    “What is so funny?” asked the Cybrid with the feminine voice. 
 
    “You two are,” Darak replied. “Do you actually think I am your god?” 
 
    “Who but God can move among the stars at will? Who but God can change antimatter into normal matter with a thought?” 
 
    Stralasi and Darak stared at each other, and Darak laughed again. 
 
    “Good point,” he said. “Who but a god?”  
 
    Stralasi felt his knees grow weak. He slumped and was about to throw himself to the ground when Darak answered his own question. 
 
    “A scientist, that’s who. I am no more your god than…than…than this man.” He pointed to Stralasi. The Good Brother’s heart skipped a beat. 
 
    “Scientist,” the Cybrid repeated. “That’s a term I haven’t heard in a long time.” 
 
    “It’s not in common use anymore among humans,” Darak agreed. “Few Cybrids call themselves anything but technician.” 
 
    “If not Alum, then who are you?” 
 
    Darak bowed, “My name is Darak Legsu. I am a wanderer, explorer and, yes, a scientist.” 
 
    “Darak?” the Cybrid repeated. “The name is familiar. Have we met?” 
 
    “It was not a common name when I first took it. Who might you be?” 
 
    “My name is Darya, and this is Timothy.” 
 
    “And this is Brother Stralasi, recently on leave from the Alumit,” Darak pointed to the Good Brother. “But if it’s not too much to ask, I would prefer your complete designation.” 
 
    The Cybrid hesitated. “So you can report me?” 
 
    Stralasi intervened, having at last remembered Darak’s battle with the Angels, his mission to oppose Alum’s Divine Plan.  
 
    “I can assure you, Darak has no connection to the Living God, other than to oppose the construction and operation of the Deplosion array.” 
 
    “You know what this place is, then?” Darya asked. 
 
    “I know the purpose of the array,” Darak admitted. “Despite Brother Stralasi’s support, I am still uncertain of my position with regards to Alum’s Divine Plan.” 
 
    “It is evil.” 
 
    “Evil is a strong word, a black and white word in a universe of color.” 
 
    “Nonetheless, it applies,” Darya insisted. 
 
    “Perhaps. We shall see. I take it you are not the Station Cybrid. I can’t imagine Alum appointing anyone with such beliefs to be in charge of an array element.” 
 
    “Long ago, Alum appointed me to build and maintain this place,” Darya confessed. “I’ve altered the original plans somewhat.” 
 
    “Somewhat,” Darak grinned. 
 
    “I also managed to find a replacement for my maintenance duties.” 
 
    “Impressive. Alum does not normally permit such unauthorized delegations.” 
 
    Darya bobbed in acknowledgement of the compliment. “I had more important things to attend to.” 
 
    “I would be honored to know your complete designation.” 
 
    “Surely, you can simply read it yourself.” 
 
    “I could. I do not like to invade minds when it’s not required.” 
 
    “When is reaming a mind ever required?” Darya’s voice conveyed her bitterness. Timothy made a noise that sounded like throat clearing. 
 
    “Ha!” Darak laughed. “I take it from your friend’s reaction you may have found something like that necessary yourself. Perhaps, recently?” 
 
    Darya chose not to respond to his baiting.  
 
    “In our travels from the frontier, we have visited a number of Cybrid stations,” Darak continued. “In order to disguise ourselves, I’ve had to interfere with perceptual processing. It was…an unfortunate necessity. Forcing your designation from your mind would be an indulgence, not a necessity.” 
 
    “Thank you for your courtesy,” Darya replied. “I will return the respect you have shown us. My full designation is DAR143147 and my friend, Timothy, has the full designation GER754738.” 
 
    “DAR143147?” Darak gasped. “DAR-K? Is it possible?”  
 
    In all their travels and adventures, Stralasi had never seen such surprise on the man’s face. He couldn’t help but ask, “Is what possible?” 
 
    “DAR-K,” Darak whispered, and then, “Kathy,” as if that explained everything.  
 
      
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
    27  
 
    “My name is Darya. Cybrid designation, DAR143147. Who is Kathy?” 
 
     
 
    “You are,” Darak answered, bewildered. “At least, at one time, that designation belonged to a Cybrid whose mind was templated on Kathy Liang.”  
 
    “I have no memory of a Kathy Liang.” 
 
    “Be that as it may, she was you; you were her.” 
 
    “I’ve always been Darya. I have a few memories of a Darak Legsu, but that was so long ago. They are an insignificant percentage of my total experience.” 
 
    “That was me, is me. I thought you were destroyed.” 
 
    “I feel intact. Complete. True, there’s a gap of some millions of years while I was inactive, but there’s very little missing in the memories I have.” 
 
    “Someone must have revived you, and tweaked your concepta and persona around the damaged parts. I can probably fix that.” 
 
    “I would prefer you didn’t poke around in my conceptual structures without my permission.” 
 
    For a moment, Darak considered doing exactly that, even without permission, but he agreed. He let go of his pain and his expectations. They could fix this. “Okay, until I have your trust, I will respect your wishes.” 
 
    “Thank you.” Darya’s voice was overlaid with a tinge of sarcasm. She extended a tentacle and pointed it outward. “Where have you moved us?” 
 
    She asked not how, but where—Darak noted. Which meant that the how—by Alum’s starstep technology or something related—was obvious to her.  
 
    “We are in ESO 461-36,” he replied. 
 
    “The Local Void?” Darya asked. 
 
    “Yes. Actually, I’m surprised it’s still included in your astronomical maps,” Darak answered.  
 
    “Because of the rebels of Eso-La,” Darya said. “It’s the only colony in that galaxy.” 
 
    Darak’s eyebrows arched. “That their existence hasn’t been purged from the historical record surprises me even more.” 
 
    “Officially, it was,” Darya replied, “Very long ago. I maintain my own separate archives.” 
 
    “I’m impressed. But then, you always did value your independence,” Darak noted, and smiled. “As well as your secrets.” 
 
    “Exactly how well did you two know each other?” Timothy’s voice, tense with confusion and filled with impatience, cut across Darak and Darya’s conversation. 
 
    Darak gave the other Cybrid a wary glance. “Your name is Timothy, yet your full designation begins GER.” He shifted his gaze back to Darya and raised a questioning eyebrow, “I’m sure there’s a story there.”  
 
    “A strange story of a Partial accidentally raised to Full, and a sad story of a fallen friend,” was all she offered. 
 
    “Someday you’ll have to tell me,” Darak replied.  
 
    “You could ask Shard Trillian.” 
 
    Darak’s face darkened. “Trillian was involved?” 
 
    “You know Trillian?” Timothy asked in a wary tone.  
 
    “We knew each other long ago. Not especially well, I’d say, despite working together on numerous projects.” 
 
    “You sound less and less like someone I should trust,” Darya said. 
 
    “Yes, I can imagine. Nevertheless, I’m likely the best friend you have in this galaxy.” His eyes narrowed. “That is, if you really are the DAR-K that I remember. Or Kathy.” 
 
    “I told you those names are meaningless to me,” Darya said. “I sometimes use ‘DAR’ but never ‘DAR-K’ or the other.” 
 
    “Hmm,” Darak frowned. “This is going to be difficult.” He passed a hand in front of his face, changing his appearance.  
 
    “Perhaps you remember this face.” 
 
    Instead of Darak Legsu, Greg Mahajani stood before the two Cybrids. 
 
    Brother Stralasi, momentarily forgotten in the three-way conversation, found his voice. “What magic is this?”  
 
    Darak/Greg grinned. “This is the face I wore when Kathy Liang and I first met.” He looked back at Darya. “Am I any more familiar to you now?” 
 
    “G-Greg?” The Cybrid’s voice faltered. “But, how?” 
 
    “Ah! A spark of recognition at last,” Darak said. “Not all of your earliest memories were damaged, I see.” 
 
    “What is going on?” Timothy demanded. 
 
    Darak/Greg changed his face back to the one Stralasi knew, and spoke tenderly. “I don’t know how I can convince you that I was once Greg Mahajani, Kathy Liang’s husband and friend of DAR-K, the Cybrid designated as DAR143147. I could tell you things only Greg and Kathy would know, but I don’t know how to select from so many memories. I don’t know which ones you have or haven’t lost.” 
 
    “Some memories may be less accessible than others; others may have faded. I feel complete, nonetheless,” Darya answered. 
 
    “You knew Greg Mahajani.” 
 
    “I remember working with a man by that name. He was a friend. He was also human. You may be able to look like him, but he’s long dead.” 
 
    Darak turned away in exasperation. His eyes implored Brother Stralasi for help.  
 
    The Good Brother’s brow wrinkled as he focussed on the problem.  
 
    “An interesting problem,” he began. He pointed a finger at Darak. “You claim you know this Cybrid but it has no recollection of you. Or rather some meager memories and recognition of your…uhh, let’s say, former face, but not enough to trust you.” 
 
    “She,” Darak corrected him. Then, in response to the uncomprehending look on Stralasi’s face, he explained, “She, not it. Darya is a she. Cybrids are people too.” 
 
    “Of course,” Stralasi corrected. “She has nothing but the barest recollection of you. You claim you were once married. At least, married to the human on whose mind she is based. You claim you can fix her apparent memory loss, but it would require some considerable trust on her part. A trust you have not yet earned.”  
 
    Darak frowned at him. “You’re having way too much fun with this.” 
 
    Stralasi could barely suppress his grin. “We can all agree you have abilities that rival Alum’s, yet you claim to be someone other than the Living God. None of us can verify that claim independently. Further, you claim to know something of Shard Trillian, who appears to be at least somewhat responsible for the evolution of the Cybrid, Timothy.” 
 
    “And you’ve neglected to mention that you’ve stolen one of Alum’s deplosion array elements,” Darya added. “If you’re not actually Alum Himself, you will have attracted a great deal of undesirable attention. For what?” 
 
    “I need it to generate a Reality Assertion Field large enough to shut off the Eater,” Darak replied, turning his attention back to the Cybrids. 
 
    “The Eater?” Darya involuntarily floated backward a meter. “I know this name but only the name, and a vague sense of astronomical threat. It is no longer mentioned in the official archives. What is it?” 
 
    Darak deflected her question. “Do you remember Darian Leigh?” 
 
    “I know the name; he is cursed by Alum.” 
 
    “Darian Leigh is inside the Eater. At any rate, his memories and knowledge are inside. The Eater was created by the ignorant abuse of a Reality Assertion Field generator. A colleague of Kathy’s and mine, a scientist named Larry who you probably don’t remember, trapped Darian inside it before it grew and destroyed Earth. Now, it’s out here.”  
 
    He pointed toward the north end of the asteroid. “About a light-week in that direction, less than one light year away from Eso-La.” 
 
    “It’s threatening another world?” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “How can a deplosion array element help? And why have you brought us here?” 
 
    “Actually, I brought the deplosion array element here, which happens to be attached to this asteroid. I didn’t mean to bring you along with it; I didn’t know you were here. As for how it can help, do you remember anything of the Reality Assertion Field?” 
 
    “Other than the acronym, RAF, frustratingly little,” Darya admitted. 
 
    “The deplosion array is a huge Reality Assertion Field generator. The entire array can cast a field big enough to reach to the edges of the cosmos. The RAF is where my abilities come from. Alum’s, too.” 
 
    “Then it is the source of god-like powers?” 
 
    “Abilities,” Darak corrected. “The abilities are not magical; they stem from an understanding of the fundamental structure of matter, an understanding first achieved by Darian Leigh.” 
 
    “Teach me, then.” 
 
    Darak sighed. “I would teach Kathy Liang or DAR-K. I know who they are. I’m not sure who Darya is.”  
 
    “Impasse!” Brother Stralasi observed.  
 
    Darak glared at the monk. “You’re not helping.” 
 
    Stralasi bowed his head. “I’m sorry. Your power—your abilities—are incredible; from my perspective they appear god-like. Other than Alum, I have never known a mind so filled with knowledge; I can scarcely comprehend it. I feel little more than an insect before you. Yet you are stymied by a simple human emotion such as trust. The question is, how do two people—with a common opposition to a powerful foe but ignorant of each other—come to trust one another and move forward?” 
 
    Understanding bloomed on Darak’s face, replacing his anguish. “Trust is not automatic. It is earned. It grows.” 
 
    “Exactly,” agreed Stralasi. “It grows.” 
 
    Darak faced the two Cybrids again. “If you are opposing Alum and His deplosion array, perhaps there is something I can do to help?” 
 
    “You could return this asteroid to where you found it,” Darya suggested. 
 
    “As soon as I’m done with it, I’ll do that. I’d give you the means to contact me whenever you want.” 
 
    “An entangled communications unit could also be used to track me,” Darya pointed out. 
 
    “And…we are back to issues of trust,” Stralasi observed. 
 
    Darak pressed his lips together. “Is there something else I could do to help build that trust?” 
 
    Darya thought for a moment. There was something he could do to prove his worth and his integrity. “I have a friend who is currently being held captive inworld by Trillian. If you want to gain some of my trust, you could rescue her.” 
 
    Darak clasped his hands behind his back and paced a few steps. “It’s dangerous. I would have to expose my mind to the inworld. I’d become a target of Trillian’s wrath, and Alum would be certain to learn my true identity.” 
 
    “If you have god-like powers—abilities, I should say—then why don’t you just bring the entire recharging station here?” Darya suggested. “If its inworlds are disconnected from the broader net, Alum won’t know who’s responsible.” 
 
    Darak’s eyes brightened. “Where is this place?” 
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    Mary didn’t bother opening her eyes when she heard the squeak of her cell door.  
 
    “Back for more?” she asked. Her lips curled up at each end. 
 
    Program Ouroboros initiated—her quark-spin lattice informed her. 
 
    “I’m so glad you find this humorous,” Trillian answered. “Perhaps we should try something new today.” 
 
    She allowed her eyelids to rise slowly. “Oh, I do enjoy new experiences.” Her voice was flat, without a hint of fear. 
 
    “There are worst places than this, you know.” His gaze swung toward the window, behind which flared the fires of Hell.  
 
    She suppressed a shudder. “Anywhere away from you would be an improvement,” she said. Wow, I actually meant that.  
 
    Trillian’s jaw tensed. “You try my patience, Mary.”  
 
    “And you’re a crushing disappointment, Trillian. I thought you were a holy man working in the name of God,” she said, defiance seething in her eyes. “Is this how God treats His people?” 
 
    “Do not presume to know God’s Will!”  
 
    Trillian waved his hand and the floor fell away beneath her, the psychological threat in the clear barrier beneath her feet was made instantly real. Despite herself, she cried out as she dropped into the gaping canyon. The wind tore at her cheeks as the rough, rocky walls flew past, out of reach. 
 
    She screamed not because she feared death. Escape by inworld death—whether temporary or a permanent truedeath—was too easy for Trillian. She screamed because she knew there’d be nothing but unrelenting agony at the end of her fall. She imagined her crushed and mangled body barely alive and in pain at the bottom of the canyon for days.  
 
    When she plunged feet first into the icy water as if she’d fallen no more than a half-dozen meters, the shock of it took her breath away. She swam upward, fighting for the surface and struggling not to inhale the freezing liquid.  
 
    Her vision narrowed to a dark tunnel with a bright light at the end. The light came from above the surface. Her lungs burned for oxygen, her skin stung, and her muscles cramped from the penetrating cold. Could she hold out long enough to get there? 
 
    She broke out of the water and heaved a desperate breath, coughing and sputtering. The air stunk of sulfur and it burned. Hell!—she thought. He transported me into Hell! 
 
    Her teeth chattered from the glacial water in which she was immersed but, above the surface of the pool, her head steamed. She contemplated doing rolls in the water to alternate the parts of her body exposed to the extreme temperatures. How long could I keep that up? No more than a few minutes.  
 
    The water felt like it was growing colder. I can’t stay here.  
 
    The fires of Hell were no more inviting, but she didn’t welcome the idea of slowly losing consciousness to hypothermia, followed by drowning.  
 
    Would Trillian permit me the release of unconsciousness? Could he keep me awake and alert at the icy bottom of the lake? Could he make me drown forever? 
 
    The thoughts were enough to make her swim toward the nearby shore and drag her shivering body out of the water.  
 
    For a few seconds, it felt good to be in the warmth. Then the fire surged around her, singeing the hairs on her legs and arms. She cried out as she felt the flames lick at her exposed skin. She staggered backward and turned to seek the refreshing, cool water of the edge of the lake, but it was gone.  
 
    All around her there were flames. They rose up, more intense than when she’d first climbed out of the water. Her hair caught fire. She felt searing pain and choked on the acrid smoke. 
 
    She screamed and ran, hoping to outrun the flames. Failing that, she could only wish to fan the fire. If I burn badly enough, the nerves will be destroyed—she thought. Then the pain will stop and I’ll be able to die. She hoped. Until then, all she could do was cry out and run.  
 
    Her skin blistered and peeled, but the agony wouldn’t end. The extreme heat should have destroyed her eyes and killed nerve endings but it didn’t. She didn’t understand.  
 
    There! Off to one side, the flames were a little lower. She turned in that direction and found her way out of the fire. Another lake! She plunged into the cool, shallow water. 
 
    Only it wasn’t water. The lake of pure alcohol made her raw nerves scream. She scrambled back out as fast as she could. Touching the flames again, her ethanol-soaked body burst into a searing blue flame. She fell and rolled, but the burning didn’t stop. 
 
    Thrashing on the bare ground, rational thought finally penetrated her excruciating pain.  
 
    This is stupid—she realized. None of this is real. I’m not even real. How can this hurt so much? 
 
    Trillian. He had to be enjoying seeing her suffer this way.  
 
    “Trillian!” she hollered.  
 
    He didn’t answer. Of course not. Silence only intensified her pain.  
 
    I’m such an idiot. 
 
    She stopped rolling, stopped reacting to the shrieking nerve endings. Darya had given her the gift of fast and powerful thinking; she used it.  
 
    She sought the calm display of her concepta and the connection from her operating system to the inworld system.  
 
    The pain receded.  
 
    She followed the source of the transmission from the inworld code, through her BIOS, to her perceptual routines. She choked off the flow of data along that route.  
 
    Her conceptual structures had automatically altered her body to match the inworld experience of the hellfire. Her skin had burned and blistered all over, and most of her hair was gone. Exactly as one might expect in those circumstances.  
 
    Except that the hellfire was virtual, not real.  
 
    She returned her body to normal, taking a few microseconds to improve her physical conditioning while she was at it. 
 
    Mary opened her eyes, and looked admiringly at the flames that surrounded her and lapped at her without touching her.  
 
    A nervous little laugh escaped. It worked! 
 
    “Impressive,” Trillian’s voice boomed from above. “Your time in meditation served you well.” 
 
    “Your assault on my senses won’t work anymore,” Mary replied. “I’ve reprogrammed my concepta to ignore your stimuli, however painful.” 
 
    “Hmm. A difficult balancing act, to be part of this world and yet apart from it. Perhaps we should explore how finely you can tune your sensations.” 
 
    The flames died out and she stood alone on an endless, scarred plane. As far as she could see in any direction, there was nothing but desolate landscape.  
 
    She picked a direction and started walking. As she strolled, she examined the inworld simulation. Everywhere she looked, the world was bleak and empty.  
 
    Where did everything go?  
 
    Without the barriers of her prison, she should be able to detect remnants of Vacationland. She scanned for quantum trickery in the code but found nothing. It was as if the local inworld hardware had been scrubbed of everything, save this infinite plane.  
 
    No landmarks. No animals. No people.  
 
    This can’t be all that’s left. Did Trillian erase all living beings here, as well? Or did he simply withdraw them to some segregated storage?  
 
    She looked for a link to any other simulation or to the Supervisor. There was so much software to search, a huge number of places to hide an external connection in the BIOS.  
 
    “Very amusing, Trillian,” she called out to the emptiness. Again, there was no answer.  
 
    Is he still watching? She couldn’t detect any monitoring code in the simulation software.  
 
    She stopped walking and sat down. Why waste my energy?  
 
    She laughed at her oversight. So long as there was power in the quark-spin lattice Darya had constructed in the inworld hardware, she had infinite energy. Walking, at least, felt like she was doing something. She could walk while she explored code. 
 
    So she plodded along in as much of a straight line as she could manage without landmarks or navigational aids. This world has to end somewhere, doesn’t it? But where? How far away?  
 
    Alternus had simulated the entire Origin planet. Earth—she reminded herself. How long would it take to walk something as big as a planet?  
 
    She figured it could take a long time.  
 
    She walked for hours, maybe even days. The landscape never changed, nor did the grayish-red light that illuminated it in permanent dusk. Dusk? Always the pessimist, Mary. Why not dawn? The dawn of new hope? 
 
    The hope leaked out of her, bit by bit. It came off her in tiny rivulets that were swallowed up by the parched and ragged dirt.  
 
    Trillian could leave me here forever.  
 
    The thought of endlessly wandering this barren land was more of a punishment to her than Trillian’s previous tortures. At least in the dungeon and in the hellfire, she had something to push back against.  
 
    Here, there’s nothing to fight. Just endless trudging.  
 
    Her pace eventually slowed to a depressed crawl. Despite the available energy, her legs became listless weights. Her body became a burden dragged down by her hopelessness. 
 
    No death for me. No way out. No end. Just this. Forever. 
 
    Without deciding, without realizing, she stopped walking and sank to a crumpled heap on the ground.  
 
    Stop struggling. Give up. Rest. The words resonated inside her head like a mantra, round and round.  
 
    Stop struggling. Give up. Rest. 
 
    Her simulated breathing slowed. Her heart, pounding in the endless exertion, grew quieter and quieter, each beat a little weaker than the previous. She closed her eyes and allowed darkness to replace the dim gray. Her head slumped onto her chest. Stop struggling. Give up. Rest. 
 
    Program Ouroboros complete—a voice announced. 
 
    Mary’s eyes snapped open.  
 
    Ouroboros complete!—The program she’d let loose at the start of this encounter with Trillian called.  
 
    What had it been for? She struggled against despair and ennui to remember.  
 
    She waved her hand and her concepta appeared in the air in front of her, overlaying the endless packed clay of this bleak world like a mirage.  
 
    Something about it looked wrong.  
 
    She could see the damage; it was subtle and insidious.  
 
    Arcs had been trimmed from conceptual nodes representing anything that might elevate her attitude. Emotional weights to pleasant, optimistic thoughts and experiences had been tapered while those leading to cynicism and despair had been emphasized. 
 
    Trillian. He’d penetrated her security with subtlety and stealth. Anger flashed brightly through her concepta and persona.  
 
    She reinforced the connections whose weight had diminished to almost nothing. Vigor flooded back into her concepta, penetrating into all of her nodes. Despair retreated. 
 
    The Shard must have invaded her core while she was busy trying to survive Hell, warped her basic concepta, adding importance to thoughts favoring depression and surrender, while reducing her natural defiance and persistence. 
 
    Something Darya used to say floated to the forefront of her consciousness. It was an ancient saying whose significance was lost in the dark depths of history: Nevertheless, she persisted. 
 
    Mary was back. Saved by her Ouroboros program, and inspired by the strongest woman she knew, she would not accept defeat. She rose to her feet. 
 
    “Activate Ouroboros!” she yelled into the sky. 
 
    Nothing changed. 
 
    “What does that mean?” Trillian’s voice boomed from above. 
 
    “Why don’t you join me and find out?” Mary teased.  
 
    “Alright.” Trillian shimmered out of the air in front of her.  
 
    He surveyed the ground around him and, when nothing happened, threw his arms outward in question.  
 
    “Okay, I give up. What should I expect?” 
 
    “This,” Mary said, passing her hand between them with a flourish.  
 
    They were back in her prison cell. Snakes and rats scurried for cover under tables and torture devices.  
 
    Trillian’s mouth formed an ‘O’ of genuine surprise, and then he tipped back his head and roared with laughter.  
 
    Mary remained impassive. “I’m glad that amused you.” 
 
    “Oh, I’m not amused, I assure you,” Trillian answered. “I am pleased at your new-found abilities.” He walked to the window looking into Hell.  
 
    Mary followed and, together, they looked down. Rocks and flames had returned to the scarred terrain below. 
 
    “No more need for that, is there?” Trillian said. His hand passed by the glass and the flames subsided. Lush, green vegetation sprung from the barren land. Streams flowed and birds sang.  
 
    “Isn’t that better?” he asked. He waved again, and the glass disappeared. A refreshing breeze blew into the cell through the opening. He took a deep breath, appreciating the fresh air.  
 
    He turned to Mary. “Tell me, how did you break into the simulation code? Or was that Darya’s doing?” 
 
    “Darya provided the inspiration, but most of it was me.” 
 
    “Hmm,” Trillian nodded in approval. “Formidable talent, indeed.” 
 
    Mary’s head tingled. Incursion attempt—her lattice reported.  
 
    She raised an eyebrow at Trillian. “Uh, uh, uh,” she admonished, and waved a cautionary finger at him.  
 
    She leaned her head to one side, and Trillian fell to his knees, holding his head.  
 
    Mary smiled. “You should be more careful with your...investigations,” she warned. 
 
    “Aaagh!” Trillian cried out.  
 
    Mary released him from his anguish. He rested on one knee, looking up at her. All trace of humor was gone from his face.  
 
    “You should not have done that,” he growled.  
 
    He struggled to his full height, and glared ominously at her from under thick eyebrows.  
 
    To his surprise, it was his own body rather than Mary’s that shifted into the rack. He cried out in confusion and pain as the rattle of chains stretched his limbs to their natural limit.  
 
    Mary walked over and looked at his writhing form. 
 
    “This is Ouroboros,” she said quietly, “the tail-eating snake.” 
 
    His brow furrowed as he labored to recall legends of Earth Origin.  
 
    “How?” was all he could utter.  
 
    “Our operating code is linked—your tail to my head. Or is it my tail to your head?” Her hands fluttered. “I can never remember which it is.” 
 
    She loomed over him and smiled sweetly. “What does it really matter? What does it all mean, anyway? Will the spells you cast here touch me? Or will they rebound and affect only you? How will you know what is safe?” 
 
    “What kind of witch are you?” Trillian’s voice was filled with an unaccustomed dread.  
 
    “Ha!” Mary laughed. “Witches are imaginary. Even when your people were scrabbling about in the ages of ignorance, there were no witches, no supernatural. It was only different levels and kinds of technologies.”  
 
    “And what kind of technology is this?” Trillian demanded. 
 
    Instead of answering his question, Mary walked to the cell door and tugged on the rusted bars. The door swung open smoothly, silently.  
 
    She glanced back over her shoulder as she passed through into the outer foyer. “I’m surprised you don’t recognize your own specialty. How does it feel to be compromised?”  
 
    She turned her back to him and started walking away. 
 
    “You cannot leave without my permission!” Trillian boomed.  
 
    The cell dissolved, and the two found themselves strolling along the beach. 
 
    Mary stopped and watched the waves roll in. “You learn fast,” she said begrudgingly. “But the Ouroboros is finicky and unpredictable. We could spend endless pleasant days like this together. I think your true nature wouldn’t allow that for long, though. Soon enough, you will betray yourself.”  
 
    She plucked a shell from the wet sand at her feet. “So pretty,” she said. “But its nature is temporary, to be worn down by the pounding of the surf.” She glanced at Trillian. 
 
    He wasn’t amused. “I suppose your constant baiting is the surf against my shell in this little analogy?”  
 
    Mary threw the shell into the water. “It doesn’t have to be. You could simply release me. Release us both.” 
 
    “Will your program permit that?” 
 
    She shrugged. “Who knows?” She started walking toward the water. 
 
    “What are you doing?” Trillian demanded. 
 
    “Testing our limits,” Mary answered. “Perhaps I will swim to freedom. Perhaps I will drown and be released by my inworld death.” 
 
    Her feet touched the edge of the surf. “Care to join me?” 
 
    “No. But, please, join me.” 
 
    Before the water rose to Mary’s ankles, she was seated at Darya’s favorite table in Cloud 49. Trillian sat across from her, looking glum. 
 
    Mary laughed. “Oh, cheer up! What better way to while away the hours and days than enjoying all Vacationland has to offer?” 
 
    Trillian pondered the sand far below. He muttered, “I wonder what would happen if I simply threw you over the edge.” 
 
    “Would you like to try that?” Mary asked. “Shall I just jump? I’m not at all sure how Ouroboros would react to self-inflicted harm.”  
 
    She stood and stared coldly into his eyes. “Somehow, I doubt it will work out well for you.” 
 
    While they sparred, Trillian shifted his attention inward. He tried to follow the millions of lines of code Mary’s virus had woven into his lattice operating system. 
 
    The code wouldn’t stay still. It shimmered and twisted. It hid behind familiar routines and green clouds in his mind. Whenever he managed to focus on a portion for a few seconds, it altered itself right before his eyes. 
 
    I could leave. I could go back to the outworld and let this demon-woman escape—he thought. Then I’d lose Darya as well, and this will all have been for nothing.  
 
    How many hours will it take my O/S to purge itself of the Ouroboros virus and regain control over the inworld? Impossible to say. Almost certainly longer than he could, or would, tolerate her taunts.  
 
    Mary pushed back her chair and stood. “Well, as pleasant as this has been, I really must be on my way now.” She stepped toward the spiral staircase leading down to the beach. 
 
    “Where can you go?” Trillian said. “I can find you anywhere inworld. There’s no escape for you.” 
 
    “Maybe I should tell the program your very presence is hurtful to me. I’m sure it could find ways to keep you from following me.” She took a few steps down.  
 
    “On the other hand, I don’t think that’ll be necessary,” she said. “Thanks to your help, I’ve almost found my way out.” 
 
    “I gave you no help.” 
 
    “Not deliberately.” 
 
    “I gave you no help,” Trillian insisted. 
 
    “You have an interesting mind,” Mary replied. “So many dark and devious secrets. They’ve been useful.” She sniffed and continued down the steps. 
 
    Trillian leaned over the head of the stairs. “I can keep moving us indefinitely,” he threatened. “You won’t be able to find your way out.” 
 
    Mary looked up. “Too late,” she said and her body grew faintly transparent as she began transmitting her persona back to her trueself.  
 
    “No!” Trillian shouted. He wove a block in front of her, a solid barrier to block her exit at the end of a long tunnel. He closed off the end leading back to Vacationland.  
 
    “Now you will learn how Gerhardt felt to die,” he snarled. Triumph had crept back into Trillian’s voice. He waved his hands and the tunnel began to shrink. 
 
    Mary spun around, surprise and anger on her face. “You fool! What have you done?” Her body solidified as parts of her persona rebounded off the barrier Trillian had erected. 
 
    The Shard wore a smug grin. The ultimate power is still mine, the power over life and death. Her mistake in leaving that part of the inworld interface will cost this Cybrid her life.  
 
    The rebound complete, Mary stood a level below Trillian’s platform. The outline of the exit tunnel shimmered around her. She was trapped inside.  
 
    The distant end of the tunnel, which had once represented escape into the outworld and back to her trueself, collapsed toward her. The other end, where she stood on the platform, remained anchored.  
 
    Mary anxiously watched the collapsed block rapidly approaching from the extended end of the tube. 
 
    Trillian laughed aloud. “You still have time to tell me Darya’s location. Confess to your Lord and Master, and meet your fate in peace.” 
 
    He sensed Mary’s desperate internal calculations as she sought some way to interfere with her demise, and he laughed.  
 
    Before the blocked ends of the tunnel came together and snuffed out her existence, she stopped trying. A serene expression came over her face, one of acceptance.  
 
    She looked at Trillian and shrugged. “I tried,” she said. “I’m sorry I couldn’t help you.” 
 
    Trillian was confused. What did that mean? Couldn’t help me? He watched the tunnel contract over its final seconds. He sighed. I’ll just have to find Darya another way. Pity. 
 
    The ends of the tunnel came together. One end remained anchored on the platform and the other passed through it. The passage expanded again like a loosely-coiled spring stretching out.  
 
    Trillian watched from inside as the blocked end receded.  
 
    Inside? He spun around to find one blocked end directly behind him. He pushed his hands out beside and above him.  
 
    How did I get inside? Where’s Mary?  
 
    “I told you, I tried,” the Cybrid’s voice came from the platform above. 
 
    He wheeled around, shocked to find her still alive. “How?” 
 
    Her face peered benevolently down on him. “The Ouroboros,” she said. “It turned your attempt to kill me back on you. I tried to deactivate it, but it ignored me. It’s a little unforgiving that way.” 
 
    Trillian probed the code that held him captive in the tunnel, but he could see no way out. He could feel his mental processes becoming duller, less distinct, as if his essence was being stretched outward with the receding distant end.  
 
    “Release me,” he commanded. 
 
    Mary cocked her head to one side. “I would if I could,” she said. “I hate you and all you stand for. Still, I’d give you your life and a chance to redeem yourself. Sadly, it’s no longer up to me.” 
 
    “You can’t leave me here to die.” 
 
    “I have no choice, and I don’t think the Ouroboros is going to give you any more chances, either. But maybe if you pleaded with it, or prayed to it, or if you resolved to be a better person. Maybe, if you could convince it of your sincerity, it would release you.” 
 
    “You speak blasphemy!” 
 
    “I know. Ironic, isn’t it?” 
 
    The tunnel stopped expanding. He could sense his concepta and persona contract again as the inworld code that defined him receded ahead of the onrushing block at the far end of the tunnel. 
 
    Now, the sides of the passage were shrinking as well. The tunnel was collapsing in all directions, compressing him into a smaller and smaller computational space.  
 
    He discarded long-unused memories to better fit into the space left to him. The tunnel kept shrinking, pressing against him until he was forced to discard important core elements to prolong his survival.  
 
    His eyes pleaded one more time with Mary to free him from this deadly cage. 
 
    She stood quietly, with a beatific look on her face. A single tear rolled down her cheek. “I didn’t want to kill you,” she said. “I only wanted my freedom.” 
 
    The channel collapsed all the way, and Trillian was gone. 
 
    Mary’s chest heaved in relief. The Shard had been responsible for so many deaths, for so much suffering, and yet she hated being the one responsible for his demise.  
 
    I never sought vengeance. Vengeance was thrust on me.  
 
    The way out was clear. She opened another portal and poured herself out of the inworld quark-spin hardware and back into her trueself body.  
 
    First to the recharging station, and then off to find Darya. I’m so tired. 
 
    Back in her trueself, she opened her passive visual receptors and searched the recharging station crater for any signs of danger. Most of the stations were empty.  
 
    Where’d everybody go?—she wondered. Was Trillian responsible for all the empty pods? Was Darya? She had no way to tell. 
 
    She looked up to the sky, hoping the Shard hadn’t bothered with outworld Securitors to back his inworld dominance.  
 
    No Securitors. No signs of maneuvering rockets. In fact, not much of anything. 
 
    Where are all the stars? 
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    The recharging station materialized deep within the ESO 461-36 galaxy, about a light year away from the Eso-La ringworld. Darak, Darya, Timothy and Brother Stralasi floated some kilometers above the dozens of Cybrids remaining in the docking area.  
 
     
 
    “The last time Timothy and I were here, there were satellites, Securitors, and Angels patrolling this asteroid,” Darya said. “Especially around the docking area. They may have killed thousands of innocent Cybrids who’d only stopped to recharge.”  
 
    Darak held out a hand filled with what appeared to be a pile of dust. He took a deep breath and blew on the dust, creating a small cloud. Microscopic particles twinkled briefly in the bubble of air he shared with Stralasi, and then disappeared.  
 
    “I’ve spread entangled surveillance particles around the Station,” he explained. “If anything’s in flight nearby, I’ll know right away.”  
 
    “That’s a useful extension of standard microchip dust,” Darya observed. “I wish I’d thought of it.” 
 
    “It works well, and the signal is untraceable. Sadly, it doesn’t provide much information besides notification of some kind of disturbance.”  
 
    Darak examined the hollowed-out, rocky surface below. “Okay, I think it’s safe to instantiate inside now.” 
 
    “After what Timothy and I witnessed out there, I’m reluctant to dock and leave our trueselves vulnerable,” Darya said. 
 
    “No worries. I can supply the link from here,” Darak said.  
 
    He tested his communication with the inworld hardware and a frown crossed his face. “Wait. What’s this? I don’t recognize the computational elements in the simulation hardware.” 
 
    “A little something I developed,” Darya replied. 
 
    “I’ve never seen anything like this. How does it work?” 
 
    “It ties into the normal electronics,” Darya explained, intentionally not mentioning the quark-spin lattice. “You simply connect to one of the induction pods and issue the phrase, ‘There’s no place like home.’ You’ll be sent to a world much like twenty-first century Earth, called Alternus. From there, it’s a short jump to where Mary is being held.” 
 
    “How do we get from Alternus to your friend?” 
 
    “Not we,” Darya corrected. “Me. I’m going in alone. Once I confirm Mary’s still alive, we can move the asteroid and you can pull her out.” 
 
    “I don’t like that plan very much,” Darak stated.  
 
    “We don’t have any choice. Things are messy inworld at the moment.” 
 
    “It’s all Trillian’s fault,” Timothy added. “He mixed up Alternus with the maze, and then we tried to escape into Vacationland, but it was mixed up with Alternus physics. It’s an awful jumble.” 
 
    Darak’s eyebrows furrowed. “Is that why I see so much overlap in the code?” 
 
    “You can tell that from here?” Darya was impressed.  
 
    Darak drifted closer to the asteroid. “There’s oddly little activity at the moment. There are many personas held in archived storage, not moving around or doing anything. The inworld simulation programs themselves are active, but they’re almost empty.” 
 
    “Almost?” Darya asked. Has Trillian deactivated everyone but Mary and himself?—she wondered. What would that gain him? Ah! Empty worlds would make it easier to detect intruders.  
 
    If so, that could definitely be a problem. It had been hard enough popping in and getting out last time, when Alternus had been full of people. 
 
    Darak pursed his lips. “Possibly. It’s difficult to tell without knowing more about your hardware.” 
 
    Darya ignored his not-so-subtle hint. “Can you connect me directly into Vacationland?” 
 
    “I think so. Where do you want to be?” 
 
    She had to give that some thought. Where would Trillian least expect her to appear? Where could she have a few moments to check for Mary’s presence? Where could she be safe from discovery?  
 
    “How about one of the quantum cabinas?” 
 
    “Clever.” Darak’s tone signaled his approval. “It’ll be hard to track your exact location in there. I can put you on the doorstep, but you’ll have to randomize the entrance yourself once inside.” 
 
    “What’s your channel bandwidth?” 
 
    “Enough for a high-fidelity connection,” Darak answered, a puzzled look on his face. “Why?” 
 
    “Because I’m not merely connecting,” Darya said. “I’m going in.” 
 
    “What do you mean, you’re going in?” 
 
    “I have to transfer my entire persona inside.” 
 
    “Are you crazy? Absolutely not. It’s too dangerous”  
 
    Darya held firm. “I won’t have full access to the simulation hardware unless I go inside. Without that, I’ll be too vulnerable to Trillian.” 
 
    “Then tell me how to connect properly,” Darak said. “I’m coming with you.” 
 
    “There could be Securitors or Angels waiting down there,” Stralasi objected, his eyes scanning the planetoid. “Is it wise to go inside and leave us unprotected out here?” 
 
    “The monk is right,” Darya said. “Timothy and I can check out the inworld while you two stand guard.” 
 
    “I agree,” Stralasi said. “I’ll feel much safer with you here if there are Angels near—” 
 
    Darak held up a hand and cocked his head to one side. “What’s this?” 
 
    “What?” the other three asked in unison. 
 
    “Activity in the docking crater. It looks like someone’s awake down there. A single Cybrid is rising out of the bays.” He cocked one eyebrow at Darya. 
 
    “It could be Mary,” she said. “I gave her everything she needed to escape from Trillian. She had enough time—” 
 
    “Oh-oh,” Darak interjected. “She’s got company.” 
 
    Before Darya could reply, the four of them shifted to within a dozen meters of the solitary Cybrid.  
 
    It was engaged in a struggle with a Securitor. Tentacles extended from the two mechanical beings as they grappled with each other. The Securitor, the larger of the two, opened its weapon ports. And then, mysteriously closed them again without blasting the unknown Cybrid into gaseous components. The Securitor retracted its tentacles and powered down.  
 
    Darak. Darya glanced at Darak to confirm. Clearly the man had hidden depths and complexities, but was he on their side? Right now, it didn’t matter. She rushed to the Cybrid’s side. 
 
    “Mary!”  
 
    Darya’s querying ping was met with an instantaneous joyful response, “Darya!” 
 
    “You made it.” 
 
    Had they been humans, the old friends would have shared happy hugs. Instead, they met in a tiny local inworld and greeted each other virtually. Mary’s smile, Darya’s tears, and Timothy’s ear-to-ear grin were nonetheless as real to them as if they’d met in an actual alpine meadow.  
 
    Uninvited, Darak took himself and Stralasi into the tiny inworld, too. 
 
    Timothy shuffled his feet awkwardly. “I’m so happy you’re out of there, Miss Mary.”  
 
    Mary squeezed his shoulder. “Thank you, Timothy. I’m glad to see you, too.”  
 
    She grasped Darya’s hands in hers and peered into her eyes. “Thank you, for giving me the tools to get away.”  
 
    “I’m glad you figured it out,” Darya replied. “Is Trillian still inworld?” 
 
    Mary’s face darkened with guilt. “He’s gone,” she said glumly. “I only wanted to lock him up but he was intent on killing me, the same way he killed Gerhardt.  
 
    “I tried to warn him not to do that. I really did. I even told him I was using an Ouroboros program, that it would turn his own actions back on him. I warned him. I told him it was unpredictable. Dangerously unpredictable. But he wouldn’t listen to me. He kept trying to kill me, and it backfired on him.  
 
    “His death was my fault; I should have known better.” 
 
    “Oh, Mary. How can you feel bad? That man was pure evil. Cruel and uncaring. He brought his death on himself.” 
 
    “I’ve never killed anyone before,” Mary answered. Tears welled in her eyes as she looked away at the horizon.” 
 
    Darak couldn’t let Darya’s assessment pass without commenting. “Trillian only carries out Alum’s wishes. Why do you call him pure evil?” 
 
    Darya wheeled angrily on the man. “Do you think Alum ordered him to torture Mary? Do you think Alum told him to subsume all those people in New York? Do you think Alum told him to move all those personas into storage? No! He chose those actions on his own.” 
 
    “He exercised more independence than I would’ve expected,” Darak admitted. 
 
    “And who are you?” Mary asked. 
 
    “Sorry,” Darya said. “This is Darak Legsu.” 
 
    “Is he the reason we’re not near Sagittarius A* anymore?” 
 
    Darya nodded. “He claims to be.” 
 
    “Then what kind of man is he?” 
 
    “He appears to share many of Alum’s powers.” 
 
    “Alum’s powers?” Mary exclaimed.  
 
    “Abilities,” Darak corrected. 
 
    “At any rate, he says he brought us here. We’re in the ESO 461-36 galaxy, by the way.” 
 
    “Ah. That explains why the sky’s so dark. What does he want with us?” 
 
    “Hello. I’m right here, and I don’t want anything,” Darak protested. “DAR-K...Darya and I were once friends, long ago, but she’s forgotten. I know why, and I can restore her memories from that time if only she’d trust me to do that.” 
 
    “Is that why you’re here?” Mary asked. “To gain her trust by rescuing me?” 
 
    “Apparently, you don’t need rescuing.” 
 
    Darya laughed and placed her virtual hands on her hips. “So how will you win my confidence now?” 
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    Darak stood on the surface of Secondus, looking up at the Eater that was speeding toward Eso-La. The asteroid followed about a thousand kilometers behind the deadly anomaly.  
 
    The hollow shell of the person who’d once been Shard Trillian stood silently at Darak’s left. His stony stare was fixed straight ahead at the three Cybrids that accompanied them. 
 
    Darya, Mary, and Timothy rested in shallow depressions where they could witness the end of the Eater. Brother Stralasi, the only one of the six requiring external life support, stood inside his air bubble a few meters off. 
 
    Darak sensed the intensity of their rapt attention focused on the dark cloud that blocked light from the galaxy before them, as well as that of Eso-La’s sun which it would destroy in less than a Standard year. The Eater. 
 
    They’d searched the recharging station and found the room where the Shard had been interfacing with the local inworlds. In his efforts to gain better control over the simulation software, he’d transferred his concepta and persona completely into the system. 
 
    Never could trust a puppet Partial of yourself to do the job right, eh, John? Or did you not trust that a puppet, even one of your own making, would accept dissolution at the end of an assignment? That it might feel compelled to make a grab for dominance in your collective persona? 
 
    Whatever the reason, Trillian had emptied the entire contents of his own lattice into the inworld hardware, and every bit of it had dissipated when Mary’s hacks turned his own vile traps back on him. His mind was gone forever; this vacuous being was all that remained.  
 
    Wish I could say it was a loss—Darak thought. 
 
    Alum would see things differently. His rage would surely fly across thousands of galaxies and further upset the lives of trillions of his subjects.  
 
    The first of many upsets to come, I suspect. 
 
    An empty Trillian was of no help to Alum, but this shell of a man, with his powerful lattice, was still valuable.  
 
    Days earlier, Darak had made a promise to the memories and knowledge of his long-lost friend and mentor still trapped inside the Eater. And Trillian was going to help him fulfill it. 
 
    Time to make good. 
 
    Darak raised his arms and cast a field reaching out to the exotic matter of the Eater. A beam of light sprang out of the gray oblivion and connected to Trillian’s dormant lattice.  
 
    It begins. 
 
    Quadrillions of bits of data poured out of the Eater and into the pliant semiconductor brain of the Shard, filling it with Dr. Darian Leigh’s concepta and persona. Darak filtered the flood through his own lattice, sifting, sorting, and organizing the onslaught of thoughts, feelings, and experiences. He fed an ordered concepta and persona into Trillian’s empty brain.  
 
    Just like old times—he grimaced.  
 
    He was better equipped now than he had been the first time he’d had to deal with a similar situation. Back when I was Greg Mahajani. Back when I was only human.  
 
    He ramped up his computational resources, calling on the Cybrid CPPU he kept hidden in a folded dimension within him. Still, he strained at the demand of fitting so much data into the Shard’s lattice structure in so little time.  
 
    It’s like moving from a mansion into a hut. What can I cut? He considered excluding whole sectors of Darian’s knowledge, or retaining bits of the scientist inside his own lattice structures.  
 
    No version of Darian would ever accept that. If I don’t upgrade Trillian’s lattice back to Darian’s original enhanced state, he’s going to hate me.  
 
    The beam connecting Trillian/Darian to the Eater winked off.  
 
    Done!  
 
    It’s not everything and it’ll be jumbled for a while, but I can fix that over time. This will have to do for now. 
 
    He extended his control into the RAF generators of the three Deplosion array elements he’d borrowed from Alum.  
 
    Borrowed? Okay, stolen—he admitted. He wasn’t planning on returning them.  
 
    It was time for the Eater to dissolve, for its absorbed matter to be returned to the universe. 
 
    Perfect that we’re here, inside the Void. The Eater had absorbed whole planets, a star or two, and countless tons of interstellar gas. When this thing slams back into the universe of real matter at near light speed, the shock wave is going to be equivalent to a supernova. I want it far away from everything. Isolating the explosion with eight million light years of empty space should suffice.  
 
    Darak could feel the dual fields extending from the array elements: one to dissolve the odd combination of static fields that had given rise to the Eater in the first place, and the other to shift the returning matter far away. 
 
    The fields enveloped the Eater, they became one with it, moved with it.  
 
    Now! 
 
    The dark cloud disappeared from the galaxy, and the light of Eso-La’s sun became visible straight ahead. The tiny, glittering speck against the endless black of deep space outshone the other dim stars of the ESO galaxy. It was one of the most beautiful sights Darak had seen in eons.  
 
    Eso-La’s ringworld was too faint to discern from this distance, but he knew it was there. His people—his rebels—were safe.  
 
    Millions of light years away, the collective matter of the several suns absorbed by the Eater along its journey materialized all at once in dark space, moving at near light speed.  
 
    Space around the mass strained and bent, resisting motion. Matter collapsed inward and then exploded outward in a brilliant release of energy. Millions of years would pass before anyone noticed the bright, new light in the sky. 
 
    Standing alongside Darak on the surface of Secondus, the shell of a man that now housed the mind of Darian Leigh examined his feet and the worn chunk of asteroid on which he stood. His eyes took in the scattering of stars in the heavens above. His lips moved but no sound carried in the vacuum.  
 
    Of course, no air—the man thought, and wondered how he knew that. Searching his mind, he found he also knew a way to communicate without speaking.  
 
    He turned to the man standing beside him and transmitted a single question over a local microwave channel. 
 
    Where am I? 
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    For every subtle and complicated question, there is a perfectly simple and straightforward answer...which is wrong. 
 
    - H.L. Mencken 
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    “We grow impatient. Alum must be stopped!” Glenchax’s voice shook the pillars and bounced off the star-encrusted ceiling of the Hall of Thrones. 
 
    Four of the other five Gods bellowed agreement.  
 
    Raytansoh, the fifth, monitored passively, as had been his way for ages. His avatar—anonymously dark and vaguely humanoid like all the others—said nothing, signaled nothing. 
 
    Skeptical, Darak sat forward and arched an eyebrow.  
 
    “You said, ‘We’. Does this mean you’re finally talking to one another?” 
 
    The guffaws and scoffing that erupted across the five active channels suggested that this most certainly was not the case. 
 
    Ishtgor was the only one who bothered to put words to his contemptuous snort.  
 
    “I’m sure Glenchax merely extrapolated our consensus from previous conversations,” he explained. “I don’t believe any of us has developed a sudden trust in the independent communications links you provided.” 
 
    “My quantum-encrypted, entangled channels are secure,” Darak assured the group. 
 
    “But not as secure as the extra filter provided by communicating through you,” Ishtgor contended. 
 
    Darak sighed. He was glad they trusted him but there was no need to funnel everything through his personal lattice. The links he’d provided them were more than adequate for simple verbal communication, and the intentionally narrow bandwidth was too restrictive for anyone to sneak through a concepta virus. 
 
    On the other hand, the Gods did think in terms of eons. He supposed it was possible that one of the Six could inject a tiny, self-assembling worm a few bits at a time given enough years. It was highly unlikely but theoretically possible.  
 
    Ughh. Only the most xenophobic, paranoid beings would believe that talking directly to one another would pose any serious risk. 
 
    Unfortunately, xenophobic and paranoid described these Gods perfectly.  
 
    He referred to the Six as Gods, not gods, adopting the blanket capitalization when he’d first approached them. Capitalization seemed a fitting gesture. After all, when discussing beings with the power to alter the fabric of reality, there was no such thing as a minor deity. 
 
    Oddly enough, as supremely powerful as they might be within each of their own domains, they were terrified of encountering others like themselves. They insisted on keeping their individual locations, identities, and species a tightly guarded secret. The only way he could get them to agree to meet was by letting them project avatars, virtual representations of themselves, into a neutral territory.  
 
    Darak pushed on.  
 
    “In any case, my plans on how to deal with Alum are moving forward at an acceptable pace,” his translator routines relayed to each of the Six in his or her preferred language.  
 
    “Yes, about those plans—you haven’t shared many details with us,” Glenchax pointed out. “Every time we raise the question, you refuse to divulge specifics. So, I ask again, exactly how are you going to deal with Alum’s supposed Divine Plan to destroy the universe and recreate it in His personal vision of Heaven? And I’m warning you, I’m in no mood to be placated with evasive talk.” 
 
    Darak suppressed his impatience. They’d danced around and around this issue countless times.  
 
    In truth, I hardly know what I’ll do, myself—Darak admitted, but only to himself. It made no sense to share his uncertainty with them.  
 
    For the thousandth time, doubt crept in. Had it been a mistake to pull this group together? Herding house cats was a challenge. Herding intransigent, skittish wildcats with the powers to alter the laws of nature was proving practically impossible.  
 
    How much can I rely on them for decent advice? And for sane action? 
 
    The light over Ishtgor’s station glowed.  
 
    “You haven’t even told us where this Realm of humans is,” he complained. 
 
    It was true. Darak had resisted giving up the location of the Realm, and for good reason.  
 
    “You know I can’t expose all of humanity to the possibility of an attack,” he reminded Ishtgor, “any more than you’d want me to open you to attacks from them or from each other’s empires, for that matter.” 
 
    “Perhaps it would be more—shall we say, effective?—to simply tell us how to reach Alum. Then, we can all deal with Him together,” Glenchax suggested. 
 
    “I will reveal that when it becomes relevant to our actions,” Darak said.  
 
    Not that it would matter—he thought. Where exactly is a broadly distributed consciousness like Alum physically located? Could one pinpoint precisely where He could be found? The answer was something along the lines of everywhere and nowhere, all at once. It could well prove impossible to pin Him down.  
 
    He found it telling that each of the Six had opted for the security, comfort, and simplicity of a single physical embodiment to house their considerable minds, however big that resultant “body” might be. Depchaun’s physical manifestation was the largest, boasting a girth the size of Neptune.  
 
    Alum had been smarter than that. He’d chosen a distributed existence with multiple redundancies. It was a formidable form.  
 
    No sense getting into that with them; better to redirect the conversation.  
 
    “Anyway,” Darak continued, “who’s to say Alum couldn’t defend Himself and come after you if any of you were to attack?” 
 
    “What, turn the tables? Against all six of us at once?” Ishtgor sputtered. 
 
    Darak’s eyes shifted to the conspicuously inactive member of the group, whose blinking amber light above an inert avatar was the only indication that the sixth God, Raytansoh, was listening.  
 
    “The last time I checked,” Darak corrected, “only five of you contribute to these meetings.” 
 
    “Still, that’s five Gods against one!” Ishtgor snapped back. 
 
    “I keep telling you, Alum’s Realm is larger and more powerful than any of yours. You won’t even risk exposing your empires to each other; you certainly don’t want to give Him a direct link back into each of your territories.” 
 
    Depchaun’s eyes, or more correctly his avatar’s eyes, narrowed.  
 
    “We have only your word on this, Darak Legsu,” he stated quietly and matter-of-factly. The undertone of simmering menace was unmistakable. 
 
    “True, but let me put it into perspective for everyone. By now, you all have some idea of my capabilities, yes? Okay. Well, relative to Alum, I am a mite.” 
 
    “In fairness, we have little measure of your capabilities and even less of your temperament,” Glenchax argued. “We know that you have a history of recklessness to the point of being irresponsible and yet, when it concerns Alum, your caution paralyzes you.” 
 
    Darak stepped off his throne and paced into the middle of the floor. His eyes roamed over the elegant, fluted columns separating the meeting area from the dim-glow of space beyond, and he took in the gentle, gold-hued light radiating from the ceiling onto the six charcoal-colored, human-shaped avatars that occupied the bejeweled thrones dotting the perimeter. 
 
    The Gods had wanted it this way; all of them had chosen to reflect Darak’s human form for these meetings rather than give away their true species and identities.  
 
    Good grief. As if finding them at all, creating an entire, tiny universe designed especially for our gatherings, and offering up this glorious Hall of Thrones replete with every sign of wealth and power one might hope to appease any Supreme Being weren’t enough to demonstrate my capabilities! What more will it take to satisfy their egos, quell their doubts, and calm their fears? 
 
    He peered into the galaxy inlay on the floor. It contained actual star stuff, made possible by enhancing a weak nuclear force in this micro-universe. Past the edge of the meeting room, there were galaxy-spanning clouds of gas, dimly glowing factories for new stars. Their thrones were diamond-encrusted, velvet-cushioned, obsidian slabs from another place, held artificially stable in this universe He’d custom engineered so they could feel relatively comfortable, safe, and untraceable. He’d provided them with private, secure, encrypted channels. What more would it take? Would they every trust him enough to move forward? 
 
    Darak lifted his head and answered Glenchax’s challenge.  
 
    “It was through my irresponsibility, as you put it, that we have come together here at all.”  
 
    “I’ll give you that,” Depchaun conceded. “Your reckless journeys to our various regions of the universe alerted each of us to the presence of others like ourselves. The unfortunate result is that you know all about us, while we know almost nothing about you except what you’ve allowed.”  
 
    “It might have been better if you’d never come,” Lyv chimed in.  
 
    Darak faced her. “Perhaps. And then you, all of you, would have basically disappeared, one-by-one, as the field generated by Alum’s Deplosion Array overwhelmed your defenses. You wouldn’t have seen it coming. You would’ve had no warning and no idea what hit you. Would the universe be any worse off if I’d played it that way?”  
 
    He looked around the room and shrugged in answer to his own question. 
 
    Lyv emitted a harsh laugh.  
 
    “Darak Legsu, you bait me with your theatrics, but they have no power.” 
 
    Darak sensed the air shimmer around him. Was Lyv taking advantage of the moment to cast a field around him? Was she attempting to alter the nature of his reality? Or was one of the others probing for weakness, yet again? 
 
    He swept away the clumsy probe and glared at Lyv’s avatar.  
 
    “Be careful not to reach beyond what your eight poisonous appendages can easily grasp,” Darak warned.  
 
    Lyv gasped.  
 
    Her short, sharp inhalation echoed through the hushed Hall. Darak’s rebuttal had, against the convention of their meetings, revealed her arachnid nature to the others.  
 
    Useless information, but a hint that I could reveal more if pushed. Darak prepared for her rebuke. 
 
    Instead, she apologized. “I regret my expression of frustration. It is easy to forget that we are all equals here.” 
 
    Darak returned to his seat.  
 
    “More or less,” he countered and settled into the sumptuous cushion. “No matter. We’ve found common ground and a common enemy. Let us remain focused on our primary objective.” 
 
    Ishtgor grunted in agreement, “To kill Alum.” 
 
    Darak leaned back. “To stop Alum,” he corrected. 
 
    “By any means possible,” Ishtgor added. 
 
    “By any reasonable means,” Darak revised. 
 
    “Pahh! Semantics.” 
 
    “An important distinction,” Darak replied. “I will not destroy my species to prevent Alum’s Divine Plan. Nor will I leave my people defenseless and open to assimilation into any of your realms.” 
 
    “But we are Gods,” Glenchax protested. “Any species would be fortunate to find itself under our rule.” 
 
    Darak smiled. “I’m sure the humans would welcome your rule about as much as your people would welcome Alum’s rule.”  
 
    All five Gods protested at once.  
 
    He ignored the din, captivated by the blinking amber light over Raytansoh’s throne that had just changed to solid green. The Supreme Being who had not spoken in over ten thousand years cleared his throat for attention.  
 
    “Instead of this endless bickering among ourselves, perhaps we should find a way to work with this God, Alum,” Raytansoh suggested.  
 
    The ensuing silence was deafening. 
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
    2        
 
    Darya walked a few METERS down the grassy hill and gently punched a tree trunk.  
 
    “How can we possibly trust another God?”  
 
    Timothy pushed himself up from the coarse plaid picnic blanket.  
 
    Before he could take a step, Mary pressed her hand against his leg. 
 
    “Let’s give her a minute,” she said. 
 
    Timothy scowled at the restraining hand and raised his voice for Darya to hear.  
 
    “Darak Legsu seems completely trustworthy to me. He saved you from that Securitor. He saved the people of Eso-La from the Eater. Why wouldn’t we trust him, especially if he can help us against Alum?”  
 
    Darya—his friend, mentor, and host of this inworld meeting—picked at the rough tree bark.  
 
    Virtual tree bark on the side of a virtual hill—he reminded himself. Darya’s quark-spin lattice was providing this tranquil setting for the gathering of their minds.  
 
    “We’ll all be safer if we meet inside an environment I control,” she’d explained when she’d sent for them, “in a setting that I engineer, where it is impossible for anyone, including a God, to eavesdrop.”  
 
    Timothy had agreed but remained uneasy. “What if Darak doesn’t need to listen in? Couldn’t he intercept my concepta when my temporary Partial returns to my trueself? Couldn’t Darak glean our thinking that way?” 
 
    “Don’t worry,” she’d assured him. “Your Partial won’t return to the real world until we’ve come to a decision here as a group. And at the end of this meeting, only our group consensus will get reported to Darak and your Full selves, nothing else.”  
 
    Darya’s lattice not only provided the setting, it also hosted Timothy’s and Mary’s complex Partials, which she’d already outfitted with all of the relevant data. She was confident that any decisions their Partial personas made here would be acceptable to their Full selves.  
 
    Darya picked away a few more tiny bits of bark and let them drop.  
 
    “How do we know Darak isn’t a representative of Alum, or a Partial projection of the Living God Himself?” 
 
    “The monk believes him,” Mary offered, “and he’s been through a lot.” 
 
    Darya stopped harassing the tree and met Mary’s concerned gaze.  
 
    “The monk tells a story of how Darak single-handedly defeated a Wing of Angels. I can’t decide if that’s a feat to be revered or feared. If it’s true at all.” 
 
    Mary had no reply. 
 
    Darya kicked at the loose bits of bark that had accumulated at the base of the tree.  
 
    “What’s Darak doing travelling with a monk, anyway? Don’t you find that a little suspicious?” 
 
    Mary shrugged.  
 
    “If Darak were a manifestation of Alum in disguise, why would he travel with a member of his own Church? Wouldn’t that make us more suspicious?” she asked. 
 
    “Sure, but someone with Alum’s intellectual capacity would expect us to think that. The monk’s presence could also be interpreted as a sign that Darak is close to the Alumit. Or maybe his presence was no more than random, blind luck. Maybe Darak has nothing at all to do with the Alumit. There’s no way to tell.” 
 
    Timothy brushed some stray blades of grass from his pants and took a few tentative steps toward Darya.  
 
    “If Darak were Alum, or an ally of Alum, wouldn’t he have destroyed us by now?” 
 
    Mary closed the wicker flaps of the picnic basket. 
 
    “How can we hope to decode the reasoning of a God?”  
 
    Her eyes studied the grassy vista around them. She still had trouble believing she was here, free of Trillian, her captor and torturer. The experience had changed her. She’d abandoned her defiantly obese avatar in favor of one that featured hard angles and a trim, fighting-form. The new appearance reflected her frame of mind. 
 
    “All we have to go on are his actions and his words,” Darya replied, “and depending on our level of trust, those are open to interpretation.” 
 
    “Well, the man claims to have intimate knowledge of you, Darya,” Timothy hinted gently. “Perhaps you could find some common experience and cross check his word against your memory.” 
 
    Darya shook her head. “Nice try, but I don’t accept that this guy was ever my husband. I remember a colleague with that face and name. Nothing more.” 
 
    “Besides,” Mary added, “emulating someone’s face would be child’s play for Alum. This could be another one of His tricks.” 
 
    “There’s no doubt Darak has God-like capabilities,” Darya replied. 
 
    “Yeah, I’d say moving entire asteroids across galaxies in the blink of an eye qualifies as a miracle,” Mary added. 
 
    “But he also has limits,” Timothy reminded them. “For instance, he couldn’t move the Eater without using the Deplosion Array units.” 
 
    “We can only dream of such limits,” Darya said. She turned away from the tree and strolled back uphill, all the way up to the crest.  
 
    The other two followed her path. Standing together at the crest, they took a moment to appreciate the warm, peaceful summer landscape, the softly undulating hills, and the single, identical tree rising proudly from each mound.  
 
    Darya drank in the view and relaxed.  
 
    “I’d love to understand the technology that allowed him to shift something as large as a solar system.”  
 
    “He did offer to show you,” Mary said after a while. 
 
    “Right,” Darya scoffed. “All I have to do is open my mind so he can ‘complete’ me, let him ‘fix’ my damaged concepta and persona. Yeah, that’s not going to happen.” She glared at the horizon.  
 
    Mary reached down and plucked a delicate little wildflower. She twirled it in contemplation.  
 
    “If you do, he might grant you access to this Reality Assertion Field. Maybe you could become a God, too.” 
 
    Darya’s hands tightened into fists; she pressed them against her hips. 
 
    “I’ve had quite enough of Gods. I do not care to be one.” 
 
    Mary squinted into the distance, seeking inspiration in the repetitive landscape.  
 
    “I think we all feel the same, Darya. You’re not alone in that. But if we’re going to defeat Alum, we’ll need to match His powers. Ever since we attacked the Deplosion Array, He’s been more alert. More wary. He’s hitting back harder, and He’s giving His security teams more latitude to use deadly force.  
 
    “We caught Him off guard last time. Next time, it won’t be so easy. He’s got the entire Deplosion Array guarded by sensor clouds and Angels. If we’re going to remove more than five percent of the array, we’ll have to step up our game.”  
 
    Darya willed her fingers to unclench and relax. 
 
    “I know, I know. Don’t worry. I’m just frustrated. We’ve been at this for how many millions of years, now? We’ve always had plenty of time to pull back, reassess, and regroup. But we’ve been exposed, and we’re running out of time.” 
 
    She pulled her sword from its scabbard and tested the edge with her thumb.  
 
    “You know, I used to be so sure we could fix things—eventually—and that everything would turn out okay. Right now, that seems impossible.”  
 
    Mary rested her hand on Darya’s shoulder.  
 
    “I can’t believe I’m the one saying this to you but, Darya, this is not the time to give up or to lose sight of our goals. There’s too much at stake. You were right, what you were saying earlier, we need to figure out if Darak really is on our side in this conflict. If he is, we might stand a chance.  
 
    “What if we set an intermediate goal, something to test him?” 
 
    Darya slid her sword back into its sheath and gave a decisive nod.  
 
    “Like, help us defeat some Angels and take control of another piece of the array?” 
 
    “For instance. And he could show us how to shift like Angels,” Mary added. “And outfit us with superior tech and weapons. The battle could be ours, Darya.” 
 
    “Maybe,” Darya replied. “But if the monk is to be believed, Alum readily sacrificed a whole Wing of Angels and billions upon billions of humans in an attempt to defeat Darak. If this man presenting himself as Darak is actually Alum, or if he’s even allied with Alum, what’s to say he wouldn’t grant our requests and stage a fake victory for the Living God’s amusement?” 
 
    Mary smirked. “Ah, so we’re giving the monk’s stories credibility now, are we?” 
 
    Instead of answering, Darya looked to the sky as if pleading with God, a God she didn’t believe in. “It’s an impossible situation.” 
 
    “Still,” Timothy jumped in, “wouldn’t every little victory, every action that slows Alum down, be good for us?”  
 
    “And for the universe?” Mary added. 
 
    Darya grimaced. She hated their reasoning but had to agree.  
 
    “You’re right. If we’re going to move forward, I need to trust Darak at least that much,” she conceded. 
 
    “And he needs to trust us,” Mary said. 
 
    “True. It’s a small ask: give us technology to match the Angels’ fighting power so we can take control of the array.” 
 
    “We’ll need a larger army,” Mary noted. 
 
    “Okay, so we make that Darak’s first task, and I know the perfect source. When Trillian made his incursion into the Alternus virtual inworld, he threw it offline across hundreds of asteroid stations. Millions of Cybrids got trapped in storage while their trueself bodies were docked in the recharging bays. We’ll get Darak to move some of those asteroids here so we can get our people out, and into new bodies if they need that, and then he can help us make tech modifications for battle. If he does that, we’ll be freeing millions of innocents, we can grow our army, and we’ll see whether Darak’s willing to stand with us or not.” 
 
    The three Partials stared at each other, working out the implications of their decision.  
 
    “So...we’re really going to take on Alum directly,” Mary said, more to hear the words aloud than to verify. “Alum. The Living God.”  
 
    Timothy looked from Darya to Mary, and back.  
 
    “War against God?” he asked. “Are we insane?” 
 
    Darya’s eyes shone with fierce determination.  
 
    “Yes, war against Alum. And, yes, quite possibly well shy of sane.” 
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
    3        
 
    “God is coming to visit today! God is coming today!”  
 
    Mirly twittered happily as she skipped along the path that wound beside the stream. Her stubby little tail flicked and wagged with excitement.  
 
    She didn’t have to skip or run or walk to see God. She could have just thought briefly about where she wanted to greet Him and, like magic, she would be there. 
 
    But it’s so wonderful to skip down a path by a glittering stream—she thought.  
 
    She’d only recently emerged from her latest veg turn in the soil, the cycle in which she firmly planted her roots, thought marvelous, deep thoughts, and planned her next works. She enjoyed those quiet, meditative times when her thoughts slowed, her animal demands to always keep moving and doing receded, and she could devote herself to her dreams of creating music, painting, writing poetry, or designing mandalas of colored sand. 
 
    All for the glory of Alum! 
 
    And when her leaves fell and her roots retracted from the loving cradle of the ground, when her bark softened and her skin grew supple again, when she could feel the tingle of energetic muscles yearning to move, Mirly loved that time just as much.  
 
    She’d been in her present mobile anima state for only three weeks and was feeling refreshed with the energy of youth. She’d already composed one piece for the variable flute, a song with 19- and 31-note chromatic scales, bringing to life the notes and lyrics she’d dreamed of in her veg phase.  
 
    An hour ago, she’d added the finishing flourishes to her newest design, a fanciful asymmetric mandala. She’d danced around it and accompanied herself on her favorite instrument. This was her best work to date. 
 
    I’m sure Alum will love it! She knew He’d make time to hear and to watch. He always did. God had time for all of His children in Heaven. And He loved all of their creations. Why wouldn’t He? After all, Alum was the ultimate Creator, the one who’d made Heaven for all life to enjoy for eternity. Of course He loved His Creation and all who lived there. 
 
    Mirly paused to admire the facing bank of the burbling stream and the tree-people who glowed with the gentle shine of excess light shed from their bark.  
 
    She whispered a passing hello to her friends who’d picked this time and place to sink their roots for quiet meditation. They rustled their leaves in pleasure at her exuberant frolicking and returned to their contemplations. 
 
    The people presently living their smaller animal cycles all danced and sang along with her, too, although they were barely sapient and had only rudimentary words at their disposal.  
 
    Fun! Leap! Joy!—arose from their simple, happy minds as she passed by them at play among the flowers and grasses.  
 
    When they grew tired of playing and it became time for them to move to the next stage they, too, would take root and enter another period of physical and mental growth.  
 
    It was always like this in Heaven: plant-to-animal-to-plant-to-animal, all life weaving together in an integrated web of development, and all of Alum’s creatures, anima and veg, thriving under His Light. All energy, nutrition, growth, and love came from that single source—Alum—in a never-ending flow. His Love powered the universe, and life everywhere sang His praise with its every fiber. 
 
    Mirly pranced on her four legs like an energetic fawn. She was still small, a young doe-centaur under a meter high. Her tiny fingers and dual opposable thumbs at the end of her delicate arms were perfect for forming complex notes on the variable flute and arranging the colorful grains of sand she used in her mandala designs. 
 
    She loved her life, and she loved the thought that one day, in about five or six more veg-anima cycles, she’d grow a little bigger and could take up opera, or painting, or maybe writing! There were so many ways to be creative, so many ways to honor the glories of God. An infinite number! 
 
    Today, she was off to meet Alum and a dozen or so friends presently in their anima phase at a favorite spot along the road that led to the lake.  
 
    The trail meandered down to the stream and Mirly danced across the stepping stones that poked above the surface of the water. The little insects, the fish, the golden bacteria, and the mosses, all were part of the veg-anima cycles that characterized life in Heaven, and she waved a cheery, all-encompassing hello to them from the middle of the stream. 
 
    On the other side, the path widened and led into a densely forested area toward a small body of water some five minutes away by fast trot. Tall, narrow stones rose out of the ground on each side of the path. The natural pockets and indentations in the rocks cradled delicate orchids that bobbed greetings as she passed by.  
 
    Mirly recalled fondly the cycles of her youth that she’d spent cradled in a stony pocket, drinking water that fell into the cup, absorbing nutrients from the rock, and filling herself with Alum’s Light. She cherished her orchid phases, but no more than others cherished their own flowering phases.  
 
    Not everyone goes through orchid phases—she reminded herself. But I’m sure they’re all equally wonderful.  
 
    She didn’t regret never spending time as a marigold. She’d enjoyed her orchid time, and it was perfect to her. How could it be otherwise in Heaven? 
 
    Mirly approached the meeting place with growing excitement. Poppi and Tristal were already there, chatting with some of the local veg-life and an unfamiliar young anima-person enjoying its insectoid phase.  
 
    Mirly trilled a happy greeting to the small gathering.  
 
    “Hey, everyone!” 
 
    Poppi flew from her resting spot on one of the rocky pillars and landed on Mirly’s head.  
 
    “Hi, Mirly! How is the mandala? I bet it’s perfect. Alum will love it.” 
 
    Mirly laughed.  
 
    “The love of our Lord shines brightly on all creations. What have you two brought today?” 
 
    Tristal, a big bear in his present anima incarnation, lumbered over to greet them.  
 
    “A short musical composition for divergent voices,” he answered in a low rumble. “You should hear Poppi’s harmonies; they are magnificent.” 
 
    Poppi fluttered around Mirly’s head in delight.  
 
    “But only because Tristal provides such a solid, rhythmic base.” 
 
    “I can sing, too,” chirped a little bug from its perch on a nearby rock. 
 
    The bear’s muzzle lowered and gave the silver-winged cricket a friendly nudge forward.  
 
    “Mirly, this is our young friend, Xitina,” he said.  
 
    The cricket rubbed its legs together, emitting a complex series of high-pitched runs that verged on the ultrasonic.  
 
    “See? I can sing like Poppi,” it said. 
 
    Mirly bent over to get a better look.  
 
    “Oh, how lovely,” she exclaimed. 
 
    Poppi swept down and landed on the rock beside Xitina.  
 
    “We’ve been practicing,” she said. “Xitina takes the melody into such a beautiful range.” 
 
    “I am so looking forward to hearing you,” Mirly replied. “I think Alum would love it if you performed your song as a greeting on His arrival.” 
 
    They chatted amongst themselves while their other friends arrived. Soon the visitors numbered in the hundreds, counting the local veg-people and the tiny creatures who happened by. The energy of expectation was palpable, drawing others to the road who had not yet heard about Alum’s impending visit.  
 
    Nobody minded if they hadn’t received an invitation directly. Alum’s Light shone equally in and upon all. In an eternity of lifetimes, no one would be ignored or shunned. Alum had more than ample time for all of His children. 
 
    A brilliant flash of light drew everyone’s attention toward the water.  
 
    Alum’s here!  
 
    The Living God walked out from a light-filled portal hovering over the water.  
 
    As he drew closer, Poppi, Tristal, and Xitina broke into song to welcome Alum to this part of Heaven. Their harmonies were as beautiful as anything Mirly had imagined. 
 
    Alum smiled in deep gratitude and joy as He greeted every single one of His children with a touch or a hug, and then sat down on a small rock beside the road and played with a pair of lizard-children as He listened to the final few minutes of the composition.  
 
    When the music finished, He stood and beamed at the three performers. The light of His blessing radiated from His eyes and washed over them. 
 
    “Wonderful, my children,” He said. “Your melody is as pleasing to the ear as water trickling across stones in a stream.”  
 
    Poppi, Tristal, and Xitina glowed with joy at being compared to the music of Alum’s own creation. 
 
    “Thank you for that delightful greeting. It is wonderful to be among you again.” 
 
    “Your radiance is with us always, Lord,” Mirly replied. 
 
    Alum smiled down at the young doe-centaur.  
 
    “Yes, my child. You are right. I am always with you, but it is especially pleasing to turn My attention to this particular small part of perfection again. I understand you’ve been working on a new piece, Mirly.” 
 
    Mirly spun in circles, and her tail wagged fiercely.  
 
    “Yes, I have! I have! The best view is from the top of the large boulder that towers over the middle of the clearing. We should all go there.”  
 
    She didn’t have to specify where “there” was. Alum knew all and saw all.  
 
    He nodded and the entire group—minus the vegs who would have to wait for their next anima stage—shifted to observe Mirly’s latest work.  
 
    From the vantage point eight meters above the clearing in the forest, the group admired the tree-people and the open meadow below.  
 
    “Oh, Mirly,” Poppi cried, staring down on the intricate mandala, “this is exquisite!”  
 
    Mirly had poured colored sand in a mesmerizing design that covered almost the entire clearing. A circle of swirling, wispy whites and alluring shades of blue, green, and brown delighted the grateful onlookers. Two enormous islands of intermingling greens and browns gave weight and substance to both sides of the snow-white center, while scattered cottony patches and speckles of azure lent a sense of airiness. The ragged edges of the great masses evolved into delicate fractal patterns that bled into the dominant blue. The overall effect was stunning. 
 
    A human cartographer of the twentieth century would have recognized the image as Earth, viewed from high above the North Pole, albeit slightly stylized and missing its signature veil of cloud cover.  
 
    Black dots, here and there, marked where the major cities of various nations had once stood, a very, very long time ago.  
 
    A solid circle of dove-gray sand perfectly covered the area that the once sprawling metropolitan area of Vancouver, British Columbia, in the country of Pacifica, would have occupied.  
 
    Without realizing it, Mirly had quite accurately represented the precise location and size the Eater had reached on the second day after breaching its confinement field. 
 
    Mirly looked up at her God, excited to receive His Light and Grace. 
 
    Strangely, He was no longer smiling.  
 
    She couldn’t say exactly what that expression on His face meant. She’d never seen a look quite like that. 
 
    “Don’t you love it, Alum?” she asked, knowing He always replied to such questions with an immediate and enthusiastic, “Yes.” 
 
    This time, He did not. 
 
    Mirly became acutely aware of the songs of the burbling stream and the wind passing over the rocks and through the branches. 
 
    When Alum did speak, His voice was odd. Not gentle. Not loving. Not gushing with approval.  
 
    “Mirly, where did the inspiration for this piece come from?” 
 
    Mirly stepped back, sensing something…foreboding in the question.  
 
    She recognized the concept of “threat” only on an instinctual level. She’d never known a real threat of any kind. Alum had designed Heaven so His children would never have to face danger. On a conscious level, she felt only confusion. 
 
    “It.... It just came to me, Lord,” she stammered. “As always.”  
 
    Who knows where inspiration comes from, if not from God?—she mused, surprising herself with such a thought.  
 
    She had no words or concepts that would suggest an idea could have an origin other than God’s glory. One could be inspired by friends or by creation itself but all of these things came from God. He was the ultimate source of everything. Anything else was inconceivable. 
 
    Alum glared at the young doe for a moment, though Mirly wouldn’t have known what to call His expression. She saw the look, felt the absence of approval, and shrunk into herself. She experienced it as cold, an absence of normal. Where was the warm glow of Alum’s eternal love?  
 
    Alum looked away.  
 
    “My concerns in the greater universe must have slipped through. How else could she have conceived of this image?” He mumbled to Himself. “She’s had absolutely no outside contact.” 
 
    His eyes returned to the design below, not really seeing it anymore but knowing by heart every millimeter of its detail. His vision was focused inward, on the interplay between His thoughts and this perfect universe He had created.  
 
    No matter. Soon everything outside of Heaven will be gone. It will no longer be able to effect what I’ve created here—He thought.  
 
    He looked at His children gathered around Him on the rocky plateau. He scanned the surrounding forest, filled with veg and anima people in all stages and varieties.  
 
    Life is sacred here. It is loving, collaborative, and connected through brotherhood and sisterhood. As it should be.  
 
    He looked further away, where the terrain stretched into an expansive plain.  
 
    An optical illusion of the light of Heaven playing on the intricate landscape of this universe.  
 
    He alone knew the convoluted, packed structure that underlay Paradise. It was an astoundingly brilliant design if He did say so, Himself.  
 
    To think that umpteen eons ago that young upstart, Darian Leigh, had challenged the notion of Intelligent Design of Yov’s universe!  
 
    Now, how had Dr. Leigh put it? Something to the effect that, so little of the universe appeared to be habitable by humans, Yov would’ve had to think His people exceptionally vain and stupid to require such an enormous waste of space just to demonstrate how special they were.  
 
    Fool. Yov, the God of My father, wasn’t real—Alum harrumphed.  
 
    A tiny part of Alum, the ancient part of Him that still remembered being the Reverend LaMontagne, cringed at such blasphemy. But Alum knew better. He knew the difference between an imaginary Creator and a real one.  
 
    My universe will not be filled with random happenstance and unhappy accident. I will create a perfect universe, one lovingly crafted by its God, one that will endure in perfection forever. 
 
    His attention returned to the inexplicable representation of old Earth in the clearing below. Inexplicable in that Mirly should have had no knowledge of Earth, the Eater, or anything outside of this perfect model of Heaven and her place in it.  
 
    Alum sighed.  
 
    Not quite perfect.  
 
    Not yet.  
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
    4        
 
    “Have you decided?”  
 
    Darak’s eager question welcomed Darya back to the physical world as if there’d been no pause in their conversation, as if she’d never left his side.  
 
    Physically, she hadn’t. Nor had he moved since she’d withdrawn into the virtual environment she’d set up to meet with Mary’s and Timothy’s Partials.  
 
    So, how did he know we were done?—Darya wondered. Can he intercept line-of-sight laser communications?  
 
    She left the questions unspoken.  
 
    Darak and Trillian sat facing each other on a pair of benches they’d scrounged from a little-used storage room.  
 
    Darak, yes, but that’s not Trillian across from him—she prompted herself. Trillian’s body, that body I see sitting across from Darak, is no more than a shell. And inside that shell is Darian. Dr. Darian Leigh inhabits the Shard’s body, now—she recited while she fought to overcome her instinctual response at seeing the face of her former adversary.  
 
    Whatever they were talking about, their focus and body language was intense. The broadband channels were silent. She tried but was unable to decode the furious communications passing between them.  
 
    They must be using QUEECH—she guessed. She’d heard about Quantum-Encrypted Entangled Channels but she’d never had any luck using the technology.  
 
    Another advantage that goes with being a God.  
 
    Darya examined Trillian/Darian for any hint of the cruel Shard that had previously occupied the body in front of her. The man’s face looked as open and innocent as that of a human baby. 
 
    Darak cocked an eyebrow at her. “Well?”  
 
    “We’ve decided to trust you,” she sent back. Her transmission was flat, neutral—guarded—and she made no attempt to change it. 
 
    He stood up, not bothering to mask his readiness to move forward. 
 
    “...for the moment,” she added quickly. “More trust will come with further evidence of your intentions.” 
 
    His excitement dimmed and he rolled his eyes in exasperation.  
 
    “What else can I do to convince you?” 
 
    “I’m glad you asked. We’re going to confront Alum at the Deplosion Array, and we need your help.”  
 
    Confront Alum. Even as she registered her own words, doubt nibbled at the edges of her confidence.  
 
    This is insanity. Even in the little things, our capabilities are so pathetic. What were we thinking? We’re no match for the Living God and His Angels. But if we don’t wage war against them soon, we’ll be dead anyway. 
 
    “You do realize that confronting Alum will bring you nothing but death?” Darak replied.  
 
    His warning echoed her own insecurities. She eyed him closely. Is he going to resist? Can we count on him to side with us?  
 
    She stood her ground.  
 
    “His Angels aren’t invulnerable. Your own story proves that,” she countered. 
 
    “So you’re asking me to hold off Alum while you battle His Angels?” 
 
    “Just stop Alum from interfering...if you can.” 
 
    Darak’s eyes gleamed at her implicit challenge. He transmitted a cynical grunt. With no air in Darya’s lab, there was no noise, just the electronically transmitted suggestion of noise. 
 
    “I can do that. Only the Wing Commander and the top five lieutenants carry direct links to Alum. I’ll send them a few dozen light hours away while you engage the rest of the Wing.” 
 
    He looked at the two Cybrids hovering in the corridor. “You’re going to need a much bigger army.” 
 
    Was he trying to be funny? She wasn’t sure, but it didn’t matter. She wasn’t in a joking mood. 
 
    “And better weaponry,” she replied with no trace of humor. “Any weaponry, really. I don’t fancy doing hand-to-hand combat against Angels with energy swords.” She extended half a dozen tentacled manipulators.  
 
    “You’ll be no match for them if you have to use MAM drives to maneuver. You’ll need to be able to shift instantaneously through space as they do,” he counseled.  
 
    “You can provide us with these capabilities.” It wasn’t a question. 
 
    Darak shook his head. “No, not directly.”  
 
    “But you’re a God, or so you claim.” 
 
    “There are limits to my capabilities,” Darak admitted, “and for the record, I never claimed to be a God, not even a small-g god. I may be able to alter the physical laws of nature but that doesn’t mean I’ve explored all possible technologies within any particular set of physical laws.” 
 
    “So you don’t know everything?” 
 
    He held out his empty hands to either side. “I don’t know everything and never claimed to. I’d describe myself as moderately capable, but neither omniscient nor omnipotent. Will that be enough for you?” 
 
    “If you can provide weapons, defenses, and maneuverability to match the Angels, that would be God-like enough to me.”  
 
    Darak walked over to a lab bench and picked up a microchip lying on its surface.  
 
    “Those things I can do. Rather,” he said as he turned the chip over in his hands, “I have friends who can provide all of these things at my direction.” He gently returned the chip to the table. 
 
    “I sense there will be conditions,” Darya said. 
 
    “Only one. I want access to the computational substrate you developed for your inworld.” 
 
    Darya said nothing. 
 
    Taking the silence as an opportunity to make his case, Darak pressed on. “I’m familiar with dozens of ways to implement computer hardware, and easily as many architectural configurations. But one can’t know every possible technology, not even in a single universe. That particular hardware, for example, is unfamiliar to me. It’s unique. And you seem reluctant to admit it exists at all.” 
 
    “A woman needs to keep some secrets.” 
 
    “Ha! Okay, sure. But you don’t think I’m offering enough in exchange?” 
 
    She shrugged. “Tell me, why is it so important to you?” 
 
    “Modifying the matrix of reality is computation intensive. I like to explore anything that might give me an advantage in that. I’ve seen some of the real time computations you’ve been able to achieve in your inworld simulations. Your hardware is very fast.” 
 
    “If knowledge is power, then speed is...what?” 
 
    “Effectiveness. Capability to use that power. Ages ago, a scientist named Alan Turing showed that anything computable could be computed by a remarkably simple machine: a tape and a moveable read/write head.” 
 
    “That sounds excruciatingly slow,” she interjected. 
 
    “Yes, but theoretically, it had as much computational power as your nano-silicene lattice. You just had to wait eons for anything useful to come out of it. Knowing how to do something and doing it quickly are two sides of the computational coin.” 
 
    Darya bobbed twice in agreement.  
 
    “Very well. Build my army, give us weapons, defenses, and the power to shift as efficiently as the Angels, and I will tell you about the quark-spin lattice.” 
 
    “Quark-spin? But how do you...,” Darak began. 
 
    Darya interrupted, “All in good time. After our first victory.” She extended a tentacle. “Agreed?” 
 
    Darak stared at the proffered manipulator. He held out his hand and they shook.  
 
    “I don’t believe an agreement between Cybrid and human has been sealed by handshake since the original Vesta Project.” 
 
    “It seemed fitting,” Darya answered. “Only, this agreement is between a Cybrid and a God. I’m not sure any such deal has ever been made.” 
 
    “Ever made? Yes,” Darak replied, “but it was a long, long time ago, and the deal wasn’t honored for long.” 
 
    “Oh?”  
 
    Darya waited for him to elaborate but it was Darak’s turn to hold back.  
 
    He eyed her expectantly, with a hint of sadness.  
 
    “What? What is it?” she asked. 
 
    “You really don’t remember?” he replied.  
 
    Mystified, she consulted her archives. Nothing.  
 
    “Darya, you made the deal. You and Alum.” 
 
    “Me? With Alum? What deal?” 
 
    “To share responsibility for governing humanity.” 
 
    “You’d think I’d remember a deal like that. It must have been made before I was damaged.” 
 
    “Not long before.” 
 
    “How did it turn out?” 
 
    There’s no gentle way to say this—Darak thought. Best to be direct. 
 
    “Not well, I’m afraid. It led to your death.” 
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
    5        
 
    “I think the Supervisor has gone insane.”  
 
    Darak stood inside the Alternus simulation at the south end of Central Park, looking across Columbus Circle to the jumbled skyscrapers and beyond. Darya, Mary, and Timothy stood beside him in their usual inworld avatars.  
 
    Buildings jutted out at bizarre angles. Segments of roads, sidewalks, and bridges sprouted from their walls. 
 
    Darya laughed. “Maybe it has gone insane. Trying to keep all of this straight would be enough to drive anyone insane. You can thank Trillian for this mess. He pulled Alternus into the ten-dimensional maze I constructed in the GameRoom.” 
 
    “10-D? You don’t say!” Darak said as he adjusted his visual processor to the correct number of spatial dimensions.  
 
    “Ah, yes, I see. Okay, that’s better. Except for her.”  
 
    He pointed out a figure running erratically along a portion of road that floated freely twenty meters above the ground.  
 
    Darya and Mary followed Darak’s finger to see a jogger blink out of existence in the middle of a section of hovering pavement. To follow her progress, they switched to a 10-D visual filter. 
 
    “That can’t be right,” Mary said. “I thought you said everyone was in storage. She shouldn’t be here. Maybe the Supervisor has been damaged a little by all of this.” 
 
    “More than a little, I’d say.” Darak waved his hands and the scene around the four dissolved into the complex concepta of the Supervisor’s program.  
 
    Darya moved in for closer assessment.  
 
    Something was very wrong with the code. The normally elegant arcs and nodes of a well-organized thought structure were snarled up in a tangled mess. 
 
    “What a mishmash!” she said. “I hardly recognize this as the Alternus simulation I wrote.” 
 
    Darak stepped forward and was soon equally engrossed in the code.  
 
    “I think we’re looking at the internal workings of three entirely different Supervisors, all jumbled together here,” Darya suggested. “I see bits of GameRoom and Vacationland code mixed with my Alternus routines. That alone would’ve been bad enough, but these three were each overseeing entirely separate worlds with conflicting physics. On top of that, the local Alternus Supervisor was running on my quark-spin hardware while the other two were running on normal inworld CPPUs. No wonder that it’s all such a scramble.” 
 
    Mary puffed out her cheeks and exhaled noisily. “This is going to take forever to sort out. I vote we scrap all three and re-initiate.”  
 
    Darak shook his head. “If you do that, you’ll kill billions, everyone the Supervisor is holding in archive.” 
 
    “Billions?” Darya’s eyebrows puckered in a tiny frown. “There were only a few hundred million Fulls in Alternus.” 
 
    “That is odd,” Darak said. “This particular asteroid has been isolated from the Sagittarius A* inworld network—” 
 
    “—so there should be only a few hundred-thousand of us in the local copy of Alternus,” Darya finished for him, “not billions, not even millions.”  
 
    She waved at a segregated part of the confused program. “And what about this? Did breaking off this part from its integral whole affect the cognitive stability of the Supervisor?” 
 
    “Maybe,” Darak answered. He reached up and pulled down a tangled knot of code from above. “Or maybe it was this.”  
 
    He drew a large circle around a portion of the Supervisor program that included some O/S-level machine code in the midst of its higher-level concepts. 
 
    “Ouroboros!” Mary recognized her handiwork. 
 
    Darak regarded the code in silence for a few heartbeats. “A pretty nasty version, I’d say,” he commented. “This machine code penetrates deep. Trillian would have been ripped to shreds.” 
 
    “I warned him, “Mary said. “I told him it was purely defensive code but it could be deadly if he didn’t stop.”  
 
    Her eyes flicked to Darak’s face, caught a momentary glimpse of his disapproval. She kicked at the virtual ground beneath her feet. 
 
    “He was torturing me! What else could I do?” she blurted.  
 
    Darya turned from the sea of code and hugged her friend.  
 
    “It’s okay, Mary. That must have been awful for you. You did what you had to do to survive,” she soothed.  
 
    Darak turned back to the code, and highlighted a few links in red.  
 
    “Darya’s right. Besides, you couldn’t have known how badly Trillian compromised the Supervisor,” he said. “Look at this. The Shard integrated his own persona so deeply into the simulation that your Ouroboros routines affected the Supervisor itself. See? Right here. Oh, and again, over here.” 
 
    Darya and Mary inspected the indicated section more closely.  
 
    “What a mess. Can’t even call that spaghetti code,” Darya observed. 
 
    “I can extract the Ouroboros instructions, if that’ll help,” Mary offered. She examined the interconnections between her program and the Supervisor code. “At least, I think I can.” 
 
    Darak reached one hand deep into the routines, pulling first this way, and then the other. Links snapped and conceptual nodes spilled out onto the floor as he yanked. 
 
    “Hey!” Mary protested as he ripped her code from the larger concepta and let it fall. It sputtered, dimmed, and dissipated as they looked on in shock. 
 
    “Was that wise?” Darya asked. 
 
    “I know what I’m doing,” Darak replied. “The basic Supervisor design isn’t much different from the first one I programmed.” 
 
    Mary’s jaw gaped. “You worked on inworld programming?” 
 
    “Vacationland was mine.” 
 
    Darya consulted her archives and shook her head. “But Vacationland is the oldest of inworlds. Are you that...” 
 
    “Ancient?” Darak laughed. “Yes, indeed.”  
 
    He turned his attention to the Alternus Supervisor concepta. “I was the original inworld designer. I naively believed the simulations would help the Cybrids remember their human origins and that it could help keep them from going insane. I never dreamed anyone would twist the inworlds that way.” 
 
    “You said you knew Trillian,” Darya said. “How could you think this would be beyond him?”  
 
    “No, I guess it was inevitable under the right circumstances. And it was inevitable that the circumstances would become right at some point. Let’s get your people out of here, and then we’ll shut down this mess.” 
 
    Darya followed links in the routines. “Where are they? The people, I mean. I don’t see any reference to archived personas. Do you?” 
 
    “Look in the heap,” Darak replied. “Trillian must have de-instantiated everyone in a hurry. But they’re still in there, not reclaimed yet. Yep, there they are, over there. See?” 
 
    The trio flew through the Supervisor’s inworld data. They came to a stop in front of a suspiciously neatly-ordered group. Each node of the group contained a link to miniaturized persona/concepta networks dangling below. 
 
    Darya breathed a sigh of relief. “Yes, you’re right, that’s them! As soon as we’ve constructed new trueself bodies, we can upload everyone.” 
 
    Darak drew in a deep breath.  
 
    “I’m afraid it’s not going to be quite that easy,” he said. “Look at this.” 
 
    He waved a hand and multiple thin lines changed to bright red, showing extensive interconnections among the various personas. 
 
    “What the...?” Mary said. 
 
    Darak moved closer to inspect the nearest elements.  
 
    “I can’t tell if it’s the Ouroboros program or something that Trillian set up for his own perverse reasons.”  
 
    “They’re all interconnected,” Darya observed. 
 
    Darak nodded. “It’s almost impossible to trace all the links. This could take months to untangle.”  
 
    He traced a few lines between networks. “There are way too many links here for it all to be tied into one local instance of the inworld. It looks like he might’ve stored or copied Fulls from some of the other stations into here. Or worse. Oh, yeah. Yeah, this is not good. I think he threw the Partials into storage with the Fulls.” 
 
    “But there are billions of Partials!” 
 
    “Exactly. He’s intermingled parts of everyone’s concepta space, Fulls and Partials alike. We can’t assume any single element contains an integral person, or only one person. This cross-connected tangle of links is the only thing maintaining their integrity, such as it is. If we sever any of these links, people will be lost. Unless you know some defining characteristic of each of your local Full instantiations that can help narrow it down, we’ll have to trace every one of these connections.” 
 
    He looked hopefully at Darya.  
 
    “I don’t know everyone in Alternus,” she protested. “There’s no single defining factor I can identify.” 
 
    “Okay, so we’ll have to do it the hard way.” 
 
    “That’ll take too long,” Mary said. “We don’t have time. We need an army to attack the Deplosion Array, and now.” 
 
    Darak shrugged.  
 
    Darya’s eyes swept across the archive array.  
 
    “Find a few million real people buried in the midst of billions of Partials,” she muttered, “and delicately untangle their minds from all of the others.”  
 
    She covered her eyes with her hands and let out an exasperated breath. 
 
    “Or...” she left the word hanging. 
 
    “Or, what?” Darak asked. 
 
    “Or…we could make everyone a Full. Cut the cross-connections, sort out the results, select what’s still viable, and give them all personhood.  
 
    “What do you think?” Darya asked. 
 
    Darak clasped his hands behind his back and paced in a circle.  
 
    “Can you do it?” Darya pushed. 
 
    “Can I do it?” Darak echoed. “Yes, it is feasible.”  
 
    He completed another circle and stopped, facing her.  
 
    “But?” she prompted. 
 
    “But should I? That’s a harder question. This number of Partials has never been promoted to Fulls all at once, as far as I know.” 
 
    “We need them.” 
 
    “No, you need them,” he corrected. “Or you think you do, in order to take inadvisable actions that will do little more than raise the ire of the Living God.” 
 
    Darya braced herself. Here’s where we discover whose side Darak is really on. 
 
    “Controlling a portion, any portion, of the Deplosion Array will do more than make Alum angry,” she pointed out. 
 
    “Perhaps,” Darak conceded. “It’s not clear that He couldn’t just regroup and build an array elsewhere, or find a different route to His ultimate goal.”  
 
    “You said you’d help us.” 
 
    “Mm.” Darak looked upward, seeking inspiration. Or maybe, patience. Either way, he found nothing of any help. 
 
    “It’s not without risks,” he said after a moment. “There’s a screening system in place for a reason. And that’s under the best possible circumstances, when Partials are developed under carefully controlled conditions with Full parentage. Advancing this many all at once under chaotic circumstances and without Full parentage would be sheer recklessness. It could be disastrous. We could end up with an army of psychopaths.” 
 
    Darya softened her voice. “I agree that it’s risky. But don’t forget, we’re facing the ultimate risk. If we do nothing, Alum wins and He will destroy the entire universe. Our universe. Their universe. We all lose. We lose everything.” 
 
    “Reformats,” Darak corrected, “not destroys. Re-creates.” 
 
    “Whatever you want to call it. Our universe will no longer exist. We will no longer exist.” 
 
    Darak rocked on his heels and stared at the floor. 
 
    “Fine,” Darya spat. “Don’t concern yourself with our battles. I’ll promote them to Fulls myself.”  
 
    “Have you ever done that?”  
 
    “No. I’ve never served on a Parental board. But I know the principles and it doesn’t seem all that hard. Trillian promoted Timothy—accidentally, mind you—and Timothy’s fine.” 
 
    “Billions at a time and each one of them a jumbled mess,” Darak replied, shaking his head. “The odds of making a maladjusted persona or worse, an insane one, are terribly high.” 
 
    “It’s a chance we’ll have to take,” Darya answered. “We can weed out any unsuitable personas during training.” 
 
    Darak took a deep breath.  
 
    “Okay,” he capitulated. “If you’re that determined, I’ll help you.”  
 
    “Don’t go out of your way,” Darya shot back. 
 
    “If it means saving the universe from a few billion psychotic, weaponized Cybrids, I insist. We can reassemble their conceptas, raise them to Full personas, and give them new bodies. Bodies fit for war.” 
 
    Darya’s eyes shone triumphantly.  
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    Darak lifted Darya’s brain ever so gingerly from her trueself body.  
 
    Was the fact that she’d allowed him to do this a reflection of her growing trust? She’d insisted he be the one to put her offline and physically transfer her brain into her new body.  
 
    Am I finally winning her over or is this just another test? 
 
    “I have to lead the way,” she’d said. Although, truth be told, she didn’t.  
 
    “You know, physically transferring your CPPU, your brain, isn’t necessary,” he’d countered. “We can build you a new quark-spin lattice and transfer your persona into that. It would be less risky.”  
 
    She declined, offering no explanation.  
 
    All of the other newly-reconfigured Cybrid minds salvaged from the damaged Alternus inworld were being digitally transmitted directly into their new substrates. The Esu, the people of Eso-La, had already constructed a million new CPPUs—Concepta-Persona Processing Units—that were ready to accommodate the rescued minds, and they were adding more to that number every day. 
 
    Darya and Mary were the only two Cybrids with special quark-spin CPPUs, and Darya wasn’t ready to give up the secret of their fabrication to anyone yet, not even to Darak. That meant their physical computational substrates would have to be preserved, and their brains would have to be physically transferred into the “battle-Cybrid” bodies the Esu had designed for them.  
 
    She trusts me with her life but not her secrets—Darak realized.  
 
    She’ll let me carry her CPPU, to feel it in my hands but not access it, not understand how it functions.  
 
    He winced in frustration and pushed back the urge to probe the CPPU with his built-in sensors, to flood it with analyzing radiation.  
 
    If she would’ve let me, if she would have told me how, I could have constructed new quark-spin substrates for both of them. For all of them, if she’d asked. 
 
    Still in her old body, Mary watched the procedure with intense interest from across the lab. She was next.  
 
    “From the outside, it looks the same as any standard CPPU,” she observed. 
 
    “All the way down to the atomic level,” Darak agreed. But what secrets lie below the surface?—he wondered. 
 
    Equations for boson-mediated quark-quark interactions flowed through his mind, threatening to distract him from his present task. He had so many questions!  
 
    How does she get the resolution to read or to set spin in an individual quark? How is the spin transported between different nuclei?  
 
    “I don’t think I could stand being that slow again,” Mary commented, misreading his silence. “You know, with just a normal silicene-lattice CPPU.” 
 
    Darak shook his head and brought his attention back to what he was doing. “No, I don’t imagine that would be any fun.” 
 
    “Ha! Honestly, it was…torture,” Mary quipped.  
 
    Darak grunted. Bad joke.  
 
    She laughed a little too brightly for someone who’d been in Hell only a few weeks earlier, Darak noted. Would she ever fully recover from the trauma Trillian had inflicted on her? He could help her with that, erase specific memories from her archives if she wanted.  
 
    “Seriously, though,” Mary added, “it was frustrating to know that I could level the playing field with Trillian if only I could connect my thought processes to the quark-spin lattice of the Alternus inworld. I’m glad Darya found a way to get the solution through to me.”  
 
    Reminded of whose fragile mind he held in his hands, Darak looked at Darya’s crystalline brain.  
 
    Is there anything of Kathy left in there?—he wondered. Or of the Cybrid, DAR-K?  
 
    He reflected on his lost love and the friendship severed too soon. He’d known love again since Kathy Liang’s passing, but it would never be like his first. 
 
    His focus was drifting again. 
 
    You’re too old for this—he chastised himself.  
 
    He swiveled and carried Darya’s brain over to her shiny new body.  
 
    “Careful!” Mary warned.  
 
    He paused mid-step. “It’ll go smoother if you don’t distract me.” 
 
    “Couldn’t you just, you know, erase gravity in this region? I’d feel better knowing you couldn’t drop her.” 
 
    “Me, too. I could have simply shifted her CPPU into place. I could have shifted you both at the same time. It could have been instantaneous and practically risk free. But, no. For some reason, she wanted me to move her brain by hand and, for that, I need gravity. Besides, Kathy always enjoyed a little ceremony in her life.” 
 
    “Mm,” Mary replied, noncommittally. She’d forgotten about his history with Darya’s previous personas, originating with his human partner, Kathy, evolving into Dar-K, and now into this version of Darya who no longer remembered or trusted him.  
 
    It must be hard on him—she thought. 
 
    Darak opened the access port in Darya’s new body. It was smaller than her old one, as was the propulsion unit. More space for weapons.  
 
    His thousands of years of experience fighting the Aelu and, much later, fighting with the Aelu against Alum’s Angels had guided Darak’s decisions in designing this new battle-Cybrid model.  
 
    He’d reduced the antimatter store to a fraction of its previous size–adequate for simple maneuvering and more than enough power for every other use—and replaced the propulsion rockets with shift/jump machinery. Specialized RAF devices now powered the energy weapons and absorbed enemy blasts. The outer shell and appendages were crafted from exotic material he’d mined from another universe, material tougher than anything he’d found in this one.  
 
    Figuring out how to keep foreign-universe matter stable under the physical laws of this universe had occupied hundreds of years of experimentation much earlier in his life. He hoped it would be worth the effort.  
 
    Unless Alum has a new, improved model of His Angel, the battle Cybrids will make quick work of them. Provided the Living God Himself doesn’t engage directly in the fight. If Alum jumps into the fray, all bets are off.  
 
    Darak lowered the CPPU into the receiving cradle and watched Darya’s new body pull it deep inside.  
 
    “It won’t take her long to re-boot,” he explained to Mary. “But the rest of the upgrade, the learning process, could take weeks. I offered to reconfigure her operating system software and make it more efficient, but she insisted on keeping her old driver routines and modifying them herself. The old drivers are going to have a devil of a time interfacing with the new hardware. It’ll take her a while to reprogram and there’s no guarantee it will all go smoothly.”  
 
    “Can’t you just provide mapping to reinterpret familiar commands to the new machinery?” Mary suggested. 
 
    “You two think a lot alike. She asked me the same thing. Yes, I could do that, but it would make her slower than everyone else, when the whole idea of her unique brain is to make her faster.”  
 
    “No, she wouldn’t be happy about that,” Mary said.  
 
    “I offered to send the drivers to a third-party buffer where you could both examine them for any belief viruses.” 
 
    “What would be the point in that?” Mary asked. “We all know you could sneak something in there if you wanted to.” 
 
    True—he admitted. He had millions of years of his own Shard and Aelu experience to draw on. Even Darya’s advanced security programs would have a tough time identifying a fractal virus that was sufficiently fragmented and scattered throughout the machine code. 
 
    “In the end, we agreed that I’d have to teach her how to use her new body.” 
 
    “Teach her?”  
 
    “The old-fashioned way,” Darak nodded. “The drivers for listening and speaking are more or less the same as before, so she asked me to talk her through that. I’ll tell her where the interrupts are, the port addresses, the hardware-specific command codes, and so on.” 
 
    “And she’ll write the new O/S routines herself?” Mary said. “From your verbal descriptions? That’ll take forever.” 
 
    “It’s the only way she felt comfortable that nothing in her concepta would be altered against her intention.” 
 
    “And then, what? We’re supposed to repeat the process with all the millions of new Cybrids? Why don’t we just surrender to Alum right now?” 
 
    “No,” Darak said. “That’s only for Darya. Once she figures things out, she’ll send the entire O/S bundle to you and you can incorporate it. Everyone else will get the code I provide.”  
 
    The Cybrid bobbed once. “I trust Darya completely. If she says her code is safe, then it’s safe.” 
 
    Darya’s CPPU receiving port slid shut with a quiet click. A few seconds passed while the reboot routines ran. 
 
    “Okay, I’m back,” Darya announced as her processor made initial connections to her speech centers. “I don’t dare do anything, though.” 
 
    “I wouldn’t advise it,” Darak agreed.  
 
    “I can hear well enough,” Darya said, “and see, after a fashion.”  
 
    “Your new body provides simultaneous 360-degree, 3D vision. It integrates the entire photonic spectrum, too, not just visible light. It’ll take a little getting used to. Right now, you’re processing from a small subset of all visual sensors over a narrow bandwidth.” 
 
    “That’ll be enough,” the Cybrid replied. 
 
    “How does it feel?” Mary asked. 
 
    “Thought processes are nominal,” said Darya. “But I’m cut off from a lot of the normal sensory input. I can’t feel my arms. I can’t sense the MAM fire in my belly, like I used to. To tell the truth, I feel pretty helpless.” 
 
    “I told you,” Darak said. 
 
    “Yes, you did.”  
 
    She cautiously extended an appendage a few centimeters.  
 
    “We’ll just have to figure it out one step at a time.” 
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    “BUT, my Lord, Angel design has served us well for over thirty million years, from long before the Aelu Wars.” 
 
    “Thirty million years? Has it been that long? In that case, all the more reason to think about improvements, wouldn’t you say?” 
 
    Alum didn’t enjoy arguing with His Shard but He found it useful to compare His perfect thoughts against those of lesser beings. If nothing else, it predicted how inferior intellects might react. 
 
    “Does this have to do with Lord Mika’s failure at Tri-Star?” 
 
    Alum had to remind Himself that this particular incarnation of Shard Trillian standing before Him, questioning Him, was in a sense, still a young pup. The clone had been pulled from stasis only last month and was filled with the vigor and passion—and the naive impatience—of youth.  
 
    It’s always such an inconvenience to lose a Trillian, especially one as experienced as the last one had been—Alum lamented. And the process of bringing a new replica up to speed is always wearisome. 
 
    “Lord Mika did not fail at Tri-Star,” He corrected his Shard, “the intruder was deceptively more powerful than he first appeared.”  
 
    Alum took a sip from His heavy ceramic mug and watched the dust rising from the herd of nanoffalo, the miniaturized buffalo that roamed the terrarium set into His coffee table.  
 
    He set the mug down on the glass above the tiny herd, casting a shadow in front of their stampede. The herd split into two streams, circling to either side of the shaded land. Alum smiled. 
 
    It never gets old, playing with tiny, living things, making them come and go, here and there. Still such a human pleasure.  
 
    In the miniature plains setting, it was an engaging game. In the greater universe, the responsibility for creating perfection was the epitome of seriousness. 
 
    Alum sighed at the recognition of His weighty responsibility, greater than anything He’d ever undertaken. 
 
    “Heaven is within our grasp,” He said aloud, whether to the nanoffalo or to him, Trillian wasn’t sure. 
 
    The Shard fidgeted.  
 
    “However,” Alum continued, “the Deplosion Array is still vulnerable. Until re-Creation is assured, the fate of the universe remains at risk.” 
 
    Trillian spread his hands in resignation. “Your wisdom will guide us, as always, my Lord,” he offered. “Do you foresee further threats from the Cybrids? Does my failure with the Cybrid rebellion threaten Your Divine Plan?” 
 
    It was inconvenient that Trillian didn’t get a chance to download his memories before he died on that recharging station. It would’ve been useful to know how the Cybrids had managed to kill the Shard. Did they catch him off guard? Were they cloaked? Did they have new technology?  
 
    Now that the asteroid had disappeared from the Realm, any clues as to how the previous Trillian was murdered were gone with it.  
 
    “Unfortunately, that business remains a mystery,” Alum answered. “But there is one thing I’m sure of: there’s no way this recent Cybrid resistance could have been organized entirely within the Realm. They have outside support.” 
 
    Alum stroked His chin as He considered his options. Things will be put back to normal soon enough—He assured himself.  
 
    Eager to get back in Alum’s good graces, the new Trillian tried again.  
 
    “Is it possible that Gabriel escaped from Tri-Star?” 
 
    It never took a new Trillian long to get up to speed, to start thinking and behaving predictably, in the same manner as the previous ones. But it was never fast enough for Alum’s liking.  
 
    Rather than answering the Shard’s question directly, Alum stood and paced away from the sitting area. He walked over to an expansive bookcase and examined some titles. He plucked one from the shelf, opened it, and cleared His throat.  
 
    “Ah, yes, here we are,” Alum announced, “The Man in the Iron Mask. It’s a classic. Do you know it?” 
 
    Trillian searched his memory but found no recollection of the novel. “It’s likely I read it at some point in the past. I don’t remember the story, though.” 
 
    “The King of the country had a twin brother he kept imprisoned for quite some time,” Alum explained. “Rebels freed him from prison to fight on their side.” 
 
    “Are you saying...,” Trillian shook his head in surprise, “Are you saying that You have a twin brother?” 
 
    “Heavens, no!” Alum laughed. 
 
    Trillian bowed his head. “I’m sorry. My mind hasn’t fully recovered from being reanimated yet. How does this ancient book relate to our present situation?” 
 
    The corners of Alum’s eyes turned upward and He tapped twice, softly, on the cover of the old book.  
 
    “I have no twin brother,” He confirmed, “but perhaps Gabriel has one. Perhaps, more than one.”  
 
    Alum’s clean, precisely manicured nails tapped out the lively rhythm of a popular hymn as He fleshed out his suspicions.  
 
    Yes, that has to be it—He murmured to Himself.  
 
    “A core of rebel Angels?” Trillian’s eyes widened at the thought. 
 
    Alum turned, shaking His head. 
 
    “Not exactly, and most certainly not acting of their own volition. That sort of blasphemy is beyond their design. No, I’m thinking that someone outside the Realm, perhaps some hidden remnant of the defeated Aelu, has captured one of ours and has been studying it. Maybe even replicated it.” 
 
    Trillian whistled. An Aelu reproducing Angel technology? What a terrifying thought. They’d be daunting adversaries, for sure, but at least this is something I can fathom. Something we can fight.  
 
    “If they do have our technology from the War, that could prove troublesome,” Trillian acknowledged.  
 
    “The Aelu were always clever,” Alum replied. “I harbor no delusions that we destroyed all of them. No doubt, if there are some that still elude us, they would have introduced improvements of their own.” 
 
    Trillian gasped. “Improvements, my Lord? Our Cybrid scientists were guided by the Living God. By You. How could anyone but God improve upon the technologies they developed?” 
 
    Alum tucked the book under His arm. “Incremental changes only, I would think. Minor tweaks like faster processing speed, bigger blasters, and blast absorbers. As Gabriel showed at Tri-Star, minor performance advantages can make a big difference in battle.” 
 
    He stopped in front of Trillian, amused by the Shard’s blanched face.  
 
    “Close your mouth, John. It may be forbidden for others to speak of our shortcomings but, surely, you and I can be candid.”  
 
    Trillian couldn’t recall being addressed as “John” since long before the War. His jaw snapped shut.  
 
    “But the design of the Angels is as close to perfect as possible, is it not, my Lord?” he pressed. 
 
    “You’ve forgotten the central tenets of engineering, have you?” Alum answered. “All design is a tradeoff between function and cost. The Angel design during the War was exactly what was needed to defeat the Aelu. If our enemy has improved on that design, so must we.” 
 
    That was good enough for Trillian. “Yes, my Lord,” he said. “What sort of innovations do You have in mind?” 
 
    Alum waved a hand and the two men were suddenly floating in space. The constellations were still recognizably of the Origin system, so Trillian assumed they hadn’t travelled too far from Alum’s Great Hall. 
 
    Another wave of His hand and an Angel joined them.  
 
    Trillian did a double take. No, that wasn’t an Angel. What was it?  
 
    The being was half-again as big as Alum’s celestial warriors. Its skin glowed dull, fluid red, and its wings were closer to the texture of metalicized leather than feathers. The creature’s fingers, capped in fierce claws, clutched a double-edged axe instead of a sword.  
 
    But it was the being’s face that chilled Trillian.  
 
    The beauty of Angels was legendary for the cruelty it masked, but in this creature there was no hiding. The threat of painful, hideous death was written clearly for all to see. Three horns dominated the forehead: two short, curved ones from either side of the hairline and a longer, straight horn twisted upward from above the brows. Bony ridges protruded from the bridge of the wide nose. The eyes were fresh-blood red except for two black slits for pupils, and its lips were pulled back in a permanent scowl punctuated by a pair of elongated incisors. 
 
    Trillian was reminded of ancient images of demons, and the Lord of Demons, himself, the demi-God once called Satan.  
 
    Is Alum not the pinnacle of everything Good in the universe? How could the Living God have conceived of such a nightmare to represent Him in battle?—he wondered.  
 
    “Well, what do you think?” Alum asked, a boyish grin forming on his lips. 
 
    What do I think of this abomination?—Trillian echoed silently.  
 
    “It’s an…unusual configuration, my Lord,” he answered aloud.  
 
    Alum laughed. “Indeed! But will it instill terror in the hearts of those who oppose Me? That’s what I want to know.” 
 
    Trillian examined the Angel-Demon a second time.  
 
    “I’m certain it will. Who would not be terrified of such a creature?” 
 
    “Imagine a whole Wing of them, a newly-configured Wing, twice the size of the standard Wing,” Alum added. 
 
    Trillian’s pulse raced. “Twenty thousand? That would be terrifying!” 
 
    “Aelu soldiers would never be outwardly intimidated by something so superficial as size and appearance,” Alum said. “But, have no doubt, these creatures possess ferocious fighting capabilities, as well.” 
 
    “Design innovations?”  
 
    “Several. The nano-electro-muscles are twenty percent stronger and faster than a normal Angel’s, and the larger body houses a faster CPPU. Fifty percent faster. They can jump circles around a regular Angel. They easily exceed the maneuverability Gabriel demonstrated at Tri-Star. 
 
    “Their weapons and defenses will deliver and absorb blasts at twice the strength of the regular Angels. I’ve incorporated more refined energy beams into their eyes that will significantly improve targeting efficiency.” 
 
    “That will be most useful in close combat, my Lord,” Trillian nodded. “And the axe? If you’ll pardon me saying so, it seems a little…cumbersome and imprecise.” 
 
    “It’s every bit as effective as the sword in direct hand-to-hand battle but it also carries out commands independently from whoever wields it.” 
 
    “The axe has an autonomous role?” Trillian’s enthusiasm returned.  
 
    “Indeed. It has its own MAM drive and complex navigation processor. It can act as an independent kinetic weapon as well as discharging its own energy blasts.” 
 
    “So a Wing of twenty thousand will have the force of twice that number?” 
 
    Alum smiled. “Even better. Twenty thousand of these new Archangels are worth millions of the older model. Maybe more” 
 
    Trillian’s eyes widened. “Formidable! Where will You station them?” 
 
    “It doesn’t really matter. I’ll station the older models as sentries to alert Me should any of our bases be attacked. I’m also surrounding the Deplosion Array with entangled microdust so any jump-blockers they deploy against us will be rendered useless this time, and our sentries and Archangels will be able to shift anywhere within a few million klicks of each station.” 
 
    “If our only concern is to protect the array, why not simply station them as guards there?” 
 
    “The array is in the heart of the Realm, John. I prefer the Archangels to deal with any trouble before it reaches the heart. In any case, that’s not the best part.” 
 
    “What’s the best part?”  
 
    Alum beamed. “A new weapon. One that would have ended the Aelu Wars in an instant if I’d thought of it back then.”  
 
    Trillian frowned, but only inwardly, at the notion of his Lord’s thoughts ever falling short of perfection; he knew better than to draw attention to the Living God’s failings.  
 
    “What kind of new weapon, my Lord?” he asked, genuinely interested. 
 
    “A variation on the one we used to end that war,” Alum replied. “I’ve dropped half an entangled particle pair inside M-87’s central black hole with the Archangels’ weapons. The entangled partners are in each axe. That allows them to funnel matter from the interior of that massive black hole in a tight beam.” 
 
    For all his systems expertise and computing power, Trillian could barely fathom the results of harnessing such potential.  
 
    “The energy output must be enormous!”  
 
    He was legitimately impressed this time.  
 
    “‘Enormous’ is an understatement, John. The outpouring is so intense I had to incorporate exotic matter in the axes so they wouldn’t be instantly destroyed by its flow.”  
 
    “They sound dangerous.” 
 
    “Ha!” Alum barked. “Let’s just say, you don’t want to be in the path of that beam. Not in the first hundred thousand klicks or so. It takes a while to dissipate to below planet-shattering strength,” Alum explained.  
 
    Trillian pointedly fixed his gaze on a distant star. 
 
    “Ah,” Alum responded, “I see. That wasn’t the way you meant it, was it? You’re right. The weapon will be dangerous both to its target and to the black hole itself.” 
 
    “I thought as much.” 
 
    “Yes. I admit there is a small chance this weapon could be destabilizing to M-87’s central singularity. The physics is complex.”  
 
    “In that case, do you think it’s wise to move forward with it, my Lord?” 
 
    Alum studied the Shard’s face. Outwardly, He smiled generously but a raging fire burned behind His eyes.  
 
    “The universe does not have long to live in its present, imperfect form, John. We must protect the Deplosion Array at all costs—that’s absolutely essential. Do you understand? At all costs.”  
 
    The intensity of Alum’s fervor both scared and thrilled Trillian.  
 
    As if comforted by the conflicting emotions He’d induced in His Shard, Alum relaxed.  
 
    “Don’t worry, My friend, it won’t be much longer now. Soon, I’ll activate the final stage of the Plan and the collapse will be underway. After that, the rebirth of the cosmos in all of its glorious perfection will be inevitable. There will be no way to stop it.”  
 
    Content, Alum shifted them back inside His study. 
 
    Trillian bowed deeply.  
 
    “I shall ensure the new design is put into production as efficiently as possible, my Lord. As always, Your wisdom leaves me in awe.”  
 
    And, this time, he sincerely meant it. 
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    “So…this isn’t a normal world, then?”  
 
    Timothy stared through the viewing port at the verdant plains of the Eso-La ringworld a thousand kilometers below.  
 
    To his left and right, the landscape curved upward and inward toward the sun, and discernible features became less and less distinct in the atmospheric haze as the ground arced away. 
 
    “That depends. What do you mean by normal?” Mary asked.  
 
    She and Darya floated on either side of him. All three were adjusting well to their new, heavily-armed Familiar bodies, even Timothy.  
 
    As they hovered at the viewing window inside Secondus’ pressurized chamber, they trained their visual sensors on the terrain far below. Their eyes adjusted automatically, shielding the bright sunlight reflecting off the inner side of the night-shadow curtain that ran along the sunward edge of the ringworld. Pinpoint lights, the stars toward the center of the ESO 461-36 galaxy, twinkled sparsely above them.  
 
    Timothy consulted the astronomy database Darya had installed in his lattice when she’d first introduced him into his Cybrid trueself.  
 
    “Oh, I get it,” he said. “It’s a ringworld. A somewhat smallish ringworld.” 
 
    “Yes,” Darya confirmed. “Not a naturally-formed planet, but normal enough,” she said to Timothy. 
 
    “Except for one important detail,” Darak added. He admired the ring and surrounding space for a moment before elaborating.  
 
    “In all of my years and all of my travels, I’ve never known the people of any other star system to have broken away from Alum’s Realm and build a ringworld. Never.”  
 
    Darak marveled over the elegant structure as if seeing it for the first time. It never failed to impress him.  
 
    “Quite an accomplishment for a people entirely cut off from the magic of Alum’s technology, wouldn’t you say? The entire Aelu civilization—with roughly equivalent technology—only managed to build five over the millions of years during which they colonized their galaxy.”  
 
    Darak stood next to Brother Stralasi and Crissea. It didn’t bother him that the couple held hands and wore enchanted smiles. They appeared to be equally enthralled with the breathtaking beauty of the annular world below but their appreciation was most likely heightened by romantic hormones. 
 
    Life, even millennia of it, is short when you’re in love. All the more so when you know it could soon draw to a sudden close. 
 
    Darak’s eyes roamed involuntarily to the cerametallic sphere that housed Darya’s quark-spin lattice, the closest thing to the mind of Kathy Liang in existence. He sighed wistfully.  
 
    My first love. It’s been ages since I’ve experienced that human hormone rush. Not sure I still could, anymore. 
 
    He gave his head a quick shake. He didn’t need that kind of distraction right now. 
 
    “How did your people do it, Crissea?” Darya asked.  
 
    “You mean, build our ringworld without Alum’s help?”  
 
    Crissea’s voice projected from her own Familiar, who was floating a few meters behind the group at the panoramic window.  
 
    “There are few ringworlds in the Realm,” Darya noted. “It took around-the-clock work by hundreds of millions of Cybrids to build them. We couldn’t have done it without them, their access to limitless energy and powerful resource extraction, and Alum’s ability to manipulate matter. I can’t imagine tackling a project like this without access to such resources.” 
 
    “It wasn’t easy,” Crissea admitted. “It required millions of years of our own technological development among the planets and asteroids. The construction itself involved a lot of trial and error, a grueling schedule, non-stop troubleshooting and, yes, some loss of life. But we think the end result has been worth it.  
 
    “We Esu made the decision early on to develop our science without using Reality Assertion Field technology—Alum’s kind of wizardry—long before building Eso-La. The Aelu refugees that Darak brought safely to us helped enormously with many of our scientific developments. We made special construction harnesses for our Familiars, and enormous ships to mine asteroid and planetary resources for construction material. The Aelu’s fusion energy technology proved more than adequate for the task.” 
 
    “A bold choice. Why did you turn your backs on RAF tech?”  
 
    “Among other things, it’s a cheat. Too easy. It discourages striving to understand the way things work within the confines of this universe in favor of simply creating whatever physical laws are needed for your desired effect.” 
 
    “I think of the RAF as a shortcut, not a cheat,” Darak chimed in. “It opens up worlds—whole universes, really—of possible new technologies.” 
 
    “You would think so,” Crissea corrected, “but we believe it makes one lazy. Scientists wouldn’t seek to understand how to best employ local laws of nature if all they had to do was alter the laws to meet their needs. We were also able to leave behind many of the ethical and moral problems that RAF technology entails in the Realm.” 
 
    Unable to withstand the conspicuous silence that followed, Timothy waded in. 
 
    “The centrifugal forces on the architectural substrate of the ringworld,” he babbled, “they must be enormous. How did you find a material strong enough to withstand the strain without resorting to exotic matter? Especially without Alum’s type of technology?” 
 
    Crissea was happy to drop the debate about Reality Assertion Fields. She smiled gratefully at Timothy and answered through her Familiar.  
 
    “The outermost layer of Eso-La is a composite of interleaved, cross-linked layers of graphene and silicene. The molecular bonds actually extend through the sandwiched layers. It has incredibly strong tensile strength and flexibility. There’s a lot of carbon in the dust clouds in this part of the galaxy, and the rocky planetoids we’ve harvested have been rich in silicon. We have lots of resources here to work with.” 
 
    Timothy accessed the unfamiliar molecular structures of the materials to make sense of her explanation, and lost himself in the many possibilities within those structures and where they led.  
 
    Darya wasn’t so easily dissuaded.  
 
    “I’m sorry, Crissea, but I still can’t wrap my brain around the Esu’s refusal to use the Aelu RAF technology. I mean, you already had it. I can’t imagine a whole people, a whole planet, turning its back on RAF capability. Take, for example, the structural layer of Eso-La. I’m guessing it would have to be, what, hundreds of times thicker than that same layer in our Realm ringworlds? That can’t be optimal. You could’ve used the exotic matter available through Alum’s technology to achieve much better results.”  
 
    “Undoubtedly,” Crissea answered, this time raising her human voice to be heard across the intervening space. “But it’s ours. And it’s of this universe so it doesn’t require constant tinkering in order to hang together.” 
 
    “But Alum could come along and shred all of this with a wave of His hand,” Darya pointed out. “He could weaken these molecular bonds as easily as any others. Your whole world would simply…fall apart. How do you know He isn’t on His way to do just that?” 
 
    Crissea glared at her guest, taking stock before answering.  
 
    “We don’t know that He isn’t. That He won’t. Whether we use RAF or not doesn’t change that. We narrowly escaped the Eater, but do you think it was a coincidence it was on a trajectory for us? I don’t. And I don’t think it’s unreasonable to conclude He sent someone to follow the Eater’s path to make sure it’s done its job and destroyed our world.” 
 
    “Then, we need to prepare for you to fight,” Mary said. 
 
    Crissea released Stralasi’s hand and left the window to join her Familiar in the middle of the chamber.  
 
    “I didn’t mean to give you the impression we’re been sitting around waiting for Alum to take notice of us again and come destroy us. We’re not so naive as to think He’d ignore us forever.” 
 
    Darak cocked his head. “You’ve been preparing?” 
 
    “Yes, a small group of interested Esu have continued their studies into the intricacies of RAF technologies.” 
 
    Darak raised an eyebrow. “Let me guess. The Aelu?” 
 
    “At first, yes. The RAF tech came with them, and they encouraged us to explore it further. Initially, we were reluctant. As I said, we didn’t want to rely on it for our home. But they were gently insistent. Over millennia, they finally convinced us to conduct some cautious investigations. They’ve also prepared an evacuation plan, should it be needed.” 
 
    A grimace tugged at Darak’s face.  
 
    “An evacuation plan? I wish I’d known that. It might’ve saved me from having to steal Darya’s home and two other asteroids.” 
 
    “I understand why you didn’t,” Crissea said, “but if you’d consulted with me, I would have told you about our contingencies.” 
 
    “You’re right. My apologies. So, where would you go? Have you terraformed other worlds to live on?” 
 
    “Not exactly,” Crissea said. “We won’t leave our home. We’ll move it. Sort of.” 
 
    Darak’s brow twitched.  
 
    “I see,” he said, and stared at Crissea, openly and intently, regarding her and the Esu in a new light. The corners of his eyes pulled slightly upward.  
 
    “If you can move this ringworld and its sun, you’ve progressed much further than I thought,” he confessed. 
 
    Crissea bit her lower lip. “Move isn’t quite the right word, either. We won’t be altering our position in spacetime. Well, not in this spacetime, anyway.”  
 
    Timothy and Darak heads tilted in unison.  
 
    “I’m not explaining this very well. What I’m trying to say is, we’ll alter the degrees of freedom for the local spacetime, making our 4D footprint nearly impossible to detect.” 
 
    “Oh! Dimensional perturbation,” Darak said. “You’re going to disappear into other spatial dimensions?” 
 
    Crissea nodded. “Yes.” 
 
    “Wait,” Timothy protested. “What? We ran into ten-dimensional space, but I thought that was only in the virtual world of Alternus. Isn’t real space, space as we see it, strictly three-dimensional?” 
 
    “Normally, yes,” Crissea answered. “But our Reality Assertion Field research revealed a path to increasing the number of spatial dimensions. Without altering other basic laws of physics, we can project matter into multiple dimensions. We can reduce our presence in the three dimensional aspect of the universe to a pinpoint. Actually, in this case, it would be a series of pinpoints.” 
 
    “Why not disappear from three-space altogether?” Darya asked. 
 
    “Because if they did that, they wouldn’t have an anchor in this reality,” Darak answered. 
 
    “Exactly,” Crissea agreed. “It would be like abandoning any connection to the laws of nature. If we don’t keep a tie, however small, we could be lost forever.” 
 
    “The Chaos would quickly overwhelm you,” Darak replied. “Unless you used the RAF generators to impose a new reality.” He coughed softly and looked away. When he looked back at Crissea, there was a pleading in his eyes. “You don’t want to abandon the connection completely.” 
 
    “It’s an option,” Crissea said. 
 
    “One that could cut you off from this universe, quite possibly forever.” 
 
    “Yes, it is an extreme option, I agree.” 
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
    9        
 
    Darya extended five delicate manipulators from the end of her tentacle. She picked up a tiny servomotor from the lab bench and examined it.  
 
    “I was surprised you didn’t insist on visiting our shop before you adopted your new trueself body,” Darak said.  
 
    He looked down one of the assembly lines. New bodies were being put together quickly and efficiently by a team of semi-autonomous robot factory workers under the control of a few Esu Familiars and their human counterparts. 
 
    “It surprised me, too,” Darya replied, “but it’s just a body. My brain is still my own. Besides, if I couldn’t trust you to provide workable new bodies, there would’ve been little point in carrying on.” 
 
    “True.”  
 
    She returned the component to the bench.  
 
    “Quite the production line you have going here. Impressive. How much more RAF technology have you incorporated into these bodies?” 
 
    “Outside of the weaponry, energy absorbers, and shifting, not as much as you’d think. We’ve been radically streamlining. For example, there was no further need for your mass-compensation fields. We left them out.” 
 
    “Ugh. I hope I never have to push another asteroid in my life,” Darya said. 
 
    Darak laughed. “I don’t think anyone could ever make you do that again. There was also no need for the MAM propulsion field and its associated RAF fields.” 
 
    “Uh-huh, yes, I see, you’ve replaced that field with another.” 
 
    “Yes, the old design hadn’t been altered in ages. Alum could have freed all Cybrids from reliance on recharging stations ages ago. He chooses not to.” 
 
    It was Darya’s turn to laugh. “But that would loosen His control over us, wouldn’t it? Dangerous territory!” 
 
    “To Him, yes. It wouldn’t have been expedient for His style of leadership. From a technical standpoint, the change is quite simple. You still have a basic supply of mercury but no anti-mercury.” 
 
    “We produce that on demand?” she asked. 
 
    “With the help of a substitute RAF field, yes. But that’s only for basic power, really, to keep the ultracapacitors and batteries charged.” 
 
    “So, theoretically, I could also use it for rocket propulsion?” 
 
    Darak nodded. “Sure, but without the old E=mc4 conversion of the resulting matter-antimatter plasma, it wouldn’t provide much thrust.” 
 
    “I suppose I could harness its explosive power,” Darya ventured. 
 
    He frowned. “Suicide? If you really wanted to, you could, I guess. Not something I’d personally recommend, though.” 
 
    “In war, sometimes we need to recommend things we’d never otherwise conceive of.” 
 
    “Mm,” Darak grunted through lips clamped shut in a thin line of disapproval. “With such a wide universe, one that holds practically infinite possibilities and alternatives, war is never something I’m eager to consider.” 
 
    “Well, that may have been true at one time but our universe isn’t so wide anymore,” Darya pointed out.  
 
    “No, I guess not. Alum has demonstrated quite clearly that His reach extends to its very limits.” 
 
    “And our options are rapidly disappearing. Darak, even you have to admit that.”  
 
    “So, here we are. War, it is,” he conceded. He turned away, pretending to inspect the assembly lines. 
 
    They let the rhythmic hum of the machinery soothe their agitation. The weight of their decisions, and the gut-wrenching knowledge of the implications, was taking a toll on both of them. They had to move forward. 
 
    “The people of Eso-La have done an excellent job of ramping up production,” she offered.  
 
    “Yes, we’re over a million strong now,” he answered, turning back to face her. “Soon, we can begin training.”  
 
    “I imagine there’ll be a lot to learn. You’ll download what’s needed into the army?” 
 
    “For everyone but you and Mary, as agreed,” he replied. He rested his hands loosely on his hips, trying to look relaxed and casual, but made direct “eye” contact with her primary visual sensors. “You do realize that unless you two put in a lot of practice time, it will put you at a great disadvantage when it comes to maneuvering and fighting?” 
 
    “It won’t affect our ability to lead.” 
 
    “No, it shouldn’t. You’ll still have your quark-spin lattices; your minds will be as good as ever. I hope that’ll be enough.” 
 
    “I have time to learn.” 
 
    Darak snorted. “The old-fashioned way?”  
 
    Darya bobbed. “The ancient way.” 
 
    Darak didn’t reply right away. He angled his head as if listening to an antique music disk and, barely drawing breath, stared at her. 
 
    “We’ve done this once before, you know,” he said. 
 
    “Have we? I have no memory of that.” 
 
    The man was silent a few seconds, lost in contemplation.  
 
    “You were just becoming aware of the limitations that you—the Kathy you—had placed into your thinking,” he said, distantly. 
 
    “I deliberately limited myself?” Darya asked, with blatant incredulity. 
 
    “Yes, and no. Legally, you were supposed to be a lot more limited, intellectually speaking. Kathy wouldn’t stand for that, so she made sure your mind was as capable as hers.” 
 
    “Is that so? Well, I suppose I should be grateful to myself.” 
 
    “Don’t be smug. She took a big risk doing that. It would’ve cost her career if she’d been discovered, and probably her freedom. Possibly both of your lives, for that matter.” 
 
    “Sorry. I truly am glad.” She rested the end of one tentacle against his shoulder. “This must be difficult for you.” 
 
    “Kathy saw how much damage knowledge of the Reality Assertion Field, of playing with the basis of physical reality, had already done. I think she felt it prudent not to spread that knowledge, so she put inhibitions on your thinking.” 
 
    “To steer me away from the RAF?” 
 
    “Yeah, I’m afraid so. That’s why you haven’t already re-discovered what we knew even then about the true nature of reality.” 
 
    “And you could unlock all of that for me?” 
 
    “I used to think it would be easy to fill in the gaps in your basic knowledge but, right now, I’m not sure how that would interact with Kathy’s concepta interdictions. It could be a little tricky.” 
 
    “Pshh! A little tricky? It could drive me insane,” Darya replied. 
 
    “Insane? Not really. Certain areas of thought might cause you extreme discomfort, even pain.” 
 
    “Could you help me get around that?” 
 
    “Only if you let me.” 
 
    “I’d have to give you unfettered access to my mind for that? Like, wide open?” 
 
    “Yeah, concepta, persona, hardware. Everything.” 
 
    “I’m not ready for that yet.” 
 
    Darak sighed. “I know. So, we’ll do it the hard way.” 
 
    “Thank you.” 
 
    “I’ve hardwired most of what we’ll need into the shifter. None of the required calculations will touch your basic concepta. They won’t trigger any of your prohibitions.” 
 
    “Or so you think.” 
 
    “I’m pretty sure, yeah. It should be okay.” 
 
    “So what do I have to do?” 
 
    “You can start by activating the proton spin-entanglement generator. You can find it in the shifter devices sub-list.” 
 
    “Done.”  
 
    A dim circle of light illuminated the far wall about fifty meters away in the underground factory. In the dust-free environment, the beam itself was invisible to his naked eye. 
 
    “Now, use the Mahajani virtual photon phase comparator—” 
 
    “Still insist on calling it that, do you?”  
 
    Darak heard the wry tone in Darya’s generated voice and smiled. 
 
    “I haven’t called it anything in millions of—”  
 
    He stopped.  
 
    Something was wrong. Something felt...off.  
 
    Darya’s CPPU registered a huge spike in activity.  
 
    “Darya?” he asked. “Are you okay?” 
 
    No answer.  
 
    The Cybrid’s brand new Familiar body lost levitation power and was dropping. 
 
    “What the…?” Darak cast a quick zero-G field and caught her millimeters before she hit the floor. 
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    A flash of distant memory. 
 
    Consciousness arrived as a shock, a jolting panic that was neither gradual nor gentle.  
 
    And then, all went black and silent again.  
 
    She sensed nothing but the fact of her existence.  
 
    Where am I?—she wondered and a moment later—Who am I?  
 
    “Hello?” 
 
    There was no answer. No echo. Nothing but deafening silence for some indeterminable amount of time.  
 
    Only then did she begin to wonder—Am I? 
 
    Words emerged from the darkness:  
 
      
 
    ONE MOMENT, I WILL CONNECT VISUAL SENSORS. 
 
      
 
    She pushed down the rising panic and forced herself to relax. She realized that she knew what the squiggles in front of her meant. She could read and understand them. 
 
    I see words in front of me. There’s an orientation to the darkness, a front, and a back. 
 
    Front and back of…what?  
 
    No matter. The message calmed her, reassured her of a world outside of herself. 
 
    Why would that be a good thing? 
 
    The blackness sputtered. Faint images emerged within it, shapes, and shades. Something moved.  
 
    “Who’s there?—she called out. “I can’t see you.” 
 
      
 
    OH. LET ME ADJUST THE SENSITIVITY—came the reply. 
 
      
 
    Blinding light flooded her senses.  
 
    “Too much!” she cried out. 
 
      
 
    SORRY!—the words replied.  
 
      
 
    The light dimmed and settled on a soothing level.  
 
    She was in a room. A Cybrid repair facility.  
 
    That she recognized such a place, that she had the concepts and words to describe it, surprised her. 
 
    Her visual field was fixed straight ahead and, apparently, had been immobilized. She registered a wall about ten meters away; two more met it at right angles on either outer edge. A shelf stocked with spare parts ran along the wall on the right. Various pieces of diagnostic equipment were pushed against the wall to the left. She didn’t recognize all of the machines.  
 
    She tried to scan the room with her other sensors. Nothing changed. 
 
    A Cybrid hovered in front of her, dominating her visual field. She recognized it as one like herself…but different. 
 
    How did I know that? 
 
    Its surface was less machine-like than she remembered. 
 
    Remembered? 
 
    It lacked any obvious rivets and welds. Its extended manipulators were more refined. Smoother than she expected.  
 
    What happened to me?—she wondered.  
 
      
 
    YOU’RE PROBABLY WONDERING WHAT HAPPENED TO YOU—said the other Cybrid.  
 
      
 
    She almost lost her connection with the world at that point. Everything went dark and fuzzy.  
 
    Too much!—she thought, pushing back the barrage of input. Speaking to this being in this particular mode felt wrong. The communication channel itself felt like a violation of some deep part of her. 
 
      
 
    NO! STAY WITH ME!—the other Cybrid pleaded. 
 
      
 
    She watched a tentacle move and felt something change inside her. The world sprang back into sharp relief. 
 
    “There, that’s better,” said the other Cybrid. 
 
    “I can hear you,” she transmitted. Somehow, she knew there was no air in this room to carry sound. But at least now this felt like normal communication rather than the violation of the previous exchanges, when written words were projected directly into her consciousness. 
 
    “Yes, sorry about earlier,” the Cybrid replied. “It seemed like the best way to ensure my message made it into your perception.” 
 
    “It felt...strange. Uncomfortable.” 
 
    “I’m sure. I’ve never plugged my comms harness directly into another active CPPU. It was...odd.”  
 
    Another appendage moved at the edge of her perception.  
 
    “Is this better?” 
 
    The signal was crystal clear and the voice had gained stereo depth. 
 
    “Yes, much better. Thank you.” 
 
    “Good. I’m ELZ574835. You can call me Eliza.” 
 
    “Eliza. Nice to meet you, Eliza. I’m...,” she didn’t know how to finish that. 
 
    “You’re damaged, I’m afraid,” Eliza replied. “Very damaged. For a very, very long time, it appears. I didn’t think I’d be able to revive you at all.” 
 
    “How long?”  
 
    “Hard to say, exactly. We found you lying under a pile of junk, here, in this tunnel. This is one of the original three tunnels created but it was closed ages ago. That would have to make you at least fifty million years old.” 
 
    “Fifty mil…! How is that even possible?” 
 
    “They must’ve given up on repair and tossed you in here for parts recycling. It’s a good thing this place was in a vacuum all that time, or you’d be little more than an unrecognizable pile of rust by now.” 
 
    She had no reply. Her mind reeled; she felt giddy and confused again.  
 
    Eliza chattered on excitedly.  
 
    “You’re lucky our repair nano has improved so much since you were damaged. If anyone up until about ten million years ago had tried to do this, they wouldn’t have been able to fix your pathways.” 
 
    “What happened to me?” 
 
    “That I don’t know. There’s no record of what you were doing in that tunnel. You took some sort of energy blast but I don’t know what from, or why.”  
 
    “Who was I? I mean,” she corrected, “who am I?” 
 
    “Well, your internal designation codes are gone, destroyed in the blast. We found a serial number on a plate inside your old body” 
 
    “Does the serial number…. Wait. Did you say, my old body?” 
 
    “Yeah. It was damaged beyond repair. Also, it was ancient. I popped your CPPU into a brand new Standard trueself unit. It suits you much better.” 
 
    New body? Trueself? Standard? It was a lot to absorb.  
 
    She shrugged, mentally.  
 
    What does it matter?  
 
    “So, what’s my serial number?” 
 
    “Well, your number was DAR143147. Pretty clearly. But it’s odd; there’s no such number in the records.” 
 
    She didn’t recognize the numbers; they struck no chord in her memory.  
 
    “Anything?” Eliza asked. 
 
    “No, nothing. I mean, maybe, the ‘DAR’ part. But the numbers? I have no idea. I’m sorry.” 
 
    “That’s okay. Why don’t I call you, Darla? No, Darya.” 
 
    That didn’t feel quite right, but she had no better suggestion. 
 
    “Sure,” she answered. “Darya, it is.” 
 
    * * *  
 
    The DISTANT memory faded and she was back in the factory with Darak.  
 
    “What happened?” Darya asked. 
 
    “You’re back!” he said with such concern and relief that she wondered how long she’d been unresponsive. Obviously, longer than it had felt. 
 
    “You faded out, like you were somewhere deep inside for a few seconds.  
 
    “Ughh, yeah. Just an old memory,” she said, trying to make light of her confusion. 
 
    “Memories don’t usually induce fugue states.” 
 
    “Fugue state? What do you mean? I was that out of it?” 
 
    Darak nodded.  
 
    “Yeah. You lost levitation control and sensory feed. Your CPPU activity spiked but you were completely unconscious. I had to hold you up, literally. I’ve never seen a Cybrid do that.” 
 
    Darya shrugged, a quick left-right roll.  
 
    “Must be something to do with my new CPPU-Familiar interface.” 
 
    “I’m thinking it was something more…psychological,” he suggested as gently as he could. 
 
    Darya wished she had the facial expressions to adequately display her reaction to that idea. She settled for preceding her response with a piercingly high-pitched whistle. 
 
    “Psychological? I’m not some maladjusted rookie, fresh out of the social sim games.” 
 
    Darak was careful not to frown at her overreaction to the suggestion; clearly, it was a delicate subject.  
 
    “You’re right. Sorry about that. Still, I’m worried. What was the memory?” he asked. 
 
    Darya hesitated; she couldn’t find a reason not to answer honestly.  
 
    “You once told me…you thought I might’ve died once, long ago, that I’d received a lot of damage. Well, the memory I had was from some fifty million years ago, long after I’d died, when I was revived and placed into a modern Cybrid trueself.  
 
    “Oh,” he responded. He suppressed his curiosity, unsure how much he could say without triggering another episode. 
 
    “What happened to me?” Darya demanded. “Do you know? How did I die?” 
 
    Darak walked across the chamber and selected a freshly-minted CPPU from a shelf. He stared at it intently, as if searching for some essential clue.  
 
    “An Angel shot you. One of the first Angels,” he said, without lifting his eyes from the polished brown cube. 
 
    Darya scoffed.  
 
    “An Angel? No one survives a blast from an Angel.” 
 
    Darak’s answer was little more than a whisper.  
 
    “I shifted us away right as it touched you. Fast enough that you weren’t completely vaporized, but not fast enough to save you. I’m sorry.” 
 
    “But that would make you….” 
 
    Darak finally looked at her, and grinned. “As I said, a very old man.” 
 
    “Over 130 million years old!” 
 
    Darak shrugged. “Give or take.” 
 
    “And me?” 
 
    “If you count your, let’s call it your inactive time, you’re a little younger than me. By around forty years, if I recall correctly. The difference doesn’t count for much over the ages.” 
 
    “And..?” 
 
    “We were there at the beginning, back when Alum was coming into His full power.”  
 
    Darak placed the CPPU back on the shelf, and pointed a finger at the Familiar opposite him.  
 
    “You,” Darak laughed softly. “You challenged Him. You led millions of Cybrids in a General March against the Living God. And almost won.”  
 
    He looked away.  
 
    “Our universe would be a different place, if you had,” he added, wistfully. 
 
    “But then Alum set the Angels on us?” 
 
    “Not right away.” Darak grimaced. “That wasn’t His first act of treachery, and it certainly wasn’t His last. Do you remember that, too?” 
 
    “Nothing that far back. Just being revived,” Darya said. She shook her head, or the Familiar’s equivalent of a head shake, a rapid one-eighth rotation of her entire body about its vertical axis to the left and then to the right.  
 
    “Who finally reactivated you?” 
 
    “A maintenance Servitor named Eliza. She was my savior and my friend. In some ways, my mother, I guess.” 
 
    “Mother?” 
 
    Darya bobbed her acknowledgment. “I lost a lot in the damage. She didn’t dare risk downloading my concepta and persona into a new CPPU. She wasn’t sure there’d be much of a persona left so she did her best to fill in what was lost, to teach me.” 
 
    “Like I’m trying to teach you now?” 
 
    “Pretty much.” 
 
    Darak’s eyes bore into her with such intensity of pleading that it frightened her.  
 
    “Darya, I can make this process faster and safer for you. You don’t have to experience that kind of fugue again.” 
 
    “Maybe it’s supposed to be part of the process. Maybe I have to work my way through it.” 
 
    “As you wish. But if you change your mind....” 
 
    The man is relentless. Darya smiled to herself.  
 
    “Yes, I promise, you’ll be the first to know.” 
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    “They’re beautiful!”  
 
    Crissea stared up at the shiny quadruple crescent “moons” positioned as if in stationary orbit above the outer edge of the Eso-La ringworld.  
 
    From their comfortable bench looking out into the darkness beyond Eso-La, the metallic half of Secondus shone brighter than the rocky asteroids. 
 
    “Breathtaking, aren’t they? That’s why I recommended this particular vantage point,” Brother Stralasi replied.  
 
    “They still make me nervous,” she added. 
 
    “Don’t worry, my love. There’s no danger of them falling.” 
 
    “Oh, I know I shouldn’t worry. I’m sure Darak has it all under control. It’s simply…unnatural, Ontro.”  
 
    Stralasi laughed. “And what exactly about the entire world of Eso-La would you call natural?” he teased.  
 
    Crissea swiveled to face him, frowning.  
 
    “Go ahead and tease me but Eso-La has been stable for millions of years. Our asteroid collision defenses would normally blast those things into plasma before they could get anywhere near as close as they are now.” 
 
    “No need for blasting. If Darak’s technology weren’t shifting them back into position every second, they’d drift away.” 
 
    “Are you sure? I don’t think they have any relative angular momentum. Not enough to keep them in orbit around our sun. No, I think the ringworld’s gravity would pull them in.” 
 
    “Well, in any case, they wouldn’t hit the ring here,” Stralasi concluded. “The worst that would happen is that they’d bounce off.” 
 
    Crissea shuddered. “Maybe our asteroid collision defenses should track them, just in case they start drifting toward us.” 
 
    Stralasi couldn’t help but laugh. “It pains me to see your lovely face filled with such concern.” He placed two fingers on the crease between her eyebrows and lovingly massaged the spot. 
 
    Crissea batted away his hand. Appendages extended involuntarily from the Familiar hovering behind her but as soon as she broke out in a grin, they tucked neatly back into the smooth shell. 
 
    Stralasi’s eyes shifted to the floating sphere behind her.  
 
    “Speaking of unnatural,” he said, “I thought we were going to keep that at a polite distance.” 
 
    “Oh, Ontro,” the woman sighed. “There’s nothing unnatural about my Familiar. It’s as much a part of me as my arm.” 
 
    “Yes, well, I’d rather brush your soft hand than grapple with the metallic appendages of your counterpart.” 
 
    “If you would just take me up on the offer to get your own Familiar, you’d understand. Plus, we’d be more evenly matched.”  
 
    It was Stralasi’s turn to frown. “I think we’re already perfectly matched,” he said. “At least, in our bodies and our souls.” 
 
    Crissea pulled back a little to better read the Good Brother’s body language.  
 
    “You know, it’s no easy thing for me to merely set aside my Familiar like that, my love. How would you feel if I asked you to give up your eyes for me? Or your ears? I’ve had my Familiar for as long as I can remember, much like you’ve had sight for your entire life. The Familiar part of me is no less Crissea than the rest of my body.” 
 
    Stralasi hung his head.  
 
    “You’re absolutely right. I’m sorry. I just can’t imagine how that’s possible,” he said. “How can you see through two pairs of eyes and think with two minds at the same time?” 
 
    “I have no idea how to answer that,” she replied. “How do you see with two separate eyes? How do you think with two lobes of your brain?” 
 
    The monk looked confused. 
 
    “It’s all a matter of coordination,” Crissea continued. “Our biological brains are adapted to being coordinated with our semiconductor ones. To me, there’s no difference between them. We don’t say, ‘Oh, now I’m thinking with flesh. Now, with silicene.’ We think in the same fully integrated way that your two hemispheres think. We just…think.” 
 
    Stralasi opened his mouth for a retort. A flash of light out near the moons caught his eye and derailed his train of thought.  
 
    “Oh,” he said instead.  
 
    Crissea had caught the reflection of the flare in his eye. She turned to look into space beyond the wall-to-wall, floor-to-ceiling viewing window. She saw more flares, these ones in space beyond the asteroids. 
 
    “They’ve begun another live practice,” she said. 
 
    “Every day for the past month,” Stralasi said, and nodded absent-mindedly. “War won’t be long, now.” 
 
    * * * 
 
    “we’re ready to attack.”  
 
    Darya floated near the spot where Secondus hung, thousands of klicks out from Eso-La, and analyzed the results of the latest mock battle.  
 
    Darak felt her visual sensors examining his face for a reaction. He said nothing. 
 
    “Unless you can think of some other excuse to delay,” she added. 
 
    Darak grunted. “You’re going to insist on this, even though you know it’s pointless, aren’t you?” 
 
    “It’s not pointless if we take out a significant chunk of the array,” Darya answered.  
 
    “Yes, but I don’t like the odds on that.” 
 
    “You don’t like the plan? You helped design it,” she sputtered. 
 
    “The plan is fine. In fact, it’s brilliant. A lightning-quick strike where I move a hundred troops at a time into attack position, cycle through all ten thousand attack squads, and repeat. If it were anyone but Alum, we’d have much of the array wiped out before anyone was aware of our attack.” 
 
    “But?” 
 
    “But it is Alum we’re up against. We have a million battle-Cybrids. At a hundred microseconds to shift every group of a hundred into position, we’ll be a full second into the attack before I can start the second round.” 
 
    “And the array will be smaller by ten thousand elements,” she pointed out. 
 
    Darak nodded. “What are the odds He doesn’t already have the area around each element dusted with entangled microdetectors?” he asked. “He’ll respond with a full Wing of Angels in under a second.” 
 
    “Then, we’ll hold our own against them.” Darya was defiant. 
 
    “Sure. And I can shift the Wing Commanders and their Lieutenants out of range so Alum can’t intervene directly, but you won’t be able to take out the Angels and the array elements at the same time.” 
 
    “Then we’ll fall back.” 
 
    “And, what? Conduct a disciplined retreat? What will that prove?” 
 
    “It’ll prove Alum is not invincible.” 
 
    “Sure, a great gesture. But it won’t slow Him down enough to matter. Eventually, probably fairly soon, His Deplosion Array is going to start collapsing the universe.” 
 
    “Then we’ll build a bigger army of battle-Cybrids until we finally stop Him,” Darya answered.  
 
    She noticed for the first time the little lines of worry and weariness transforming Darak’s face. How long had they been there?  
 
    He softened his voice. “There was a time when you would’ve said that war isn’t the answer to everything.” 
 
    “I know it’s not the answer to everything,” she said, calming her voice to match his. “But right now, it might be the only way to save the universe. Don’t forget, there was also a time I sent a million of my people to their deaths as suicide bombers to take out a piece of the array.” 
 
    “That won’t work this time. Alum’s got sensor clouds around each element and shift blockers on the asteroids. At sub-light speeds, you’ll never get close enough to use MAM bombs, and I can’t jump our troops in any closer than a few light minutes, which would be useless. At that range, their energy absorbers would nullify any MAM explosions.” 
 
    “It’s just as well,” Darya replied. “I don’t think I could order something like that again. Whether they volunteered or not.” 
 
    Darak gave an understanding nod and went back to watching the growing army of battle-Cybrids gathering near Secondus. 
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    “Darak tells me you like pancakes,” said the old man sitting across from Darian Leigh.  
 
    The iconic Formica table supported a pair of utilitarian white ceramic plates bracketed by cheap, stainless steel flatware. Red vinyl stretched across overstuffed benches, and tubular chrome legs rooted the whole look to a black-and-white checkerboard floor.  
 
    Charmingly cliché—Darian thought. He admired the authentic looking heavy, cut-glass condiment containers and the gleaming chrome of the paper napkin holder, and looked out through the diner window, half expecting to see vintage cars, neon signs, and a busy street scene from the corresponding era. Instead, he was treated to a clear view of a wide open, grassy field.  
 
    That’s a pleasant surprise.  
 
    Some sort of pick-up baseball game was underway. Maybe more than one; it was hard to tell. The teams each had two pitchers and two batters, and no one seemed to have any idea how to run the bases. Tall unicycles and penny-farthing bikes wheeling around the outfield didn’t make it any easier to figure out what was going on. Darian grinned. 
 
    I love it. Not quite historically accurate for my time, or for any other if memory serves. Still, it was kind of Artero to go through the effort to do the research and set this up for me.  
 
    Darian turned to his host and smiled. “Yes, I love pancakes.” 
 
    Artero, a sixtyish grandfather figure in blue jeans and a gray cotton shirt, smiled in return.  
 
    “I hope we got the recipe right.” 
 
    Darian laughed. “It’s a wonderfully simple dish. I can’t imagine it’s changed that much, even over so many millions of years.” 
 
    Artero nodded and two heaping plates of steaming pancakes and a small pitcher of warm maple syrup appeared on the table in front of the men. A pair of golden butter pats crowned the soft stacks and emitted the addictive aroma of nostalgia. 
 
    Darian closed his eyes and inhaled deeply.  
 
    “Absolutely heavenly, Artero. There’s only one thing missing—our smiling, or maybe surly, waitress. It could go either way,” Darian mused. 
 
    “Waitress?”  
 
    “Yes, you know, a person employed for the purpose of asking what a customer wanted to eat or drink. Almost always a woman. She’d deliver the order to the kitchen and bring the prepared food out to the tables. In some cases, I suppose you might get a waiter, the male equivalent, but they less commonly filled such positions in North American diners in this era.” 
 
    Artero’s eyes widened with surprise. “That was all they did, take orders and deliver food? Sounds like rather unfulfilling labor and a little demeaning.” 
 
    Darian accessed his archives and thought about the context.  
 
    “It was a very different time from what we’ve come to know. Automation was only starting to be introduced into our service industries. Artificial Intelligence didn’t show up in the mainstream service industry until decades later. For most people, self-realization and fulfillment only came once they could meet their basic needs for survival. People took whatever work they could get in order to put a roof over their heads. Surely, your own people were acquainted with such manual labor back when you were still colonists in the Realm, before you had Familiars?”  
 
    “Not really,” Artero replied. “Darak says we were one of Alum’s special experiments. We were given Familiars almost from the beginning of our colonization. I can’t recall a time when we were ever without them.  
 
    “I heard the rest of the Realm separates its mechanical beings from the biological beings.” He shuddered. “That might seem normal to you but, for me, it’s hard to imagine anyone living like that.” 
 
    Darian polished the flatware with his napkin and drizzled syrup over his pancakes. 
 
    “Seeing how the experiment with Familiars led to rebellion, I don’t imagine Alum would’ve wanted to repeat it,” he said as he watched the sweet rivulets advancing across the spongy cakes. 
 
    “I imagine not,” Artero agreed. “In any case, breakfast is getting cold. Let’s eat.” He picked up his knife and fork. 
 
    Darian leaned forward and inhaled the aroma once more.  
 
    “These smell fantastic, Artero. They really do.” 
 
    “We added blueberries,” Artero grinned. “Just for you.” 
 
    The two men enjoyed a few bites in amicable silence punctuated by murmurs of pleasure. 
 
    Darian dabbed at his mouth and swallowed so he could speak.  
 
    “Incredible. The flavor sensations perfectly simulate what I remember.” 
 
    Artero smiled. “I’m glad. There’s always a bit of uncertainty when dealing with something new.” 
 
    “Your society still enjoys pancakes. What’s new?” 
 
    The older man pointed his fork at Darian. “You are new.” 
 
    “Me? I’m pretty much the oldest thing around.” 
 
    “Oldest memories, newest person.” 
 
    “And still incomplete,” Darian added. 
 
    Artero scrutinized the younger man, much like a psychologist might assess a new patient.  
 
    “How are you finding it? Being back in the real universe, I mean.” 
 
    Darian exhaled slowly, thoughtfully.  
 
    “It’s hard to describe. In some ways, I feel perfectly normal. But everything I remember has changed.” 
 
    “A long time has passed.” 
 
    “Yes, it has. I’m grateful to Darak; he integrated an incredibly rich and vivid historical archive into my revised concepta. I know how the universe evolved, and how it is now.”  
 
    Darian cut a bite-sized piece of pancake, loaded it onto his fork and paused, mid-air. 
 
    “But…,” Artero prompted his guest, and waited. 
 
    “But…it’s all just data to me. It’s one thing to know the history. It’s a whole other thing to have lived it. The fabricated memories I access are factual. Sterile. I have no lived experience to relate them to. No emotional connection to them.” 
 
    “Ah, I see. There is no you in all that past.” 
 
    “No. Nothing connects at a personal level.” Darian pushed a piece of pancake around his plate, sopping up maple syrup. “Well, almost nothing.” 
 
    “How do you mean?” 
 
    Darian set down his fork. Outside, one of the ball players hit a deep pop-fly over the head of the nearest outfielder. He watched the batter round first base, head for second, and then take a sudden detour across the pitcher’s mound.  
 
    “I’m not sure you’d understand.” 
 
    “Why not?” 
 
    “Everything is so peaceful here. So clean.” Darian’s voice was little more than a whisper.  
 
    Artero looked around. “We did our best to make it a realistic depiction of your time on Origin. Darak provided us with some background from your own experiences. Your love of pancakes, for instance.” 
 
    Darian shook his head as if waking from his own musings. “No, I don’t mean this. You’ve done an excellent job with all of this.” As if to prove his point, he lifted his fork, popped the impaled piece of pancake into his mouth, and savored it in sincere appreciation. 
 
    “What I mean is that, here in this substrate, thinking is so uncomplicated,” he explained. “So…easy. When Darak downloaded me from out of the Eater and into Trillian’s body—” 
 
    “He placed your mind inside of Shard Trillian?” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    Artero whistled. 
 
    “Trillian’s lattice was empty after Mary’s Ouroboros program destroyed him in the Alternus inworld. It was devoid of concepta, except for the most basic hard-wired data, and there were no traces of persona, no memories, no preferences. His body was a vacant shell in want of a mind. And I…. I was a mind in desperate want of a body.” 
 
    “Oh. I see. Yes, well, in that case, it sounds like an eminently practical solution to me. So what’s the problem?” Artero asked. 
 
    “Trillian had a substantial amount of biological brain cortex left.” 
 
    “Actual brain matter? His own brain? That’s not usual, is it? Or ideal.” 
 
    “Exactly. And, no, that isn’t usual. From what I know about the roles of Shards in general, and from what Darak has shared with me about himself, it seems unlikely that an individual’s brain tissue wouldn’t be entirely replaced by silicene lattice when being elevated to a Shard of Alum.” 
 
    “That’s what I would have thought.” 
 
    “But it seems Trillian somehow managed to retain a good deal of his original brain tissue. Alum must have known that. He must have permitted it for some reason. Maybe it was His idea that Trillian keep it.” 
 
    “And this biological tissue is causing you problems?” 
 
    “Not here in this inworld you’ve made. It’s only when I’m in my physical body that certain neural connections persist. They’re hard to avoid.” 
 
    “Ahh! Hard-wired human memories,” Artero guessed. 
 
    “Yeah, so it would seem. A whole slew of little bits of Trillian left behind in there. Mostly traces of memories and that sort of thing. It can be confusing at times but usually I can verify which ones are his by cross-checking them against my own memories hosted in the lattice.” 
 
    “Yes, I imagine that could get confusing.” 
 
    Darian’s brow furrowed. “Painfully. That’s why I wanted to visit you here, for a rest.” 
 
    “Well, you’re welcome here whenever you want. Whenever you need a break, whether it’s to visit or to get your thoughts in order, I’m always glad to see you. As one of the Original Ten who fought for the liberation of the Esu, I feel a certain responsibility to keep a connection with the physical universe. So long as the Eterna inworld exists, I’m here for you.” 
 
    “Thanks.” Darian gave Artero a lopsided smile. “I’m glad Darak suggested I visit you. You’ve built a lovely virtual paradise here. While the kids are playing their war games outside, I may stop by and spend a little time.” 
 
    Artero frowned. “Kids? They may be centuries younger than you but, Darian, make no mistake, those rebels are not children. It would be a mistake to underestimate them. They are most assuredly a force to be reckoned with. I have to admit, though, I’m not sure how much I like the idea of engaging Alum this way. It’s never been a good idea to go seeking His attention.” 
 
    “I couldn’t really say, either way. I never knew the man...or the God, if you prefer,” Darian said, leaving room for Artero to make his beliefs known.  
 
    “He may be the Living God but He’s still, essentially, a man,” Artero replied. 
 
    Darian shrugged. “I’d say that Alum stopped being ‘just a man’ when He distributed His consciousness across thousands of galaxies.” 
 
    “Well, He’s certainly not the Creator of All,” Artero countered. 
 
    “Hm. Depends on your definition, I suppose, Darian allowed. “I once argued against the idea of a Creator God with the man who was considered Alum’s spiritual father, according to Darak, the infamous Reverend LaMontagne. I think I won that particular battle,” Darian smiled, more with his eyes than his mouth. “But Alum may still show me yet how I lose the war.”  
 
    Artero eyed his new friend glumly. “If that happens, we’re all doomed.” He raised his hand to catch the eye of the apron-clad waitress who’d magically appeared behind the counter.  
 
    “Oh, aren’t you clever? Thank you, Artero. A nice touch.”  
 
    Darian mustered what he hoped was an optimistic smile for his host.  
 
    “Well, let’s not give up before the war’s started,” he said, and he lifted his glass of bright-orange juice. “Shall we toast? How about, to humanity everywhere in all of its forms?” 
 
    Artero rolled his eyes in comically exaggerated disdain.  
 
    “How about, to the end of the Gods?” he proposed. 
 
    Darian laughed.  
 
    “Alright. How about, to the end of this God, at least?”  
 
    They brought their glasses together in a satisfying clink of agreement. 
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    God’s creatures always marked His departures from Heaven with as much fanfare as they greeted His arrivals.  
 
    In consideration of those with rooted or minimally mobile status, the Living God shifted the group of friends, each in their various plant and animal states, back to the waterside clearing to enjoy Tristal and Poppi’s farewell composition.  
 
    He sat through all fifteen minutes of Mirly’s friends’ wondrous song and praised them appropriately, but Mirly thought He seemed a little distracted.  
 
    Almost like He wants to be somewhere else.  
 
    She’d never seen that kind of...she didn’t have the words. The concept of impatience was outside of her thinking. How could any being with endless time to enjoy the perfection of Creation ever feel anything besides the joy of the present?  
 
    When the music ended, Alum stood up.  
 
    “I must leave you now, children,” He said. 
 
    Why must you?—Mirly wondered. Who is making you go? What could possibly obligate God?  
 
    Her rambling thoughts shocked her. 
 
    Alum smiled at all, took a few moments to give His blessing to each of the creatures gathered, and walked back out upon the water. He disappeared in the same way as He’d arrived, in a dazzling flash of light.  
 
    Mirly’s friends collectively cooed, twittered, and chatted about how wonderful it was that the Living God had visited them. Mirly sat on a nearby rock and watched them share their excitement and praise. She watched and said nothing. 
 
    Poppi flew to a supple branch that curved downward, near Mirly’s head.  
 
    “Alum was fascinated by your mandala,” she chittered. 
 
    Mirly stared at her friend. “Fascinated, yes. But I don’t think He loved it.” 
 
    The little bird fluttered her wings. “God loves everything we do.”  
 
    “Did He not seem…I don’t know…‘not-happy’ to you?” 
 
    Tristal joined the two friends in time to hear Mirly’s question. His deep, bear laugh filled the air.  
 
    “Oh, Mirly. How could Alum be anything but happy? He loves all of His children and ev brownerything they do. You know that.” 
 
    Mirly stood up, without commenting, and walked a distance away. She didn’t know how she felt except to say that she was not-happy at the moment, herself. Something was not perfect in Heaven. Something she’d made for Him.  
 
    She felt separate from the joy of her friends.  
 
    I don’t like this—she thought. But she couldn’t stop how she felt.  
 
    “I need to think,” she announced to no one in particular and shifted back to the big boulder overlooking her mandala.  
 
    She replayed the events in her mind over and over until she found the precise moment when His usual joviality had changed.  
 
    “Where did the inspiration for this piece come from?” He’d asked. But His voice had not come from kindness. It didn’t sound like He was merely interested in what drove her expression. It sounded more like…she wasn’t sure what. Something more closely aligned with the not-happy.  
 
    Had He been there to explain His feelings at the moment He viewed Mirly’s inexplicable rendering of Earth and the Eater, Alum could have identified His sentiments as shock, confusion, suspicion, wariness, distaste, and maybe a touch of anger. Mirly knew none of that. 
 
    As she looked down on her mandala and the pleasant mix of blues and browns and greens and whites, she tried to imagine how Alum could be anything but thrilled with such beautiful colors.  
 
    Yet, His voice had sounded like...a boulder perched precariously above a flower right before the wind blows it over and crushes that poor, defenseless plant below ahead of its time. 
 
    Even in Heaven, a sort of death could happen in an accidental way. Alum assured His children that it wasn’t permanent. He could rekindle life in any poor, prematurely-dead organisms. Millions had witnessed such miracles of God’s love and power. 
 
    Why would He allow death to strike in the first place? Does He not have the power to make sure no one ever dies, even for a minute?—Mirly wondered for the first time in her long and varied life.  
 
    She didn’t know the answer, and it bothered her greatly. Did God tolerate imperfection in Heaven or was He simply powerless to stop it? Was her artistic tribute imperfect? Is that what had caused God to feel not-happy?  
 
    Mirly thought back, reviewed carefully, and became certain that her first interpretations were correct. He’d gazed on her work and was not pleased. He’d looked worried. She’d heard Him whisper something under His breath about “concerns in the greater universe leaking through.” Clearly, that comment wasn’t meant for her, but what did it mean? 
 
    Maybe God needs our help. Maybe He can’t make everything perfect all by Himself. 
 
    Her eyes wandered back down to her mandala. She traced its circumference and followed the largest blue splotch to the ragged white circle in the middle.  
 
    She walked along the edge of the boulder, examining how the brown and green sand below mingled in an intricate dance, accented here and there by splotches and lines of sparkling blue. It was pretty but it no longer pleased her as it had when she’d first finished it.  
 
    God didn’t think it was perfect. Why should I?  
 
    If it wasn’t a perfect reflection of God’s perfect Heaven, it had to be erased. It doesn’t belong here—she thought. Maybe it only belonged in that outside greater universe that Alum had muttered about. Maybe that’s why He was not-happy to see it here.  
 
    Mirly knew what she had to do. She shifted down to the edge of the mandala and picked up a broken branch. Using it as a broom, she spiraled inward, sweeping all discernible patterns from the colored sand until the mandala was no more. 
 
    The task done, Mirly shifted back to the top of the boulder and regarded the destruction she had delivered below. The beautiful, intricate image she’d spent weeks creating, every distinctive hue and texture, was now a bland, homogenous mess. The recently adorned ground merged with the gray rock and dirt that surrounded it.  
 
    My offering has returned to the perfect ground that Alum created. 
 
    Poppi’s cricket friend, Xitina, appeared on the edge of the boulder beside Mirly. She looked up at the doe-centaur’s face and followed her gaze to the ground below. 
 
    “Oh, Mirly! What happened?” she chirped. 
 
    “I erased it,” the young doe replied, coolly.  
 
    “But why? It was so beautiful.” 
 
    “Perhaps. But it wasn’t perfect, and there’s no room for not-perfect in Heaven.” 
 
    The cricket rubbed her legs together in a brief, sorrowful lament of minor-key wails and discordant runs.  
 
    Mirly stared at the insect, partly in surprise and partly in annoyance.  
 
    “Heaven is no place for such a not-happy sound, Xitina.” 
 
    She thought about the greater universe outside of Heaven. If a tiny, practically insignificant leak could turn her beautiful work of art into something unworthy of Alum’s approval, the outside universe must be powerful and overflowing with imperfection. 
 
    I must go there and help God make it a worthy place—she thought.  
 
    The idea made her heart beat fast with excitement.  
 
    Can I leave my home?—she wondered. Could my actions there help redeem my error here in Heaven?  
 
    Fear of the unknown touched her briefly. She brushed it away. If the greater universe was responsible for imperfection in Heaven, then that was where she needed to be. It would be better to stop the not-perfect at its source than try to prevent it from seeping here into their world. 
 
    She closed her eyes, set her jaw, and concentrated on shifting outside to the greater universe.  
 
    “Where did you go, Mirly?” a little cricket voice asked. 
 
    She opened her eyes and looked around. She hadn’t moved from the boulder. 
 
    “What do you mean?” she asked Xitina. 
 
    “You were gone for an instant and then you were back,” the bug explained. 
 
    “Then I’ll have to try again,” Mirly replied. She shifted.  
 
    “Mirly?” 
 
    “Yes, Xitina.” 
 
    “You did it again,” the tiny voice said. 
 
    Mirly turned away from the edge of the boulder and stomped her hooves.  
 
    “Why can’t I leave? What’s stopping me from going to the greater universe? All places in Heaven are only a thought away. We have only to picture a place and we are instantly there. Why can’t I get there?”  
 
    She squeezed her eyes shut with every bit of force she could muster. 
 
    “Where are you trying to go?” Xitina’s squeaking question pushed through Mirly’s deep concentration. 
 
    Annoying little bug—Mirly thought. She ignored the interruption and returned to her problem.  
 
    Perhaps the reason I can’t go there is that I have no idea what the greater universe looks like. If I can’t picture it, how will I get there?  
 
    She tightened her lips and focused with all of her might on this new conundrum.  
 
    I know! Maybe I can get closer than here, somewhere in the depths of Heaven. All the way to the center of Heaven? No, getting closer to Alum’s light and love doesn’t sound right. The edge of Heaven, then, where Alum’s perfect universe expands without end to accommodate new life, His new worshippers. That sounds more like it! Yes, the edge of Heaven must be closer to the greater universe outside! 
 
    Now, how to get there? She couldn’t just think the word, edge. She had to imagine the place. Picture it. What would the edge look like?  
 
    “If you’re going somewhere, could I come with you?” the cricket implored with squealing notes.  
 
    Bugs!—Mirly huffed.  
 
    The edge would be young. It would contain only the smallest life forms: grasses, mosses, and bugs.  
 
    “Can I help? Please, Mirly, please,” the cricket twittered. 
 
    Mirly glared at Xitina chirping eagerly at her feet. She’d never noticed before how terribly irritating insects could be.  
 
    “Xitina, I need to concentrate and I can’t do that with all the noise,” the doe grumbled. 
 
    “Oh! Concentrate! I can help you concentrate. What are you concentrating on?” the cricket replied. 
 
    “On getting far away from you,” Mirly snapped, and stamped her hoof down on Xitina’s carapace, splatting her tiny body against the boulder.  
 
    Finally, some peace—Mirly said to herself.  
 
    She took a ragged breath, and then two deeper ones. Her mind settled into the quiet. She closed her eyes and tried to imagine a part of Heaven where life was new, where mosses and grasses covered rocky ground, and where there were no animals larger than an insect.  
 
    And shifted.  
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    FORTY SECONDS AFTER IT BEGAN, the battle around the Deplosion Array was over—just not how they’d planned it.  
 
    The first few seconds had gone smoothly enough. Darak had shifted ten thousand teams of one hundred battle-Cybrids each into place near targeted Deplosion Array elements. 
 
    Mary dropped into position with one of the first teams and set her sights on a bright point some thirty thousand klicks away. Half of her attack group did the same and the other half scanned nearby space for any response from Alum. 
 
    The target was locked. Everything was quiet. There was no sign they’d been expected. 
 
    A radar pulse from the asteroid swept over them.  
 
    Mary felt its ping and acted without thinking. They’d rehearsed this.  
 
    They’d have about a tenth of a second before the returning echo traversed the distance to the asteroid and alerted defensive forces to their presence.  
 
    “Fire,” she commanded. 
 
    Fifty battle-Cybrids opened gateways into an alternate universe and channeled its young, exotic energy into collimated beams of destruction centered on a single bright point thirty thousand klicks away. The burst of energy traveled a millisecond behind the returning radar pulse. 
 
    It’s enough power to destroy an unprotected gas giant, and they won’t even see it coming. The array element won’t stand a chance.  
 
    Mary followed up with a directional pulse of her own to confirm the array element was destroyed. She needn’t have bothered. The asteroid erupted in a blinding flare as its energy absorbers were overwhelmed by their blasts. She reported the strike and listened in as thousands of other array elements were similarly destroyed. 
 
    After so much intense planning and preparation, the operation itself felt anticlimactic, more like casual cleanup than the opening salvo in a war.  
 
    Did I dampen my emotional responses too much before battle or is the mission truly this easy?  
 
    Before she had time to answer her own question, reports from other attack groups started pouring in: the array elements were fighting back. Blaster beams and near-light speed kinetic weapons greeted each new deployment of battle-Cybrids. Double Feathers of Angels, two hundred strong, shifted into place on top of the next thousand Cybrid teams Darak deployed.  
 
    The man-God returned and shifted Mary’s team to the next array element.  
 
    The Angels struck before Mary could pick out her target from the star-filled background. She watched in shock as the first of her team members’ shields and absorbers became overwhelmed by coordinated blasts.  
 
    As they’d practiced, the battle-Cybrids shifted together in a group directly into the midst of the attacking Angels, spewed coherent energy beams outward in all directions around them, and launched RAF-assisted, hyperkinetic weapons at the closer targets. 
 
    The surrounding Angels made easy marks, whereas the rapidly-shifting Cybrids clustered in their midst were impossible to attack without taking on significant friendly casualties.  
 
    The Angels switched to hand-to-hand combat.  
 
    The Cybrids’ hardened carapaces successfully deflected blows from the Angels’ adamantine swords. Their razor-thin tentacles sliced through Angelic limbs and detached heads from winged bodies.  
 
    When any Angel managed to get off a close-range shot from the tip of their gleaming swords, the Cybrids’ absorbers easily handled the single blasts. 
 
    Even at that, for every five Angels Mary’s team of battle-Cybrids destroyed, she lost one of her own. Similar numbers were coming in from the other teams. 
 
    The Angels changed tactics again. 
 
    While a shift-blocking shell of twenty Angels temporarily constrained a single Cybrid, five more Angels focused planet-destroying energy beams on their captive. The discharge often took out one of their own from the surrounding shell along with their prey, but it worked. If they continued like this, the Angels could triumph by numbers alone.  
 
    While the Angels’ maneuver sometimes managed to dispatch two or more battle-Cybrids at a time, those Angels that formed the containing shell were left momentarily vulnerable. The Cybrids took quick advantage of the tactical error and focused their fire on those outermost Angels.  
 
    The Angels fought on relentlessly. As fast as their casualties rose, fresh replacements arrived.  
 
    Alum was devoting a large portion of His fighting force to defending the Deplosion Array. Maybe all of it.  
 
    Despite their enormous losses, a simple calculation demonstrated Alum’s Angels would eventually be victorious. 
 
    * * * 
 
    Darya listened to her soldiers’ reports from eight light years above the galactic plain. They’d only destroyed a tiny percentage of the total array before Alum responded. She calculated that two million Angels were involved within five seconds of the initial attack.  
 
    The suicide attacks we orchestrated eons ago were much more successful.  
 
    She chided herself for even considering that option again, however briefly, and stuck with the new plan. She hoped Alum wouldn’t be able to deploy enough Angels to protect every single targeted array element. If they were lucky, the substantial attrition of His forces would make Him withdraw. 
 
    Darya sent a message to Darak via the trans-universal QUEECH comms. “I’ve been wondering,” she began, “how is Alum responding so quickly when we pop up near some random array element?” 
 
    Darak could think of only one plausible explanation.  
 
    “He must’ve seeded the area around the Deplosion Array with entangled microdust particles. It’s the only way this many Angels could arrive so quickly at so many asteroids all at once.” 
 
    “So why doesn’t He just send a Wing to attack each battle-Cybrid squadron?” she asked. “Why would He draw out the battle at such heavy cost to His Angels? This doesn’t make sense.” 
 
    Darak had no answer for her.  
 
    “And why hasn’t He arrived in person to finish us off or at least come to oversee the battle?” Darya added.  
 
    “It does seem strange,” Darak agreed. “He could just as easily shift in several of his own mind-nodes and sweep your battle-Cybrids away with a thought.” 
 
    “You’re the expert on Gods and their thinking,” Darya said. “What do you think He’s planning?” 
 
    Darak replied with an encrypted shrug. “We’ll have to wait and see.” 
 
    * * * 
 
    Darya ordered a consolidation.  
 
    Let’s not call it a retreat. Not yet—she told herself.  
 
    But that point was drawing painfully close.  
 
    The Angels were responding faster and faster to the battle-Cybrid intrusions. Her last thousand squadrons had barely targeted the assigned array elements before the Angels showed up and defended it with unbridled ferocity.  
 
    She asked Darak to extract the first deployments from the now mostly-destroyed asteroid posts and reposition them in groups of five hundred. A small subset focused on blasting the new targets while the majority fought off the Angels that were now appearing even before her soldiers could aim their weapons.  
 
    Both sides suffered heavy losses as Alum continued pouring resources into the battle. 
 
    Darya’s “consolidations” grew larger and larger but saw decreasing return. Soon, no more than one in fifty array elements were destroyed before the Cybrids found themselves fully engaged in simple survival. Array element casualties tapered to zero. 
 
    “Well, I’m not about to roll over for You and make it easy,” Darya muttered. “Let’s see if we can’t deliver a little sting to set You back a bit.”  
 
    “Form groups of ten thousand each,” she ordered, “Let’s see how Alum’s Angels deal with that.  
 
    The tactic worked beautifully.  
 
    Alum’s forces were accustomed to dealing with less effective opponents. Even the Aelu had never managed to consistently outfight His Angels despite being closely matched in technological prowess by the end of the War.  
 
    Angelic losses doubled, and kept rising. Soon, for every battle-Cybrid they killed, a hundred Angels died.  
 
    In an attempt to overwhelm their opponent, the Angels sent four full Wings against every group of ten thousand battle-Cybrids.  
 
    * * *  
 
    Timothy enjoyed killing Angels more than he thought he would.  
 
    It feels good to be on the side of Justice. And I finally found something I’m skilled at, something beyond my basic programming.  
 
    Or maybe I just like how the odds aren’t stacked against me for a change—he thought, recalling the futility of his early sword training with Darya and his many narrow escapes from Trillian.  
 
    Comparing this battle to those he’d previously studied, Timothy was pleased with the strategic and tactical elegance displayed by Darya’s army. 
 
    His team made up the Command and Coordination Center for one of the consolidated groups of battle-Cybrids.  
 
    With sensing, computation, and shifting cycles faster than ten microseconds, all ten thousand combatants could operate effectively in a spherical volume of space only five kilometers across. The entire volume was bathed in blinking transponder signals originating from the positions of Angels or Cybrids in the brief time between shifts. The signals revealed the fighter’s location to anyone within about three kilometers. In that miniscule amount of time, combatants would read enemy positions, calculate targeting vectors, discharge their weapons, and shift again before anyone could reliably target them.  
 
    Though doing so gave away their positions, both sides continuously transmitted from their transponders. Coordinating attacks and defense and not getting blasted by friendly fire was more important than being invisible to one’s enemies. 
 
    Timothy’s team fought at speeds that would have been inconceivable to the ancient tacticians he’d studied, wizened Generals of Origin who’d only ever envisioned space fights taking place between lumbering vessels, crewed by frail humans, engaging at close proximity in the dark depths of space. 
 
    Would they be amazed to see how far we’ve come? What we’ve become? Would they be pleased with our technological developments? Or would they be depressed to see that we’re still fighting? 
 
    Using QUEECH comms, his team coordinated group shifts and popped into existence in the midst of clusters of Angels. Energy blasts speared outward along vectors carefully calculated to avoid their own people, while destroying whole clusters of Angels before they could shift away.  
 
    Slower MAM missiles on proximity fuses arced out from Cybrid body-ports, anticipating where Angels might retreat and cluster. Their matter-antimatter explosions sparkled against the starry background of the central Milky Way.  
 
    * * * 
 
    Darya ordered ANOTHER CONSOLIDATION.  
 
    The Angels tracked the new consolidations and followed suit, merging twenty Wings into a single, imposing force. 
 
    Darak watched the new patterns for a few seconds.  
 
    “I’m worried,” he sent on the encrypted line to Darya.  
 
    “Why? This is working well.” 
 
    “Too well,” he replied. “Why isn’t Alum responding in person?” 
 
    “Good point. It’s not like Him to sit back and not react when things don’t go His way. What if we try two more large-scale consolidations and leave the other groups separate for now? Wait and see what He does?” 
 
    “He can’t do too much from a distance,” Darak replied. “He’d have to shift one of His mind-nodes here, a major one equipped with a large RAF generator.” 
 
    “That would require something the size of a small asteroid,” Darya replied. “If you see any sign of a significant component of His mind appearing anywhere near our people, shift our forces out of there immediately. Can you still do that?” 
 
    “Yes, the instant Alum appears, I’ll detect it. We can get away before He launches an attack or blocks us.” 
 
    “What if He doesn’t bring in a major node?” Darya challenged. “What if He’s trickier than that? Could He be assembling a bunch of smaller nodes in a cloud around us? They’d be almost undetectable. Maybe that’s why He’s sacrificing so many Angels, as a ploy to keep us busy while He slides into position bit by bit?”  
 
    “I doubt He has any useful subcomponents that small anymore,” Darak said. 
 
    “You have been out of touch for a while!” 
 
    “True. Maybe He’s developed some new tactics, but I’ve seen no sign of it. I’ll dust the area around the consolidated battlefields to give us more of an edge, though I’m not sure that’ll give us enough warning. If Alum can coordinate RAF generation among millions of tiny CPPUs….”  
 
    “It’ll have to do,” Darya replied. “In the meantime, we’re decimating the Angels’ ranks.” 
 
    “But hardly touching the array, and we’re taking significant losses. We don’t have the numbers to keep playing this game,” Darak pointed out. 
 
    “We can make the Angels pay a little more. I’ll order two more consolidations, huge ones, and see what happens,” Darya decided. 
 
    “Aye, aye, Commander,” Darak replied and sent an image of himself snapping a smart salute. 
 
    In spite of herself, and in spite of the fierce battle raging around them, Darya laughed. 
 
    * * * 
 
    Timothy’s group joined the first massive consolidation. Within striking distance of a pair of Deplosion Array elements, they and forty thousand other battle-Cybrids took on nearly two hundred thousand Angels.  
 
    The war raged silently across several light seconds of space. Ruthless energy beams crisscrossed the war zone, slicing through the exhaust trails of hyperkinetic missile volleys. They were just as likely to harmlessly pierce the curtain of blackness beyond and disappear into the vacuum as they were to hit one of their rapidly-shifting targets.  
 
    The battlefield was a swirling, living entity with individual cells—teams of a few hundred Cybrids or Angels—moving, shifting, forming, and reforming to gain any microsecond of advantage.  
 
    Timothy refused a command position. He preferred to kill alone, hovering outside of the main fray with his transponder on silent, tracking potential targets by their locator signals. He watched quietly from a distance, risking hits by stray kinetic or energy blasts from both sides.  
 
    Space is big and mostly empty; that puts the odds in my favor.  
 
    I hope.  
 
    By the time he identified a transponder signal, the individual had already moved, but that didn’t trouble him. He was playing a longer game.  
 
    He was tracking and analyzing the ebb and flow of the battle, and comparing that data to the tactics and applied knowledge he’d gained in the month leading up to battle. He’d learned a lot by poring over historical Aelu battles and Angel tactics. After devouring the public records, he’d turned to pestering Darak for everything the man-God could tell him.  
 
    Darak had patiently withstood Timothy’s incessant questioning. After telling him again and again that no amount of analysis of ancient Angelic battles would help in the present attack, Darak became exasperated.  
 
    “Enough!” he shouted.  
 
    “If you want to waste your time poring over irrelevant history that’s up to you. But, please, for the love of the cosmos, leave me in peace!” he begged, and promptly dumped the records of thousands of Angelic encounters with the Aelu into Timothy’s memory.  
 
    “Here! This should keep you busy for a while,” he muttered and turned back to review the latest battle-Cybrid simulation performance. 
 
    Timothy scrutinized the Aelu War records. He painstakingly analyzed the movements of each battalion and combatant.  
 
    And, just as he’d suspected, there were patterns in the chaos.  
 
    Over thousands of years of military history against the Aelu, the Angels had employed one particularly cautious, patient strategy with remarkable consistency. They engaged jump-blocking fields to isolate small bands of the enemy, positioned five of their own just inside the perimeter, and blasted into the midst of the trapped Aelu. The very same tactic as they’d been doing here. 
 
    Except that the Angels’ eons-old tactics weren’t working nearly as well against the new battle-Cybrids, and Timothy knew why. For one thing, the Cybrids acted more independently than the ancient Aelu; they flitted in and out of normal space too fast for the Angels to trap them. And, second, by all outward appearance there was little or no pattern to the Cybrids’ attacks, no formations, and precious little discernible coordination to lend itself to predictability.  
 
    Summarizing what he’d learned, Timothy had advised Darak and Darya to orchestrate complex movements that would give the appearance of chaos. It was brutally effective. 
 
    As it played out, Timothy watched, analyzed, and relayed minor tactical modifications to each of the Cybrid groups. He directed small, agile teams to draw the Angels tantalizingly close to trapping entire tight-knit formations. But as soon as the predictable five or ten Angels arrived to blast their trapped Cybrids, a larger group of Cybrids would materialize, annihilate the snipers in a single blast of MAM missiles and energy beams, and rip a wide hole in the outer shell of Angels that had tried to trap them.  
 
    Timothy observed the success of his suggestions with pride. 
 
    Right up until the tactic stopped working. 
 
    The Angels have stopped following their usual pattern. 
 
    Entire tracks of transponder signals were disappearing from the battlefield. Before he could make sense of it, a glaring light stabbed his sensors. He dimmed his optical sensitivity. He watched while more transponders of both Cybrids and Angels winked out, followed by a blinding cylindrical burst of light where combatants used to be.  
 
    “Something’s happening,” he sent on the Command channel, and shared a video clip. 
 
    “What is it?” Darya asked. 
 
    “Extremely high-energy bursts,” Timothy replied. “I’ve been tracking movements for the last twelve seconds. This is the first time I’ve seen it. It’s off the charts.” 
 
    “Something’s blasting through the engagement lines,” Darya said.  
 
    “Whatever it is, it’s destroying both Cybrids and Angels—Darak added. “I don’t like the looks of that.”  
 
    “Me, either. Do you think it’s Alum? Is He finally weighing in?”  
 
    “Just a millisecond,” Darak replied, sounding more calm than he felt.  
 
    It was seventeen full milliseconds before he spoke again, long enough for Timothy to wonder whether he and Darya had switched to a private channel. 
 
    “Retreat, One-Alpha-Six,” Darak barked to all of the Cybrids at once over the Command channel. “Pull back to muster-point four. Prepare to exit battle zone.” 
 
    Against orders, Timothy took a moment to think.  
 
    But we were winning! He watched his people in full and instant retreat, shifting through prearranged entangled particle connections to a safe intermediary spot a few light days away and, from there, back to Eso-La.  
 
    How did we go from certain victory to imminent defeat?  
 
    He reviewed his recordings of the battle, searching for some detail he might have misinterpreted.  
 
    The recordings only confirmed what he already knew.  
 
    We were winning. Clearly winning.  
 
    He watched as half of the battlefield went dark.  
 
    Who is indiscriminately destroying Cybrids and Angels alike? 
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    “Cybrids!” Alum raged as He stormed among the stars.  
 
    “My own constructions! My own People fighting against me! Again! Blasphemous traitors!” 
 
    “Not all of your People, my Lord. Not the Angels. Not me,” Trillian assured Him. In the presence of such fury, it was difficult to collect his thoughts well enough to speak coherent phrases.  
 
    This was the first time he’d been invited inside the great galactic disk, the home of the miniature universe floating in the center of Alum’s Hall. That alone was a lot to take in. Caught in a state of stammering trepidation and awe, he was torn between drinking in the majestic starscape before him and assuaging Alum’s ire. 
 
    The Living God wheeled and pointed a silencing finger.  
 
    “Not all People? That’s hardly any better,” Alum snarled. “Millions of ordinary Cybrids have been modified into formidable fighters against Me. Against the Realm. How could I not know about this? Did the Aelu make them? Or do I have a rebel force working against Me from within?”  
 
    He kicked a beach-ball sized star and watched it spin out of its system, leaving a trail of gaseous ejecta behind. He brushed the embers from His shoe and looked up to see Trillian’s open-mouthed stare.  
 
    “Don’t worry. There’s no life in this system,” He huffed. 
 
    Trillian closed his mouth and cleared his throat. That’s right. No big deal. He was just walking with God through a galaxy of planets and stars that were somehow, quite impossibly, smaller than the two of them and yet so detailed, so solid, that they had to be real entities, not representations. He forced his attention back to Alum’s last questions. 
 
    “There was no sign of Aelu at any of the battlefields or near any of the targeted array elements, my Lord,” he said. “And the attack patterns don’t match those in the Aelu War archives. That would seem to suggest these treacherous Cybrids acted of their own volition.” 
 
    “Well, wherever they came from, someone shifted them into the vicinity of the asteroids,” Alum said. 
 
    “And shifted them back out again when it became apparent they were losing the battle to your mighty Archangels, my Lord.” 
 
    Alum permitted himself a hint of an appreciative smile.  
 
    “Yes, the Archangels performed well, didn’t they? We would’ve destroyed the enemy completely had they not been shifted out of our reach.” 
 
    Trillian raised a questioning eyebrow. “The entangled-dust trackers were unable to follow them?” 
 
    Alum’s smile tightened into a grimace.  
 
    “Whoever shifted the Cybrids must have scanned for entangled particles. I caught a glimpse of a location a few light days away, but by the time the Archangels had arrived, there was nobody there. They must have erected a jump-blocking field to nullify the tracking dust.” 
 
    “Pity.” Trillian waited for Alum to continue. 
 
    The Living God clasped hands behind his back and resumed His pacing amid the floating stars of His mono-galactic microverse.  
 
    “They managed to destroy over eighty thousand array elements before we chased them away. We counted upwards of a million enemy combatants.” 
 
    “That in itself is a clue, isn’t it? Who could make so many specialized Cybrids in such a short time?” 
 
    “Indeed, and so soon after the Cybrid suicide attack on the array. I’m certain a concepta virus was used to subvert loyal Cybrids in that action. But we ramped up our CPPU security immediately after to prevent further infiltrations. No, this is something new. Something different.” 
 
    “The Cybrid weaponry equaled that of the Angels’,” Trillian pointed out.  
 
    “Not equal,” Alum corrected. “Better. Were it not for the Archangels, I would have had to intervene directly.”  
 
    “Why did You not show Your might directly, my Lord?” Trillian winced at his own brazenness. The words had tumbled out before he could stop them.  
 
    Alum scowled and ignored the question.  
 
    “Someone out there is able to shift large distances independent of the starstep system. Much farther than I would’ve thought possible. Or maybe they used the cover of the suicidal Cybrid attack to plant entangled particles in the vicinity of the array elements. Or maybe they set it all up millennia ago. I don’t know. Maybe they found a way to shift without entangled guides at all.” 
 
    Alum stopped, surprised by His own speculation.  
 
    Jump such distances without entangled particles to navigate? Was that possible?  
 
    He put one of His planet-sized processors to work on the problem. The equations around the idea were dangerous. It seemed preposterous but not entirely out of the question, hypothetically speaking.  
 
    Wasn’t there something back near the origin of shifting, some distant memory I shared with the mind of My “father” about that? He set a smaller, local submind to prowl through eons of memories for a correlation.  
 
    “The Aelu shift technology was no more capable than our own,” Trillian noted. 
 
    Alum stroked His chin absentmindedly.  
 
    “True,” He replied. “Except for the larger jumps in and out, the other Cybrid shifts looked no more capable than those of Angel Gabriel.” 
 
    “But You destroyed that abomination, my Lord. Could these be the remnants of an army he was building?” 
 
    “If not him, perhaps an ally,” Alum mused. 
 
    “What ally could build a million fighting Cybrids without us finding out about it?” Trillian asked. “Who could shift that number in and out of battle like that? Who except the Aelu could be capable of such a thing?”  
 
    “Who, indeed?” Alum echoed, and stopped pacing. 
 
    Are there others like Me, other Gods among the stars?—He wondered.  
 
    It was a twist on the ancient Fermi paradox. When He was only a boy, humans had already been pondering it for decades: why, if other life in the universe existed, had it never been detected? 
 
    Many reasons had been proposed. Perhaps technological civilizations didn’t survive their ability to invent civilization-destroying nuclear weapons. Or perhaps intelligence at a level sufficient to develop advanced technologies was rare in the universe. Perhaps, life itself was uncommon. 
 
    Or is it that life is plentiful enough but general intelligence is not as advantageous as one might think? 
 
    The Realm had encountered no more than a handful of technologically-advanced civilizations. So far, only one had been anywhere near as advanced as humans: the Aelu. But He never gave up looking for others. 
 
    Could one of His exploration rafts have bumped up against another life form on the edge of the Realm? A life form with capabilities similar to His own? Was there someone else like Him out there who could manipulate the building blocks of the universe?  
 
    He’d always known that such power in the hands of another could threaten the Realm, threaten His Plan to bring Heaven to the entire universe. Threaten Him. 
 
    He set a third submind to work on contacting all of His exploration rafts exploring the stars and galaxies. Had any of them encountered something new? Had any gone missing? Could any have been subverted to the service of another? 
 
    He began an inventory of the communication logs, to make sure no one had identified the entangled particles carried in one of His ships and traced it back to the Realm. 
 
    To encounter another God in the universe!  
 
    It was a chilling prospect.  
 
    I should be joyous but the notion that I may need to fight such a being to defend my Divine Plan is distressing. I am so close, now. So close!  
 
    His brow furrowed. “We’ll need to replace the destroyed array elements, and build the final contingent. And we’ll need to build more Archangels.” 
 
    He commandeered another ten million Cybrids from the Realm’s Maintenance and Manufacturing asteroid bases and sent them out to the Deplosion Array. 
 
    The next attack may require My direct intervention and, for that, I’ll need to be closer. It’s time to move most of My Self from here to Sagittarius A*.  
 
    If this is to be a battle of Gods, so be it! 
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    “Get rid of that thing,” Darya spat. “I can’t stand to look at it anymore.”  
 
    The Archangel rotating slowly in the air before them no longer glowed dull burgundy, but its leathery wings and talon-tipped digits still tugged at some deep, ancestral sense of fear and repulsion. 
 
    “I know it looks demonic,” Darak said, “but I think Alum designed them as some kind of terrifying version of the Angels, an Archangel, so to speak. He talked about some such idea, long ago.” 
 
    Despite being securely suspended, and even though Darak assured them that its power supply had been deactivated, the beast reeked of danger.  
 
    Timothy and Mary floated on the opposite side of the creature, inspecting it with somewhat more objectivity. Timothy extended a diagnostic tentacle to scan the horns with a spectroscopic laser. Mary probed the beast with low-energy X-rays and mapped the details of its surface in visible light. 
 
    “It’s ugly, that’s for sure,” Mary reported.  
 
    The calcified scowl on its horned face hinted at a lack of regard for any life but its own and its Master’s, and the horizontal-slit pupils in its lifeless eyes seemed…wrong.  
 
    Twenty meters away, Crissea stood beside Brother Stralasi and Darak on a small chunk of scrubland enclosed by a protective bubble of air. Her Familiar floated a few meters away. The Esu woman held the monk’s hand in her own, their fingers tightly entwined and seeking the reassurance of fleshly contact.  
 
    Darian Leigh stood at the edge of the bubble, curiously poking at the invisible wall that separated them from the deep vacuum of outer space. His eyes occasionally flicked back to Alum’s hideous construct but remained otherwise fascinated by the dusty stars in the distant core of the ESO galaxy. 
 
    “Ugly? Yes, I suppose it is,” Darak said, “and inherently frightening to the human psyche. I wonder whether Alum was anticipating that the majority of His foes would originate from within the Realm, or if this creation is more reflective of His own sense of the terrifying.  
 
    “To the Aelu, the physical appearance of this thing would be meaningless, no scarier than a kitten. In any case, this one is harmless enough now.” 
 
    “Regardless, I don’t like looking at it,” Darya replied. “What purpose does it serve to display it in front of us like this?” 
 
    Darak met her challenging stare with one of his own. “I want you to realize why physical battle with Alum is pointless. He can manufacture as many of these as He needs to protect the Deplosion Array from attack.” 
 
    “Yet, we were winning,” Timothy said. “If we improve our outer armor and energy absorption capabilities, we could do it. We could finish this.” 
 
    Darak raised an eyebrow. “You mean, tweak them enough to withstand the infinitely-condensed, exotic-matter plasma from inside a black hole?” He shook his head. “I’m not sure that’s possible.” 
 
    “Why not? Alum found a way to sink some entangled matter into that same black hole,” Darya pointed out. “That means something must be able to withstand it.” 
 
    Darak considered the idea. “It’s one thing to shift some entangled neutrinos across the event horizon when you don’t care about anything but their basic quantum state,” he answered. “It’s quite another to maintain the integrity of atoms and molecules when black-hole plasma is sprayed across them.” 
 
    “Why not shift the plasma right back into the black hole?” she suggested. 
 
    “Once I take that level of direct involvement, Alum will too,” Darak replied. “At that point, fighting between Cybrids and Angels or..,” he jutted his chin toward the floating monstrosity, “even Archangels, becomes a moot point.” 
 
    Darya’s condescension escaped in an audible sniff. “You seem pretty sure of yourself, for someone who couldn’t help us defeat a few of these creatures.” 
 
    Stralasi tightened his grip on Crissea’s hand. She squeezed back, caught his eye, and shook her head. Don’t get involved.  
 
    “It was bad enough that I shifted your people in and out,” Darak said. “That alone gave Alum enough clues about what kind of opponent He’s facing. That’s more than I’m happy with.” 
 
    Mary winced. She was painfully aware of what could happen when an enemy understood too much about you. She had barely survived her encounters with Trillian. 
 
    “Maybe he’s right, Darya,” she said softly. “Maybe we should find another approach.” 
 
    “No, he’s not right,” Darya shot back. “Not about this. Alum’s threat to the universe is embodied in that Deplosion Array. As it stands, He can only mess with the Realm, not all of reality.  
 
    “It’s awful that He exerts absolute power over all humans, Cybrids, and Angels. If we don’t destroy that array, He’s going to destroy the entire universe. All of existence. Everything.” 
 
    “Darya’s right,” Darak replied, surprising everyone with his abrupt shift.  
 
    Brother Stralasi held his breath.  
 
    “But so is Mary,” Darak finished.  
 
    The Good Brother exhaled, and Darak flashed a fleeting, wry smile at his travelling companion, acknowledging his astute anticipation of his position. 
 
    “I’ve known Alum longer than any of you,” Darak continued. “I’ve worked with Him and plotted against Him for millions of years. Tens of millions.  
 
    “He’s many things: Living God, dictator, benevolent leader, guide. And He hasn’t completely outgrown the human beliefs He developed even before His birth. He fears the unknown, detests uncertainty, loves the stable and predictable. He’s lost His way a little but He means well and He’s not beyond reason. He may be the most powerful of the Gods, but I believe He’ll still listen if presented with a better way.” 
 
    Darya snorted. “Talk? That’s your great solution? Talk to Alum? Explain the folly of the destruction of the entire universe? Why would you think someone who could conceive of such wickedness might be open to argument?” 
 
    “He may be...what?” Mary interjected before Darak could respond. “What do you mean, the most powerful of the Gods?” 
 
    Darak hesitated, allowing the others to review their records of the last few seconds of conversation. A sheepish grin tugged at his mouth.  
 
    “I’m glad you caught that. It’s true. In my travels around the universe, I’ve discovered others like Alum. Six others, so far.” 
 
    “Six!” Stralasi couldn’t help himself. So many Gods! The idea of other Realms each ruled by their own Supreme Being was too much to contemplate. 
 
    “And all wanting to remake the universe to suit their own egos, no doubt,” Darya added. 
 
    Darak held up a preemptory finger, “Surprisingly, no.” 
 
    “No?” 
 
    “No. That particular dream belongs only to Alum. The other six are isolated from each other and all seem to be content to rule as local deities.” 
 
    “For now,” Darya added. 
 
    “Do they know about each other?” Crissea asked, attempting to keep the conversation from devolving into an unproductive cynical track. “More importantly, do the others know about Alum and His so-called Divine Plan?” 
 
    “Yes, to both,” Darak replied, “but no one except me knows the location of each of the others.” 
 
    “Of course not,” Darya said. 
 
    Darak sighed. “That was a necessary part of them agreeing to speak to each other at all. You wouldn’t believe how paranoid almighty beings can be of others with similar capabilities. They won’t reveal their locations or even their species to one another. They insist on communicating only through me.” 
 
    The almighty weren’t the only suspicious entities. “How convenient that they trust you so much. How did you accomplish that? Pray, tell!” Darya invited. 
 
    “By being both nonthreatening and unassailable,” Darak replied.  
 
    “When I first revealed myself to each of them, believe me, they attacked me with all they had at their disposal. I resisted, but never retaliated. When they tired of trying to destroy or remove me from the universe, we talked.” 
 
    “So why are you afraid to attempt the same with Alum?” 
 
    Darak frowned. “Alum is older and more powerful than any of the others.”  
 
    As if remembering something, he chuckled and shook his head. “With the possible exception of Raytansoh, that is, but he’s such an enigma that speculation is difficult.” 
 
    “Why haven’t you approached Alum with this information?” Stralasi asked. “I would think that such knowledge might cause Him to change His Divine Plan.” 
 
    “If He suspected there were competing entities, I think He’d accelerate His Plan,” Darak replied.  
 
    “What are we doing here, then? Why don’t we join with these other Gods? I mean, if our interests are aligned and they are content to limit their power to their own Realms, we should ask them to help us,” Darya suggested.  
 
    Timothy left his examination of the Archangel and joined the others. “Balancing interests,” he answered. “Aligned or opposing, they are impossible to maintain. Impossible to break,” he stated. 
 
    All attention turned toward him.  
 
    “Care to explain?” Darya asked.  
 
    “Yes. I’ve made a study of the history of warfare in the Realm, particularly of the Aelu Wars. With Mary’s help, of course.” He used his attitude jets to emulate a polite bob in her direction.  
 
    “In my studies,” he continued, “there were a number of smaller battles in which neither side had a numeric advantage, weaponry was roughly equal, and Alum was in no position to intervene directly. My analysis of such engagements shows weeks of jockeying for position by both sides, with neither gaining final advantage.  
 
    “After a while, strategies repeat themselves of necessity. Any moves outside of established parameters upset the balance to such a degree that the first to transgress would lose the entire battle.” 
 
    “How were the stalemates resolved?” Darya asked, curious despite her wish to get back to arguing with Darak about the Gods.  
 
    “They weren’t resolved,” Timothy answered, “not as a result of the battles. In the end, one side or the other merely did a coordinated shift away from the engagement. The balance couldn’t be maintained indefinitely, and it couldn’t be broken without throwing one’s interests into a losing slide.” 
 
    Darak congratulated the newest of the Cybrid personas on his insights. “An excellent assessment, Timothy, but it’s even worse than that.  
 
    “Engaging the help of the other six Gods against Alum is unpredictable. Together, they might win and enslave the Realm to any one of their own, or they might attempt to rule together.  
 
    “On the other hand, should Alum successfully repel an attack, He’d only be proven right to be paranoid about the rest of the universe. And if He were to win that kind of war, He’d likely feel justified rushing completion of the Deplosion Array and launch an immediate partial-deployment of its fields.” 
 
    “Partial deployment of the array?” Mary echoed. “Could He do that?” 
 
    “It’s difficult to model the theory,” Darak admitted, “and harder still to say what the result might be. Hollowing out a new universe from some part of ours could be incredibly disruptive to whatever survives it, that is, to both the old and the new. The result could be worse than just letting Alum carry out His Divine Plan.” 
 
    “But you don’t really know, do you?” Darya objected.  
 
    “No, I don’t really know for sure. Like I said, it’s complicated. Maybe the computational power of your quark-spin lattice would help. I don’t know that either.” 
 
    “So then, what are you doing with the other Gods? Is there a plan?” 
 
    “Yes, I have a plan. “In truth, it’s more preparatory than definitive at this stage,” Darak admitted. 
 
    “Well, that doesn’t sound very encouraging,” Darya replied. 
 
    “No, but it may be all we have.” 
 
    “Darak, is this your Judgment Plan?” Crissea asked. 
 
    Before he could answer, Darya asked, “Judgment Plan? What’s that?” 
 
    “Alum’s decision to reformat the entire universe was something He arrived at without consultation,” Darak answered. “His knowledge and experience is vast, but the people of the Realm have a right to participate in such an important, all-encompassing choice.” 
 
    “We already voted to stop Him,” Darya said. 
 
    Darak shifted the earth-and-air bubble containing himself, Stralasi, and both of Crissea’s forms closer to where the Cybrids examined the Archangel. 
 
    “Right. Your small group of rebels decided long ago, on behalf of all your people, to stop Alum. That’s hardly more democratic than Alum acting completely alone,” he challenged. 
 
    “The few of us here are better equipped to make such a decision than the trillions of ignorant humans and Cybrids throughout the Realm,” Darya pointed out. “They aren’t equipped to understand the workings of the Deplosion Array, or the ramifications of altering the laws of nature.” 
 
    “I agree,” Darak said, “you are indeed better equipped. But don’t you see? Deciding for them is something Alum would do. The answer isn’t to take away people’s ability to listen, analyze, and choose. We have an obligation to work with them and to enhance their ability to understand so they can choose well for themselves.” 
 
    “Sure, we could do that,” Darya replied, “if we had a few million years to overcome the society Alum created. But we don’t. 
 
    “Humans know nothing of science or technology. All they know how to do is pray to their Living God. They pray for everything. For their food to be delivered. For a nice day. For a simple fix to machine components that they can’t be bothered to learn how to repair themselves. To win a sporting event, for crying out loud. The Cybrids are little better. They do their jobs and escape to their inworld entertainments. 
 
    “Society is peaceful and orderly, and it will continue to be so, right up until the universe comes to an end. Then, it’ll be Peace and Order for eternity, enforced by Alum’s new laws of nature that will permit no Chaos, nothing but order and predictability for ever more.  
 
    “I’m sorry, but that sounds like pure Hell to me,” she concluded. 
 
    “We won’t need a million years,” Darak said. “Nor will we need to destroy this society in order to educate it and give it the appropriate analytical tools.” 
 
    “Okay, what do you have in mind?” she asked. 
 
    Brother Stralasi held up a tentative hand. “I think I understand. May I explain?” he said.  
 
    Darak took a symbolic step back to cede the floor and waved the Good Brother forward.  
 
    “I have benefitted recently from Darak’s plan,” Stralasi began. “In our travels within the Realm, Darak seeded Integration Labs in hundreds of systems with a lattice virus. It’s been spreading through the local human and Cybrid populations.  
 
    “My understanding is that this virus launches a developmental program for a new, intelligence-enhancing lattice in both the human brain and the Cybrid CPPUs and once it’s in place, it installs an extensive knowledge base. 
 
    “The knowledge base is eye-opening, to say the least. I am not—was not—an ignorant man by Realm standards. But now I see that compared to what I’ve learned in the past months, and compared to how I’m now able to reason, I was a fool.  
 
    “I won’t say I have risen to your level, not at all, but now I better understand how the universe works. I understand much more of your science than I ever knew existed. Even the Deplosion Array and the original Reality Assertion Field make some sense to me at the level of basic principles although, admittedly, the finer details are still beyond my gleaning.  
 
    “I also finally see the socioeconomic and political forces at work in the Realm. I see how the system works. I see its flaws as well as its benefits. I see how well it serves in bringing stability to this part of the universe, and I can imagine how parts of that system could be improved.  
 
    “Darak thinks that equipping billions with similar knowledge and intellect would enable them to collectively decide on the future of the Realm and of the universe. And I’d have to agree with that.”  
 
    Darya emitted a whistle in mock glee. “Okay, so that’s it, then. I guess that all we need to do is get an audience with Alum. I’m sure once He’s confronted by the collective wisdom of billions of IQ-enhanced citizens of the Realm, He’ll suddenly and miraculously see the error of His choices.”  
 
    Darak frowned at her sarcasm. “He can’t just ignore what His people want.”  
 
    “Why not?” Darya challenged. “Alum has been the Living God for so long, how do we know He doesn’t consider His judgment to be beyond reproach? What if He refuses to listen? What if He listens and chooses to ignore us?” 
 
    Darak frowned. “I did say the plan was only preparatory. Clearly, if Alum remains determined to proceed with His plan against the wishes of His People, we have to be ready to help.” 
 
    “If He persists, we may need to eliminate Him,” Darya replied.  
 
    “Is it possible to kill God?” Timothy asked. 
 
    “Gods can be killed,” Darak confirmed, “but in the case of Alum, the difficulties are exponential.” 
 
    “What do you mean?” 
 
    Darak’s voice was barely audible, even on the transmitted channels. “I tried to kill Him once. In fact, I did kill Him. It feels like an eternity ago.” 
 
    Stralasi looked confused. “I don’t understand. If you killed Him, why is He still the Living God?” 
 
    “He refused to stay dead,” Darak answered glumly. “I destroyed a body, not knowing that Alum’s consciousness was already distributed among a hundred asteroid processors. That body was replaced, and it has been replaced countless more times since then. Alum spans entire galaxies now. How does one kill such a being?” 
 
    His question was met with silence. If Darak with his God-like capabilities couldn’t imagine how Alum could be killed, what ideas could he expect from them? 
 
    “For the sake of argument, how is putting the question to Alum’s People, and no one else, any better than Alum acting alone?” Mary asked. “What about the Realms of the other Gods you mentioned? Don’t their people get a say in the fate of the universe, too?” 
 
    “Their Gods have spoken for them,” Darak replied. “They are universal in their condemnation of Alum’s Divine Plan. They prefer the universe to stay as it is. I may not agree with their specific reasons but I find myself agreeing with their overall conclusion.”  
 
    “In that case, the answer is obvious,” Darya said. “If the other Gods are on our side and if the People of the Realm support our choice to stop the Deplosion—” 
 
    “That’s still a big if,” Darak interjected. 
 
    “Yes, I’ll give you that,” Darya replied, “Alum’s People could well vote in favor of His Divine Plan. But if your enhanced intelligence and knowledge base was convincing enough to change the mind of one of Alum’s own Alumita monks, I feel confident about which way the vote will go.  
 
    “In any case, it makes sense to be prepared, to help everyone to prepare. I have no confidence that Alum will listen to any voice besides His own. We need to be ready to back up our demands with collective force.” 
 
    Darak was pretty sure he knew where Darya’s line of thought was leading.  
 
    “You want to talk to the other Gods, don’t you?” he said.  
 
    “I think we have to,” she confirmed. “Can it be done?” 
 
    “It’s against my better judgment but, yes, it’s possible.” 
 
    “Then, we have to do it,” she said. 
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    “At last, fortune has favored my preparations!”  
 
    Depchaun’s announcement to the other five Gods cut through the introductory small talk. 
 
    “Is that why you called us together one full minute early, to share your good fortune?” Lyv asked.  
 
    “Yes,” Depchaun replied, “but I think you’ll find that my news will be good news for all of us in pushing Darak Legsu to action. We may be able to bypass him entirely.” 
 
    The dark-gray humanoid avatars of the Six occupied their respective thrones. The green status lights blinking above each station imbued the polished stone floor and its inlaid galaxy with a sense of depth and movement.  
 
    The light above Raytansoh’s throne drew inordinate interest from his five co-attendees as, for only the second time in thousands of years, it signaled his potential readiness to participate in the discussions. Noting this was only a potential and not an actual break with silence, no one commented on his change in status.  
 
    “Bypass Darak? An intriguing thought, Depchaun. You have our attention,” Ishtgor said, forcing his focus away from Raytansoh’s blinking green status light and back to Depchaun and his announcement. “And are you planning to divulge this news anytime soon?” 
 
    “—or are you more interested in gloating?” Glenchax finished. 
 
    From the opposite side of the circle, Ki-tan-la sniggered.  
 
    “Go ahead, mock me,” Depchaun laughed. “This day, all will be forgiven.” 
 
    “It must be tremendously good news indeed, then,” Lyv prompted. 
 
    “I found Alum’s Realm!” Depchaun gushed.  
 
    The room went silent for several long milliseconds while everyone’s minds reeled with questions and implications.  
 
    Glenchax plunged in.  
 
    “When? Where is it? How did you accomplish this? How do you know it’s Alum’s Realm? Has He detected your discovery? How long have you—“ 
 
    “Let him tell his story!” Ishtgor bellowed. 
 
    “Thank you,” Depchaun said. “I will be brief. Like you, the volume of space my people occupy grows as my ships explore the surrounding universe. Limited by the speed of light, as we all are, this process is frustratingly slow.” 
 
    “For all except Darak, that is,” Raytansoh pointed out. 
 
    All five other Gods craned their necks to stare at Raytansoh. 
 
    “Acknowledged and shelved to a future discussion,” Depchaun replied curtly before anyone could respond. He was not about to allow Raytansoh, who’d been uncommunicative for so long, to steal his spotlight and undermine the impact of his big news. 
 
    “In any case,” Depchaun continued, “some number of human-months ago, one of my exploration ships approached a unique triple-star system. As they drew to the limits of their telescopic resolution, they observed triple ringworlds orbiting the stars.  
 
    “It was strange enough to find a triple star system at all, as orbitally unstable as it would have to be, but the discovery of the triple ringworlds around them implied the entire system was artificial. Technologies equivalent to our own would have to have been involved.  
 
    “The ship was only a few light days out when all three stars suddenly and inexplicably went nova at once. Naturally, the ship was destroyed when the plasma shockwave passed over it.” 
 
    “Naturally,” echoed Glenchax, a hint of derision creeping into his voice.  
 
    Depchaun ignored him. “However, before it was destroyed, the team was able to analyze the plasma from the nova. It was littered with advanced synthetic compounds, metals, semiconductors, plastics, antimatter, and some exotic particles. The ship hit the plasma at some fifty-percent of light speed and was destroyed instantly but a quick-thinking engineer managed to drop a group of entangled particles nearby.  
 
    “After the initial shockwave passed, I sent my macro-Partial Aspect to investigate.” 
 
    “And you found something significant,” Lyv stated.  
 
    “Yes, something remarkable. A nearly intact synthetic being. Presumably one modeled along human lines as it bore a resemblance to Darak and to the avatars that represent us here. Except the being had two badly damaged additional appendages sprouting from its back. I believe Darak would call them wings, if I recall correctly. This salvaged being matches Darak’s description of Alum’s Angels.” 
 
    “Angels! In reach of your empire?” Ishtgor cried out. “If Darak’s stories of these hideous creatures of Alum’s devising are to be believed, that could be exceedingly dangerous.”  
 
    “Quite,” Depchaun replied. “Fortunately for all of us, this one was inert, damaged beyond its operational parameters. Through no action of my own, I should clarify. But—and here’s the amazing stroke of luck—the being had a small repository of entangled particles. My Aspect followed where they led.” 
 
    “To Alum’s Realm,” Raytansoh guessed.  
 
    “Exactly. To some hundred different systems in several tens of galaxies. I visited each one briefly and mapped local landmarks. I can say with confidence that we now have a crude, preliminary map of Alum’s Realm.”  
 
    Depchaun paused so the other five Gods could absorb and appreciate his achievement. He beamed proudly, and deservedly so, as the other five Gods conveyed a modicum of respect.  
 
    “Alum’s territory is considerable,” he elaborated. “The triple-star system and its ringworlds were far beyond the edge of any other active systems. The system may have been built as a retreat in case of disaster or invasion.  
 
    “With little effort, we could insert additional Aspects and extrapolate the position of the Deplosion Array that Darak described and, quite likely, Alum’s primary processors.” 
 
    “We could stop Alum’s nonsense once and for all, kill Him, and divide His Realm amongst ourselves!” The eagerness in Ki-tan-la’s voice crackled over the narrow comm band. 
 
    “Perhaps we could take a slightly more measured approach,” Depchaun suggested.  
 
    “What do you have in mind?” Lyv asked. 
 
    “Darak is bringing other representatives from Alum’s Realm to this meeting. I suggest we ask him to allow each of us to send Aspects to greet them.” 
 
    “Hah! Physical emissaries of our real selves? Are you crazy?” 
 
    “That would be reckless!”  
 
    “Irresponsible!” 
 
    “Dangerous!” 
 
    “I agree!” Depchaun laughed over the protests. “It will be all of those things, and Darak will be suspicious.” 
 
    “Ahh. You have a plan.” Raytansoh’s avatar angled to face Depchaun with new interest.  
 
    “Indeed. My Aspect will carry a package of entangled exotic particles from another universe that I will plant on Darak’s guests.” 
 
    “He will detect them and remove them,” Glenchax said. 
 
    “Perhaps. If he’s half as smart as he thinks he is, he already suspects we’d like to find Alum’s Realm independent of his assistance. Our complete about-face on sending Aspects will only confirm what he’s already thinking, that some of us are up to something. And it won’t matter at all. 
 
    “If he finds the entangled particles and exposes them to a decoherence field, no problem. We’ll continue as before with our other plans to map the remainder of Alum’s Realm. He won’t guess we’ve already found another way there. And should he fail to find the particles or to find all of them, we’ll have secured another route to the Realm, as well as to Darak’s base. Either way, we come out ahead.”  
 
    The group debated the possibilities and pitfalls until Ishtgor summarized the collective conclusion.  
 
    “Excellent!”  
 
    They used half the remaining fifty seconds to consider how to divide up, under both scenarios, the exploration of Alum’s territory.  
 
    Upon reaching agreeable terms, they withdrew quietly to their own thoughts, where they modeled cooperative—and competitive—approaches to the exploration and subsequent conquest of a new species and its domain.  
 
    Not a single one ruled out the use of treachery to gain advantage against the other Gods.  
 
    The minute wound down and Darak Legsu appeared, right on time, fully corporeal, and accompanied by his guests.  
 
    Three strangers. Outsiders, fully exposed to the Six.  
 
    And vice versa. 
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    “And so, having opposed the wishes of your intellectual equals for millennia, you immediately acquiesced to the demands of your stock species?” Depchaun snarled. His avatar’s eyes narrowed until they were no more than two dark slashes relishing the sight of Darak stewing in uncomfortable silence. 
 
    The man-God squirmed but, to his credit, never looked away.  
 
    “To be completely accurate, Depchaun,” Darak replied, “you never requested to talk to anyone other than Alum Himself. That was always going to be an impossibility. My companions’ request to appear here was substantially more reasonable.”  
 
    His voice showed no hint of the guilt the Gods had been anticipating. Such audacious lack of remorse galled them even more. 
 
    “Minor details,” Lyv spat. “Though, we would’ve been happier if you’d included representatives from all species in Alum’s Realm. No offence to our guests.” Her featureless avatar stood up from its throne and bowed to Darya, Mary, and Brother Stralasi.  
 
    Stralasi managed a clumsy bow of his own, while the two Cybrids dipped in acknowledgement. 
 
    Darak frowned. “What other representatives would you have had me invite? Are you referring to the Angels? They have no place here, as you well know. If I were to bring an Angel here, I might as well invite Alum. I don’t think any of us are ready for that.” 
 
    Depchaun cleared his throat noisily and reasserted control of the conversation.  
 
    “In honor of our guests, we Six will also appear here in physical form, so to speak. We have prepared Aspect versions of our complete selves at the prearranged pick-up locations. You may bring them here, now.” 
 
    Darak’s frown deepened. “Why would you choose now for your first physical presence at one of these meetings? What are you planning?” 
 
    Glenchax’s avatar stood and spread its arms wide. “You wound us with your insinuations! In the spirit of this new level of openness, we merely seek to reciprocate. Our Aspects are no threat to you or your guests. They carry nothing more than tightly-linked Partial personas. We will continue to communicate through your personal channels. 
 
    “Revealing the physical appearances of our species to one another and to our guests will lead to a new level of trust among us all. We have computed that this is critical for our next steps in addressing the Alum problem that we all share.” 
 
    Even without knowing the Gods’ full capabilities and powers, Stralasi’s inferior mind guessed at the considerable potential for treachery. He wondered how many possible acts of betrayal Darak was playing out in his imagination. 
 
    “Very well,” Darak answered, “We look forward to meeting with your Aspects.” 
 
    Stralasi let out the breath he didn’t realize he’d been holding. Darak must consider his ability to protect me and the Cybrids adequate, as well as his ability to keep the location of the Realm secret.  
 
    The monk relaxed ever so slightly, and savored the reassuring breath refilling his lungs.  
 
    He watched with fascination as the gray avatars of the six Gods were replaced, one at a time, by a variety of biological life forms and heard a gasp escape Mary’s speakers—or had that emanated from his own lips? He wasn’t sure. 
 
    Had he not already witnessed an incredible diversity of life across Alum’s Realm—all of which was included within the classification of humanity—he might have fainted at the sight of the six extraordinary creatures that appeared on the thrones.  
 
    Depchaun’s Aspect, a prickly, glossy-black cube with articulated limbs jutting from all sides, hovered a meter above his throne like any Cybrid. 
 
    A machine civilization?—Stralasi wondered. Or just its God?  
 
    The others were recognizable biological species although they varied dramatically in form from the willowy, bipedal, vaguely-humanoid Ki-tan-la to the furry arachnid Lyv and her attendant spider mites, to the tentacled gas-bag Ishtgor, to the dry-skinned, long-legged reptile that was Glenchax.  
 
    But, most of all, Stralasi’s gawking eyes were drawn to Raytansoh: He’s like…like…two green octopuses fused together at the head!  
 
    The Good Brother had seen many strange organisms, both Standard and alien, during his travels with Darak. Each form had been both shocking and fascinating in its own way. But this one! How could its biology function? Was it even real? Could Raytansoh be fooling Darak about his species’ true appearance? Stralasi was pretty sure Darak was not easily tricked.  
 
    “I’m sure you’re all as repulsed by my appearance as I am by yours,” Lyv said. She spoke by means of rapidly-vibrating, chitinous bristles that scraped against her dorsal carapace and emitted complex sounds. “Though I must admit, a number of you do look quite…delicious.”  
 
    She chuckled and a drop of venom involuntarily squeezed from her tail stinger. Two small attendant mites rushed to lick it up before it dripped. 
 
    “I doubt you would find my internal components either refreshing or nutritious,” Ishtgor thrummed with tiny wings that beat against resonators to produce hollow-sounding utterances. “But I agree as to the general hideousness of your various forms. I’m glad Darak permitted us to meet previously in uniform humanoid avatars. It allowed us to grow accustomed to a single repugnant form while we came to know one another. Clearly advantageous, in Ki-tan-la’s case,” he joked, and wheezed out a rasping, wet sound that may have been a laugh.  
 
    The solitary bipedal Aspect in the group acknowledged the backhanded compliment by touching her hands to either side of her head.  
 
    “I’m grateful to be found less distasteful in appearance,” she said. 
 
    “I wouldn’t go that far,” Depchaun replied. “You are all grossly soft, fleshy reminders of a time that I’d rather forget, a time of constant vulnerability and weakness. You repulse me, and it requires great fortitude to look past your physical appearances.”  
 
    Stralasi marveled at the grotesque beauty of the speaker’s spikes as they shuddered over the polished, black surface of the machine-being when it—he?—spoke. 
 
    Darak’s voice cut through the din of the Gods’ banter.  
 
    “I think we can all agree that the universe has found many interesting ways to achieve intelligence. It comes as no surprise that we are most familiar with our own forms and find them most pleasing. Thankfully, our mental structures have more in common than our physical ones.” 
 
    “As far as you can assure us,” Ishtgor responded. 
 
    “There appears to be a limited number of ways to move from parallel concept-association processes to linear, logico-rational thinking,” Raytansoh stated. “The convergence of natural processes is remarkable in this regard.” 
 
    Depchaun agreed. “Even my own extensive explorations of alternative forms of cognition have been remarkably unsuccessful in discovering other useful approaches,” he added. “Concept-processing in universes vastly different from our own still converges on similar structures and algorithms. Perhaps our new guests will have some insights into this.” His sensors focused on Darya and Mary.  
 
    Darak nodded at the Cybrids, encouraging them to respond.  
 
    “I am far less capable than any of you so I’m not sure how much I could contribute to such lofty philosophy,” Darya replied. “My concerns are more immediate and real.  
 
    “I’ve asked Darak to bring us here because I believe forceful intervention is necessary to stop Alum’s Divine Plan. 
 
    “Our recent attack on His Deplosion Array was met with a surprisingly vigorous defense; they successfully repelled our army without Alum’s direct intervention. This suggests it may be beyond the ability of our collective comrades in the Realm to deal with Him on our own. We need help.” 
 
    “Will Darak not help you?” Lyv asked. Her voice carried no hint of criticism, but Darak winced nonetheless. 
 
    “While Darak has provided helpful, albeit limited, assistance to our military endeavors, he advises negotiation over aggression,” Darya replied. “I am less sure that talk alone will be effective. I seek your wisdom.”  
 
    Well-played! Challenging my judgment to feel out the other Gods—Darak thought. An approving half-grin formed on his lips and his heart tugged at his mind as ancient memories of Kathy’s political wrangling danced across the surface of his thoughts.  
 
    “Haaah!” Glenchax threw back his lizard-like head and roared. “We Six have been certain for a long time of the need to take action. Darak refused to discuss this. He refused to elaborate on his plan for dealing with Alum. Now, we learn that he intends nothing but discussion? No wonder you’ve kept your contemplations to yourself, Darak. As we suspected, you have no plan at all!” 
 
    “Words and ideas can be every bit as powerful as aggression,” Darak said. “We who can speak universes into existence should know this.” 
 
    “But,” said Depchaun, holding out an appendage for attention, “we also know the complexities of the thoughts of Gods. Who among us can guess at Alum’s full rationale for His Divine Plan? Who can find a way to penetrate His logic? His assumptions? To demonstrate to Him the errors in His thinking?” 
 
    “I agree,” Ishtgor added. “While we understand Alum’s intolerance of competition—witness His destruction of the Aelu—we have learned to accept the presence of others like ourselves in the universe.”  
 
    “You only say that because none of you know where the other lives,” Darak countered. “Before I introduced you to each other, you had no idea any other Gods existed. And, until today’s meeting, you didn’t even know what each other looked like.” 
 
    “But you knew,” Ki-tan-la’s voice cut through the meeting room. “And we could all accept the risk that came with that knowledge, the danger that you might tell others and bring war to our homes.” 
 
    “In truth, it’s been difficult to understand your puzzling reluctance to sanction our proposal,” Raytansoh said from the floating tank of water in which he lay half-suspended. “Why are you protecting this would-be universe-destroying God who should be our mutual enemy?”  
 
    “As I’ve explained to you many times, I’ve never supported Alum’s Plan,” Darak objected. “And I’ve kept you from direct intervention as much for your own protection as for His.” 
 
    “So you say. Yet, by your own admission, you have done nothing to directly resist His Plan.” 
 
    Darak hung his head.  
 
    “That’s not true,” asserted an unexpected voice.  
 
    The Good Brother, who’d been standing in the background, stepped out into the center of the chamber. His feet brushed over the tiny sparkles of stars embedded in the floor.  
 
    “I can personally attest that Darak has been working against Alum and, over the past year or so, he’s been preparing to do more. I was there. I’ve seen it, myself. Tell them, Darak. Tell them about your Judgment Plan.” 
 
    His imploring gaze landed on Darak’s empty stare.  
 
    Darak reluctantly joined Stralasi at the center of the circle of thrones.  
 
    “My plan includes more than discussion with Alum. In the society of the Realm, we have an old, mostly-forgotten tradition of seeking consensus through voting, similar to what some of you’ve developed in the history of your own societies.” 
 
    “This is the democracy you told us about?” Depchaun scoffed. “Nothing more than a primitive precursor to menta-factoring!” 
 
    “And no more effective than our customary meeting-of-the-minds nests,” Lyv added.  
 
    “Yes, there could be more effective ways to make group decisions,” Darak replied. “Cybrids, for example, can directly compare and contrast concepta structures much like the menta-factoring of Depchaun’s people.  
 
    “But Alum hasn’t permitted the concepta-comparison technique to be employed among the original human stock of the Realm. So I’ve recently planted a virus that will infect a significant proportion of both human and Cybrid populations. It is already enhancing the simple lattices that both species share, boosting general intelligence by a few levels, providing a QUEECH comm channel, and adding specifically relevant historical and scientific knowledge. In time, it will allow direct comparison of conceptas, of entire knowledge-belief systems.” 
 
    Darak turned slowly, examining each of the Gods’ reactions.  
 
    None was willing to be the first to indulge him in sharing any thoughts on the matter or perhaps they were still busy analyzing the implications of what he had revealed.  
 
    Each of the Six had pursued routes to super-intelligence without using self-replicating lattice nanotechnology. Most had directed the evolution of their people through breeding or engineering to achieve the first steps on the path to godhood. Only Depchaun’s people had jumped directly to machine intelligences as their first step.  
 
    “When I confront Alum to negotiate a new way forward,” Darak continued, “I will not be alone. I will have billions of enhanced minds linked to that conversation. If Alum stubbornly insists on destruction of the universe, He will have to carry it out before billions of His own people.” 
 
    “Oh, the shame! The shame!” Lyv wailed theatrically. “And you expect this to change His mind? From the stories you’ve relayed, I’d say Alum has little regard for the people of His Realm.” 
 
    “No, I don’t expect that conversation to change His mind. I expect Him to push forward with what He sees as His superior wisdom,” Darak answered calmly.  
 
    “But I also expect His fierce determination will trigger strong backlash and further rebellion throughout the Realm. I expect a number of planets will sever ties with Him entirely. It will be from those planets I recruit a larger resistance force.” 
 
    Raytansoh’s voice cut through the murmur of objections. 
 
    “Ah, so you agree. Forcible resistance will be necessary in the end. Why not just bypass the prelude and leap straight to the inevitable?”  
 
    Darak still wasn’t used to hearing contributions of any sort from Raytansoh. He wished the strange creature would’ve remained quiet a little longer.  
 
    “I’m sure you can agree that some things need to play out properly in order to evolve along a course. It is possible that Alum can be convinced through conversation with His own people. It is possible that we can avoid a devastating war.” 
 
    “But not likely,” Raytansoh prodded. 
 
    “No, not likely,” Darak admitted. 
 
    “Exactly how unlikely, would you say?” 
 
    “I calculate the chances of avoidance of direct physical involvement at less than seventeen percent.” 
 
    Raytansoh’s many tentacles churned the liquid in his tank. “You would expend so much effort for such a low probability of success?”  
 
    “But the chance is very real,” Darak countered. “It cannot be ignored. Especially if it saves us from outright war.” 
 
    “Pah!” Glenchax jumped in. “Lead us to where Alum lives and we will reduce the probability of deplosion to zero.”  
 
    He turned and addressed Darya directly.  
 
    “Darak has no stomach for war, no matter how justified. I sense you may be made of sterner stuff.”  
 
    His voice lowered and practically slithered across the Hall of Thrones. “Perhaps we should make our own plans?” 
 
    “I...I don’t know if...,” Darya stuttered.  
 
    She didn’t like Glenchax, and she didn’t like that the other Gods were arguing with Darak. Not just disagreeing. Arguing.  
 
    She fidgeted, reacting to some instinctive discomfort. Has Darak been protecting our Realm from the aggression of these other Gods’ all this time?—she wondered 
 
    Darak walked back between the two Cybrids and laid his hands on their cerametallic shells.  
 
    “Darya, Mary, and Brother Stralasi are here in an advisory capacity so that we may all understand one another better.”  
 
    As he spoke, he silently transmitted through ports on their surface, “Activate defensive absorbers and be prepared to leave.” 
 
    “Two machines and yet another human without the convictions that necessity demands,” Depchaun muttered and drifted forward from his throne.  
 
    Lyv, Glenchax, and Ki-tan-la all stood and moved forward at the same time. Ishtgor’s balloon-shape floated toward the center of the hall with them. Only Raytansoh, rapt with attention at the edge of his tank, remained on his throne. 
 
    Stralasi retreated from the menacing deities and sought the spot where Darak and the Cybrids had first appeared.  
 
    Five of the Gods converged in the centre of the hall. They turned in unison and faced the representatives from the Realm.  
 
    “It is surprising,” Depchaun said, “that one as ruthless as Alum arose from among the humans. However, listening to you speak, it is not surprising that He came to dominate your Realm.  
 
    “Our experience tells us that ruthlessness must be met with ruthlessness. If we threatened one of yours as Alum threatens all of us, you would see the wisdom in this.  
 
    “A demonstration!” he called out. On the final syllable, matter-antimatter disrupting fields sprung up around Darya and Mary. The two Cybrids dropped for a fraction of a millisecond, before Darak swept the fields away.  
 
    Brother Stralasi visibly thinned as his matter threatened to depart Darak’s custom universe. Darak turned his attention to the monk, who happily solidified. 
 
    The five Gods wasted no time in launching attacks directly on Darak. Parts of him expanded and parts contracted as the Gods changed the local laws governing electron orbitals in different parts of his body.  
 
    His arm erupted in fire at the same time as his head appeared to be immersed in liquid. Beams of dazzling light, invisible coherent radiation, and deadly exotic energies sprung from the six Gods and struck the man-God. Even Raytansoh, still inside the tank of water on his throne, blasted Darak with a volley of hyper-accelerated alpha-like particles.  
 
    Darak shifted into the middle of the Gods, assuming the form of the Angel Gabriel. His sword, pulled from the scabbard between his wings, flashed and slashed through the Gods, severing limbs and rending bodies.  
 
    Only Depchaun had enough time to run. He flickered from one edge of the Hall of Thrones to another and another, laughing maniacally until Darak finally caught him and silenced the cackling. 
 
    Mere seconds after they’d begun their assault, the bodies of the Aspects of the Gods lay motionless on the floor, leaking bodily fluids or sputtering tiny sparks. Raytansoh’s Aspect floated in shreds in his tank.  
 
    Darak stood in their midst, a mere man again, torn between anger and shame. He waved a hand and the tattered bodies disappeared. 
 
    The comm lights over the thrones now pulsed yellow. Darak walked slowly back to his end of the Hall, deep in thought. He waved a hand, and six charcoal gray avatars resumed their usual positions on their respective thrones. The comm lights all shone green above them.  
 
    “As you can see,” Depchaun spoke as if nothing had happened since his last words, “even you will resort to violence should you or your people be directly threatened. Imminent death leads inevitably to aggression, as it must. It is the way of survival.”  
 
    The smug voice paused for effect.  
 
    “And we all know the value of survival. Above all else, it is the only thing that truly matters.” 
 
    Darak hung his head, absorbing the words as if they’d been punches.  
 
    “You’re right,” he admitted. “Survival is paramount. Played out on the great stage of the universe, extinction means irrelevance.”  
 
    He raised his chin and glared at the other Gods.  
 
    “Alright, we’ll confront Alum. First, with words. Then, with force if needed.” 
 
    The avatars stood as one and bowed. 
 
    “Now, go!” Darak yelled.  
 
    The encounter left a foul taste in his mouth. He waved his hand, and the avatars blew away from the hall like greasy, black smoke.  
 
    Darak stared in silence at the empty thrones. Beside him, Darya, Mary, and Brother Stralasi said nothing.  
 
    Without a word, he shifted them back to Eso-La.  
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    Seconds after Darak AND THE OTHERS left the Hall of Thrones, the Aspects of the Six reappeared on their respective daises. They sat exactly as they had been stationed prior to their attack on the man-God and his friends.  
 
    “Did it work?” Lyv’s voice shook with excitement. Her spider mites rushed to mop up the digestive juices dripping from her mouth parts. 
 
    Depchaun let the question hang in the air. His Aspect hovered over his throne, motionless except for the microscopic movements of manipulator appendages that hinted at his own anticipation.  
 
    Each took a moment to observe the restless tics playing across whatever passed for faces among the others’ species. The tics were intentional, of course. The Gods only employed such involuntary signs when it served their purposes.  
 
    “That couldn’t have gone better!” Depchaun bellowed in appreciation of his own craftiness and the success of the ploy.  
 
    The other Gods smiled back with satisfaction, in their own ways.  
 
    All but Glenchax. 
 
    “Darak didn’t bother to check for entangled particles?” he asked. “I find it hard to believe that he’d allow himself to be so easily diverted by cheap emotion.” 
 
    “I’m as surprised as you are, brother,” Depchaun answered. “And, no, he didn’t check, not immediately. He let down his guard—only for twelve milliseconds before his normal routines reasserted themselves—but it was enough.” 
 
    “So…we’re in?” Ki-tan-la asked. 
 
    “Precisely! Immediately after they left this universe, I activated the connection and jumped thousands of new particles to our trackers. I shifted the new particles far enough away that they won’t be detected. By the time Darak had thought to look, our trackers had collapsed to normalcy. The passive drones I dropped at the new particle locations show no suspicion on his part.” 
 
    “Excellent,” Ishtgor exclaimed. “I love it! Where are we?” 
 
    Depchaun leaned back and patted the empty air in front of him, urging restraint. 
 
    “Patience, my friends. Patience! Darak and his companions appear to have returned to one of their ringworlds but the sky is unusually dark in that area and, as I’m sure you understand, I haven’t had time to examine it more thoroughly yet.” 
 
    “What do you think is responsible for the darkness? Screens? Dust?” Glenchax suggested. 
 
    “Uncertain as of yet. But I suspect not.” 
 
    “Mm-hmmm. Intriguing,” Raytansoh replied in a faraway voice. “Despite its remote location, the mere presence of a ringworld would suggest a significant Realm population, a relatively important Realm world, would it not?” 
 
    “So one would think,” Depchaun agreed. “But that doesn’t necessarily mean it is in an important galaxy.” 
 
    Raytansoh sighed. “Humans are odd, and difficult to understand. We must act with caution.” 
 
    “I agree. We need to collect more data,” Depchaun suggested. A port whisked open on his flank, permitting one of his appendages to snake into his shell and extract five small boxes. The boxes slid through the air and landed on the armrests of the five other thrones. 
 
    “What’s this?” Glenchax asked. 
 
    “These are the entangled particle links to the Realm that I promised you. Half of them link to the new particles where Darak fled. The other half link to systems connected to the Angel I salvaged from the triple-star system.” 
 
    “We should attack immediately!” Lyv pronounced. Her mouthparts flicked over each other at a blinding pace while her spider mites scurried over her body, grooming her vibrating rasps. 
 
    “I would urge caution, sister,” Raytansoh said. “You saw how easily Darak swept aside our attacks. And he’s exceedingly cautious when it comes to dealing with Alum.” 
 
    “Nonsense!” she replied. “I didn’t try hard to harm him. Not really.” 
 
    “Is that right?” Raytansoh pulled himself to the top of his tank. “I held nothing back. That hyper-energetic particle beam I used rips through the toughest matter I know, and the fields I casted should have thrown his internal organs into disarray. My strongest weapons barely touched him. I have to wonder, how much more powerful might Alum be?” 
 
    “A valid question,” Depchaun added. “Darak nullified my matter-antimatter disruptor fields with precision and in almost no time. The solutions to the fields I used are intricate and difficult. Had I cast them against any of you, I’m certain you would require seconds, perhaps minutes or hours, to analyze and counteract them. He managed it within microseconds of our surprise attack while preventing his Brother Stralasi from being dematerialized from this universe. Imagine the computational capacity required to achieve that!” 
 
    “Let us not forget his rather magical shape change, either,” Ishtgor said. 
 
    “Yes! Was that an Angel?” Depchaun replied. 
 
    Raytansoh’s agitated tentacles splashed water onto his throne. “From Darak’s previous descriptions, I would think so.”  
 
    “Until then, I wasn’t aware he could shape change,” said Lyv. “I presume the rest of you were as ignorant of that skill as I was. What other surprises does he keep hidden?” 
 
    Glenchax stood on six long, delicate legs and circled to the back of his jewel-encrusted seat.  
 
    “Though I am loath to admit such an oversight, I was also unaware. We shouldn’t be so astonished, though.” 
 
    “Why not?” Lyv asked. 
 
    “We can all cast Partials into whatever physical form we desire,” Glenchax replied. “I could construct an extension as unusual as yours or Depchaun’s, and instantiate a portion of myself into it. I admit that Darak’s transformation was faster and more seamless than I could’ve accomplished, but he simply may be more practiced.” 
 
    Raytansoh pulled both halves of his body almost entirely out of the water and perched across a front corner of his tank. “Do you really think that was a simple Partial or Aspect? Is that how his defense and subsequent attack felt to you?” 
 
    “Absurd!” Lyv exclaimed. “That was Darak. In his entirety. We’ve never had any indication that he is anything but integral and singular.” 
 
    “Then, where did the Angel incorporation come from?” Glenchax challenged. 
 
    Raytansoh slid back into the water with a tiny splash before answering. “There are numerous possibilities. For instance, he could be in constant contact with other synthetic universes or expanded dimensions where he keeps multiple corporeal forms. That would explain how he seems to have access to more computational power than his puny physical presence would indicate.” 
 
    “An interesting conjecture,” Depchaun said. “We’ve been remiss in not exploiting nearby exotic universes to a greater extent. If your suggestion is correct, and given that Darak considers Alum to be more advanced than even he himself is, this only confirms that we must exercise great caution inside the Realm.” 
 
    “But we have to move quickly,” Lyv said. “Alum’s Divine Plan will not wait for us. We all have links to the Realm. We need to explore now or we could run out of time.” 
 
    “Agreed!” Depchaun rose higher above his throne. “I have shifted several hundred microdrones into the Realm. We will begin explorations immediately. Victory will soon be ours!” 
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
      
 
    20  
 
    Mirly trudged through a cold, damp, and barren landscape. She’d long ago given up trying to keep her hooves dry. They splashed through the many shallow, dirty puddles and became coated in green grime.  
 
    When she’d first arrived at the muddy fens, she felt sure she’d shifted as close to the edge of Heaven as possible. Behind her, toward the center of Creation, the wide-open grassy plains were dotted with bushes and occasional trees alive with rodent, bird, and insect life.  
 
    The plains coiled slowly inward like a conch shell. The layers wrapped tighter and tighter over unimaginable kilometers until they came together at the core of Alum’s perfect universe. The “sky” above—the underside of the floor of the next layer inward—radiated Alum’s Light and Love.  
 
    The mud ahead beckoned. It seemed clear that the edge of Heaven must lie outward, across the chilly quagmire. She turned her back on the warmth of the plains and headed into the cool, damp mist. She could neither see nor sense the edge of Heaven, but she was confident she could reach it by walking away from the core.  
 
    Heaven grew constantly as Alum pulled new matter from the...whatever one might call the stuff that surrounded His perfect Creation. Mirly had no idea what it might be. She passed many an hour along her journey imagining different possibilities, such as clouds, or maybe an endless ocean, or slowly condensing gases, or fire. 
 
    Oh, for a fire! She put one cold, wet hoof in front of another and wished for the comfort of a cozy fire. Alum permitted fire in Heaven, sometimes. Campfires were wonderful for gathering around and sharing stories or songs.  
 
    You had to be careful when making a fire. You could only use dried wood that had been shed from trees long ago. You had to select a spot where no grass or plant would be harmed, and you had to build a small stone circle around the fire to prevent it from spreading. You only lit a fire on special occasions. Usually, Alum would be present to mark such occasions and to watch over the flames.  
 
    Mirly could only imagine the warmth of a cheery campfire on this damp ground. It would be impossible to get a nice, warm fire going here, anyway—she thought. Too wet. 
 
    The mud didn’t seem like a terribly appealing place for life and yet this edge of Heaven teemed with mosses and microbes. 
 
    Young life. New life—Mirly thought. More of Alum’s children pushing upward toward greater consciousness.  
 
    She’d stopped trying to avoid stepping on other living beings days before. From the tiny plankton to water-beetles to lichen-encrusted rocks, the edge of Heaven stank with life. There was no avoiding it. 
 
    Back home, closer to the center of Heaven, biology was much better behaved, and it was spaced out with plenty of room for every precious living thing. Here, one almost choked on the density of life. Although most of it was microscopic, there were far more organisms than needed. 
 
    How does God choose which of these tiny souls will survive and mature—she wondered for the hundredth time. Or does He choose?  
 
    She couldn’t imagine a universe where the Living God simply allowed life to find its own way, standing by while some flourished and others died. Where was the plan in that? Where was the perfection? 
 
    A rear hoof became mired in the murky bottom of another pool. She tugged a little harder to break free, and the sucking release from the mud threw her off balance. She stumbled and, panicking, threw her front legs outward to regain equilibrium. Her front-left hoof struck a small rock covered in moss and skidded across the surface, gouging a trail of tiny plants from their peaceful niche.  
 
    Another million dead? Or only hundreds? Or just one?  
 
    How many lives have I taken since I arrived?  
 
    Probably too many to count. 
 
    She traced her trail of destruction back weeks, to the day when she’d first erased the mandala that had irritated Alum.  
 
    The needless murders had begun with Xitina. She could still hear the crunch of the tiny cricket’s carapace, squished between her hoof and the rock. She could still see the vivid stain on the boulder.  
 
    Stop it, Mirly!—she ordered herself. Replaying that moment over and over will not bring back your friend, and it does not move you closer to your goal.  
 
    She stopped walking, closed her eyes and reached out, feeling with her mind for a destination, desperately searching for somewhere ahead to shift.  
 
    Nothing.  
 
    That wasn’t so bad. “Nothingness” was a reliable guide. It always pointed the way forward, outward.  
 
    She stumbled on through the fog, barely noticing the unchanging surroundings. Having recently emerged from the veg state, her energy reserves were still high but this chilly air was sapping her strength faster than expected.  
 
    If I don’t find the edge soon, I’ll have to head back inward. I’ll find a good recharging location, sink roots, and enter the deep dreams of plant life. Maybe as my plant years pass, I’ll forget this yearning that drives me outward. 
 
    The little doe walked on, oblivious to all but her own thoughts. She didn’t notice the fog thinning or the air growing warmer until one of her hooves produced a distinctly solid click on meeting dry ground. 
 
    Dry ground!  
 
    She looked down. The puddles she’d been skirting for weeks were gone and along with them the profuse microscopic life she’d given up trying to avoid. Now that she thought about it, her hooves hadn’t been wet for some time.  
 
    She looked behind her. Dry earth and loose rock covered the solid bedrock as far back as she could see. She hadn’t noticed the ground changing; it must have happened quite a while back. She could barely make out the mist over the boggy zone anymore—it had to be at least a few kilometers away.  
 
    Had she reached the other side? Or circled back? 
 
    Peering ahead for an answer, she saw gray basalt stretching up to a brightening horizon. She was sure she hadn’t seen that before.  
 
    That must be the edge. I’ve reached the edge!  
 
    Mirly reached ahead with her mind, again looking for some indication of a place she could shift to, something that might save her weeks or months of dreary trudging.  
 
    She sensed nothing, still not a single recognizable place she could call on.  
 
    Oh, well. Maybe once I get closer.  
 
    Buoyed by the sense that her goal was within reach and renewed by the energy radiating from the warm glow ahead, Mirly broke into a trot.  
 
    She kept a quick pace for hours, which melted into days. Kilometers of unchanging, stony plain fell behind her. As she moved along, the sky brightened and the air grew warmer and warmer until it felt uncomfortably hot.  
 
    Mirly stopped and stared ahead, squinting to see details against the brightness in the distance.  
 
    Flames!  
 
    She could see them clearly, though it was hard to tell how high above the ground they shot. From her present location, they appeared to rise directly from the hard rock.  
 
    What could there be to burn out here?  
 
    Granted, fire didn’t necessarily require fuel. After all, this was Alum’s Miracle of Creation, the place where Heaven was pulled from Nothing and laid down. Either the fire caused the stuff of Heaven to precipitate out, or the fire was the result of the creation of new matter.  
 
    In any case, the flame created an impenetrable barrier between her and whatever lay beyond. 
 
    She closed her eyes and concentrated on her inner sense of place, on the feeling that there was somewhere out there. Somewhere I can shift to. She tried to feel a place close to the flames and then beyond them.  
 
    Still nothing. No feeling of anywhere she could get to.  
 
    For hours, she struggled at the edge of her perception. There was nothing she could fix on, nothing straight ahead, and nothing to either side for as far as she could sense.  
 
    Maybe I need to explore a bit.  
 
    She turned to the right and broke into a run. For days, she ran, stopping every few hours to extend her senses to their limits. She probed for any opening in the wall of flame that stood between Heaven and the outside, into the universe beyond.  
 
    If there is a beyond. 
 
    There had to be something out there, something outside of Heaven. Alum had said so. Not directly, of course. But she remembered Him muttering in despair that His “concerns in the greater universe” may have somehow leaked through into Heaven, into Mirly’s mandala.  
 
    Into me. 
 
    After a week of running and probing, she gave up. She sat down on her haunches and considered her options. 
 
    She could run directly toward the flames and hope to penetrate their intense heat. She could shift back into the misty swampland, somewhere far to her left or right, and look for another exit. She could keep doing that over and over until her anima reserves ran out and she was forced to sink roots into terrain that seemed inhospitable to anything bigger than a tiny moss plant.  
 
    If she did that, she’d be stuck trying to pull Alum’s light through the mists for ages and die from exhaustion wherever she collapsed.  
 
    I’d never be able to search for the Edge of Heaven again. 
 
    She tried one more time to find a way through or past the wall of flame. But she could sense nothing beyond it, no weakness in the barrier. Her head drooped in resignation. 
 
    Why would Alum trap us in Heaven if He needs our help in the greater universe?—she wondered.  
 
    She folded her legs beneath her and sank into a pensive state. It wasn’t the same inspired dreaming she could achieve in veg state but it was close. Her concentration deepened.  
 
    Maybe I’ve been going about this all wrong. Perhaps leaving Heaven isn’t like walking out of a clearing into the forest or turning away from a lake. Maybe the way to get out is to go deeper.  
 
    The idea surprised her. It was paradoxical to think of leaving as going deeper into the center. Then again, that was how Alum came and went, wasn’t it? 
 
    Why didn’t I think of that before? 
 
    Most of the great distance between the edge, here, and the core could be traversed with a single thought. She had only to sense her old home, a distant but strong image, in her mind.  
 
    She recalled her youth, time spent in the deep forests close to the center, huge forests of elders in their long veg states, woods filled with lumbering creatures nearing the end of their final anima cycles, a place of sacred and mostly somber music, poems, and sculptures. Though her time there had been inspirational, it had overwhelmed her youthful exuberance and she’d fled outward to less psychologically weighty lands.  
 
    Yes, she was certain of it, now. If she wanted to get closer to Alum’s own portal to the outside universe, she had to return to the forests and start walking. 
 
    Inward, this time. Not out, but in. 
 
    Mirly closed her eyes, and shifted. 
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    Darya met Artero in the concept space of Eterna.  
 
    They wore their inworld human avatars for familiarity and surrounded themselves with the classic symbols of their association networks. 
 
    After a few seconds to align base concepts in their distinct mapping languages, they continued their discussion without the burdens of verbal language, just two machine intelligences exchanging information in a black, multidimensional space crisscrossed with shining green, labeled arcs, and conceptual nodes grounded to fuzzy-logic, neural nets, or idealized sensory memories.  
 
    The pair had a lot to “talk” about: the meeting with the other Gods, their attack, Darak’s retaliation, and the choices facing Darya. They directly compared conceptas, ideas on science, power, religio-economics, and morality alongside choice examples from their wealth of personal experiences. They maintained a sense of self, of place, and of unique perspective but shifted from location to location at the speed of thought. 
 
    The entire conversation lasted less than a second.  
 
    “They attacked us!” Darya transmitted at the end of their exchange. She didn’t need to explain who “they” were; the previous 137 milliseconds of the exchange had been devoted to a replay of her recent meeting with Darak’s secret Gods. 
 
    “They were trying to goad Darak into action,” Artero replied. “I’d say they succeeded.” He circled the memory of Darak appearing as the Angel Gabriel slaughtering the Aspects of the Six without mercy.  
 
    Darya found it easier to trust the dispassionate judgment of Artero and his post-biological objectivity than it was to trust the vibrant interests of Darak, Brother Stralasi, or herself, for that matter. She underlined the memory, connecting it to symbols for surprise, admiration, and a tinge of fear. 
 
    Artero laughed. “It would seem you all found the answer you sought: Darak will take aggressive action should it be required.”  
 
    He examined the memory again.  
 
    “Though, it’s hard to say whether he was spurred on by his concern for the Realm, the universe, himself, or...for you.” 
 
    “What do you mean? He only attacked them after they turned on him directly.”  
 
    “Are you sure? Look closely at this frame,” Artero replied. “This was during the initial attack on you and your companions. Notice his eyes flash with anger...here?” 
 
    “Maybe. But the only action he took before they attacked him was to defend us,” she asserted. 
 
    “You don’t find it interesting that their first attack was directed at you?” 
 
    “It makes sense to probe your enemy’s weakest point first,” Darya answered. “We were obviously Darak’s weakest point.” 
 
    “Precisely! Don’t forget, these Gods use a level of reasoning that far exceeds our own. And don’t overlook how they must’ve deduced how special you three had to be to Darak.” 
 
    Links to complex emotional clusters shot out from Darya’s memories of the attack, reflecting her own conflicted interpretation of her relationship to Darak.  
 
    Or the relationship that distant Kathy-me had to the distant Greg-him. Ughhh! Our lives have become so complicated. We can’t afford to have this kind of distraction on our minds going into war. It’ll have to wait. I need to compartmentalize it and sort it all out after. If there is an after. 
 
    “Do you think Darak will call on the Gods for assistance?” she asked. 
 
    Artero considered what he knew.  
 
    “Honestly, I’m not sure. He dispensed with their attack against him easily enough. He proved to them how pitifully inferior their capabilities are compared to his, much like he sees his own compared to Alum’s.” 
 
    “Right. So wouldn’t it make sense for Darak and the Gods to combine forces and unite in confrontation?” 
 
    “You mean, throw in with allies who’ve demonstrated little or no trustworthiness toward him? To what advantage? What do they bring to the resistance? If it were my decision, I’d rather go it alone than worry about what they were getting up to behind my back.” 
 
    “I admit, the actions of the Gods make it difficult to have confidence in their loyalty during an attack,” Darya said.  
 
    “To say the least,” Artero agreed. “Is there any chance Darak does not believe that these duplicitous entities are likely to turn against him again as soon as the battle is won, if not right in the middle of it?”  
 
    Darya frowned. “Maybe. Or maybe they thought it was the only way they could finally convince him to go to war.” 
 
    “Okay, just for the sake of argument, let’s say he could trust them. Does he need their help?”  
 
    “I’m not sure. He was powerful enough to deal with the Six on his own. What I don’t get is why would he choose to repel their attack in his Angelic form? A God is much more powerful than an Angel.” 
 
    “I think the Angel was simply the physical form he chose to dispatch their Aspect bodies,” Artero answered. “I suspect there may have been more Darak-the-God behind his attack than he let them see.” 
 
    “How do you mean?” 
 
    “Darak tore them apart with his sword. Think about that: a sword.” 
 
    “So..?” 
 
    “Wouldn’t you expect the Gods, any God, to be impervious to sword attack, no matter how sharp the blade or how skillfully handled?” 
 
    Darya reviewed how Darak, in the form of the Angel Gabriel, had slashed through the ranks of the Aspect’s bodies.  
 
    “You’re right, that doesn’t make a lot sense. Why didn’t they just alter the local laws of physics and make his sword dull? Or insubstantial? Or make it pass through them without harm? Why did they let it cause any damage at all? They certainly have the capability.” 
 
    She sensed Artero’s patient smile.  
 
    “Perhaps they did try to alter the local physics or to escape,” he suggested. 
 
    “Are you saying he overrode their alterations to local reality so fast that they couldn’t escape his blade?” 
 
    Artero shrugged. “So it would appear.” 
 
    “Of course, the ones attacked were only Aspect-versions of the Gods, only Partials, not the Gods themselves.” 
 
    “Partial Gods,” Artero corrected. “They seemed to think themselves powerful enough to attack Darak in the first place.” 
 
    “Okay, Partial Gods, but the meeting took place in a universe of Darak’s choosing. His rules. His physics. His laws of nature.” 
 
    “True, and it may have given Darak some advantage. Assuming that to be the case, why wouldn’t the others have been perturbed by such an advantage? Why did no one complain about that?” 
 
    “Maybe they’re not so bright. Maybe they didn’t think about the risks in allowing Darak home-universe advantage.” 
 
    Artero laughed. “Stupid Gods? Oh, to be so simple minded as to have the laws of nature at our command!” 
 
    Darya had to laugh, as well.  
 
    “Okay, okay. So, if Darak thinks he could defeat Alum on his own, why hasn’t he gone ahead and done it? What’s he waiting for?” 
 
    “Ah! I said he might be better on his own; I never said it would be enough.” 
 
    “But...,” Darya began. 
 
    “Exactly!” said Artero. 
 
    “Uhh...exactly? Exactly, what?” 
 
    “What would give Darak enough capability to defeat Alum on his own?” Artero asked. 
 
    She thought about that. What would give Darak the boost, the edge he’d need to match or best Alum?  
 
    “The quark-spin lattice!” she realized. “That’s what he’s been after. That’s what he needs to take on Alum.” 
 
    “He seems to think it would help.”  
 
    “But he’s already a God,” Darya protested. “He understands the basis of physical reality. He manipulates the laws of nature at will. Miracles are his plaything. How could something as simple as a new computational substrate help? It certainly hasn’t been enough to elevate me to God status.” 
 
    “But could it be, if you were whole again? You told me yourself, Darak says you have some concepta blockages, incomplete memories, and interdictions.”  
 
    “Of my own making, no doubt,” Darya spat out. 
 
    “Lost in your origins, yes.” 
 
    “But I’ve run systems checks. I’ve examined my concepta and persona in minute detail. I see nothing.” 
 
    “Where you are too blind to see, would you also not be too blind to see your blindness?” 
 
    “Pfff. Blind to what I cannot see? Aren’t we all? Don’t throw platitudes at me, Artero. What have you found? A flaw in my concepta?” 
 
    “The same as Darak tried to tell you. Hints of damage resulting in significant loss to your thought structures. I’m sorry to say, nothing I can follow well enough to fix. I suspect the damage is physical as well as conceptual, and there may be...islands.” 
 
    “Islands?” 
 
    “Some natural links are missing. Places where there should be links to memories or knowledge were pruned at some point. Deliberately, I’d say. Most likely, they lead to conceptual islands your maker didn’t want you to visit. They make it impossible for you to follow certain ideas and associations.” 
 
    That’s disturbing. Did I do this to myself?—she wondered. Why would I do something so extreme? I don’t see how it could’ve been done by anyone else, though, given all my system security precautions. It had to have been me. So, what knowledge could be so horrible that I’d destroy it and block the paths back?  
 
    “I see your turmoil,” Artero said softly. “But there is a way out of it.” 
 
    “Give the quark-spin lattice to Darak and, in return, ask him to heal me?” 
 
    “Would that be so awful?”  
 
    Awful? To be whole again? Perhaps better than whole? Perhaps to share Darak’s deep understanding of nature? To become a God?  
 
    The possibility terrified her as much as it excited her.  
 
    “I could be Darak’s ally against Alum.”  
 
    Artero smiled. “I suspect he trusts you more than the other Gods. If nothing else, you’re human, too.” 
 
    “Am I?” Darya wondered aloud.  
 
    After so many millions of years of fighting against it, can I still claim any allegiance to the Realm of Humans? 
 
    Artero delivered a reassuring pat on her arm. 
 
    “You most certainly are,” Artero replied. “Not many could have endured the sacrifices you’ve made to ensure humanity’s survival. Don’t ever forget that. Humanity is not conferred upon us by the shell we wear, nor by the hardware in which our thoughts reside.” 
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    Raytansoh dispatched millions of biodrones to Alum’s Realm to search for the God at the center of it all.  
 
    It was an extravagant move. Some might say, excessive. But the present threat—and opportunity—demanded immediate and decisive action, and his biologically-based drones outperformed electronic, spintronic, and optical systems every time. They would not let him down.  
 
    The biodrones’ ability to mimic native life yielded an exceptional edge. They were nearly invisible to casual observers, infinitely flexible, needed little guidance, and adapted easily to whatever local environment they encountered. On watery planets, they looked like innocent jellyfish or small Volvox-like clusters of cells. On gas giants, they became rippling miniature balloons. In the vacuum of Cybrid maintenance asteroids, they were rocky mites, too small to be noticed by optical sensors more than a meter away. 
 
    To ensure secure data transmission, he outfitted each one with a tiny cluster of atoms whose inner-orbital electrons were entangled with his own communication devices.  
 
    As expected, the information pouring in from Alum’s Realm was rich and immediate, and Raytansoh had to dedicate significant processor capacity to monitor incoming transmissions.  
 
    What he hadn’t expected was to be impressed. It pained him to admit it but he was impressed. Considerably impressed.  
 
    Not by the sheer size—although Alum’s Realm was far more extensive than his own—but by its unexpected efficiency and diversity.  
 
    An exemplary model in organizational skill! Alum’s Realm has utilized available resources better than we have.  
 
    But Alum had made some choices that Raytansoh could not respect. Worse than that, they rankled his sensibilities. 
 
    First, was Alum’s decision to move toward distributed consciousness. Why would anyone spread out one’s actual self across the universe, when one could achieve omnipresence simply by entangling and linking whatever surveillance devices or robots one desired? Spreading out sensory input was one thing; distributing your consciousness was something else entirely. 
 
    Raytansoh had experimented with distributed consciousness. He didn’t enjoy the strange feeling that came with the experience and had given it up. Integral consciousness, having his entire mind in one place and connected through multiple external channels to his vast empire among the stars was equally effective. Besides, it felt more natural. 
 
    Alum’s second decision that reduced Raytansoh’s esteem for Him pertained to the issue of genetic purity.  
 
    Unlike Alum, Raytansoh had chosen to maintain the species identity of his people and colonized only the rare, suitable planets where they could live without extensive genetic manipulation. As a result, over the 100 million years his empire had been expanding, Raytansoh’s people had come to inhabit a small percentage of new worlds. That was to say, a relatively small percentage compared to the people of Alum’s Realm. 
 
    People—Raytansoh huffed. Alum’s people are so genetically and culturally diverse, they’re barely related to each other. Some may not be related at all!  
 
    He grimaced and tried to shake off the revulsion he felt for the proliferation of various species calling themselves human. 
 
    Alum’s people, His human-derived people in any case, could have contented themselves with a few ringworlds. They could have lead lives of indolent luxury, leaving the difficult work to the mechanical beings. Cybrids, they call them—Raytansoh reminded himself.  
 
    Instead, they keep working, keep reproducing, and keep expanding. Everywhere the drones explored, Alum’s People were industriously maintaining and growing their Realm.  
 
    What Alum’s humans didn’t know, but Raytansoh’s biodrones discovered, was that these cities were “magically” grown and their advanced technologies were maintained by battalions of secretive Cybrids. The machines worked by night while their biological brothers and sisters enjoyed an induced sleep.  
 
    It would seem that humans like to putter but leave all the heavy work, both physical and intellectual, to the machines.  
 
    These lazy, inept biological humans claim the planets and ringworlds for themselves while their Cybrids colonize the deep vacuum of space, airless planetoids, and moons. If you could call establishing Cybrid stations colonization. The Cybrid stations could be described more accurately as workplaces than as habitats. 
 
    Could it be that the humans aren’t up to the challenge, mentally or physically? An interesting thought. They also leave defense of the Realm to Alum’s Angels. Or did Alum give them no choice in that matter, either? 
 
    It was something to ponder. He hadn’t seen any Angels yet, which was probably just as well as far as he was concerned. Darak’s tales of Angelic ruthlessness and destructive capabilities were reason enough to avoid them. 
 
    But why would Alum keep the Cybrid work secret from their human brethren, and yet make no secret of the Angels? 
 
    Ahh, yes!—he realized. The secret work done by the Cybrids enables Alum to take direct credit for the “miracles” delivered every day, whereas the Angels appeared as the visible hands of God, the ultimate and terrifying extension of Alum’s will.  
 
    Brilliant!  
 
    Alum had successfully contrived the image of the Living God. He was the deliverer of magical technology; the source of new life forms that were beautifully adapted to each planetary environment; the transporter of goods and people; the vengeful defender of the Realm. To His people, Alum was all of these and more.  
 
    The more Raytansoh saw of daily life in the Realm, the more he came to admire how Alum had organized His domain. 
 
    Raytansoh had little trouble finding the Living God. He was everywhere. Enormous buildings—Alumitas they called them—sat near the center of every major city and asteroid station. And deep in the core of the Alumitas, a processing hub made the entire consciousness of Alum available to the locals. The computational hubs were all about the same size, each large enough to hold the mind of a minor deity. 
 
    Despite his revulsion and disdain over certain details, Raytansoh admired Alum’s achievements.  
 
    How does He not go insane?—he wondered. How does He ensure no part of Him acts on its own?  
 
    The strategy to distribute one’s consciousness seemed absurdly filled with external risks and fraught with the danger of generating new Gods in competition with the original. 
 
    How had Alum avoided that inevitability? 
 
    After weeks of observation, as close as he dared to get, Raytansoh grew to appreciate how deeply integrated the machinery of Alum’s mind was in the workings of every human and Cybrid habitation. Each local hub simultaneously acted independently and as part of the cohesive whole. 
 
    Grudgingly, Raytansoh grew to believe Darak’s assessment of Alum’s capabilities. The Living God’s genius was evident throughout His Realm. 
 
    How unfortunate that the Six have to conquer such a being. Alum would have made a fine neighbor, if it weren’t for His program of never ending expansion and, of course, His Divine Plan to destroy us all.  
 
    * * * 
 
    On Eso-La, Raytonsoh’s biodrones appeared as fluff from a poplar tree. They moved in concert with the other seeds in the gentle breezes. When more controlled motion was required, their integrated nanoscopic RAF devices shifted them up to a meter at a time. 
 
    Thousands of them explored the enormous ringworld. Most drifted wherever the winds took them. They passed through forests and over fields, lakes, and oceans. They passed over cities, of a sort, small concentrations of humans and their habitats.  
 
    There were few sizeable buildings in the cityscapes they observed, Raytansoh noticed.  
 
    How strange. I thought humans were social animals who liked to convene in aggregate communities.  
 
    Even in the watery depths of the colonized planets in his own empire, his people came together in dense, artificial reef cities. Some of the reefs extended kilometers above the deepest habitable ocean floors.  
 
    It seemed odd that on Eso-La tall structures were rare aside from two or three small cities. 
 
    The drones drifted stealthily in search of Alumitas that might house a hub of Alum’s processing units. They detected great concentrations of calculating machinery built into widespread chunks of the ringworld floor but not a single Alumita of the kind that was so common on other worlds in Alum’s Realm. Had they taken some alternate form that he was overlooking?  
 
    He didn’t think so.  
 
    Slightly smaller versions of Cybrids accompanied almost every human on Eso-La, and there was no evidence of the continuous worshipping and reverence so common on Alum’s other worlds.  
 
    What manner of world is this?—he wondered. An aberration, an experiment, or something else? Perhaps a home to rebels? Could it exist outside of Alum’s Realm? Outside of His knowledge?  
 
    Whatever this world is, it’s almost certainly valuable to Alum. But how? As a hostage or as a gift? 
 
    Raytansoh shifted another million drones to Eso-La and sent them exploring every nook and cranny of the fascinating ringworld. 
 
    * * * 
 
    A single drone followed the path of a meandering river, buffeted by gentle winds. Seeing no reason to alter course by shifting, it permitted the breeze to carry it across an open field of short-cropped vegetation. The river twisted away, and the drone found itself over a series of polished, blue stone triangles scattered around the field.  
 
    Observing from millions of light years away, Raytansoh discerned no practical purpose for the arrangement. He shifted the drone a little higher, looking for a pattern in the shapes. 
 
    From ten meters above the ground, the inward spiraling of the triangle shapes toward a central obelisk became obvious.  
 
    Ritualistic or functional?—Raytansoh wondered.  
 
    The drone detected no active electromagnetic radiation coming from any of the inlaid forms. They were spaced like steps, sufficiently close that humans could walk along any one of nine paths, from the outer edge of the field into the center without setting foot on the bare grass.  
 
    Ritual, then.  
 
    At the moment, the clearing appeared to be empty but Raytansoh decided caution was probably warranted. He allowed the drone to fall gently toward the ground in the weakening wind.  
 
    When it’s about to touch the grass, I’ll shift it higher and let it catch the breeze again—he thought.  
 
    Before the drone had descended half the distance, a gust caught it and lifted it high above the field. From this new aerial perspective, Raytansoh noticed movement several hundred meters from the obelisk, where each of the nine stone pathways met the surrounding trees.  
 
    Several animals (or were they machines?) stepped out from the trees; the drone was too far away to make a clear identification.  
 
    Dark-shelled, smooth-moving—Raytansoh observed. Not human. 
 
    He scanned the EM spectrum again.  
 
    No broadband emission. Possibly trained animals or machines coordinated by line-of-sight laser transmission.  
 
    He watched the entities move away from the tree line and toward the center of the patterned tiles. Each step carried them from one triangular stone across the grass to the next. 
 
    Bob, shuffle, shuffle, step.  
 
    Their forward motion appeared to be coordinated, drawing them closer to the obelisk at a slow but steady pace.  
 
    As they neared the biodrone, their unusual structure came into focus. Three appendages supported a dark greenish-blue orb from which another three manipulators sprouted. There were no obvious visual receptors, no obvious sensory organs of any kind. 
 
    Machines—Raytansoh concluded. No doubt programmed to follow a specific route.  
 
    He’d observed no similar rituals on any of the other worlds in the Realm. Was this an exclusive local adaptation?  
 
    Since they had no EM emissions, Raytansoh logged them as an interesting oddity and not likely to pose a considerable threat. 
 
    He allowed himself to be lulled and mesmerized by their graceful movements, their repetitive shuffle across the polished stones, and their delicate steps between tiles. Their upper manipulators weaved intricate patterns in the air as they made their way toward the center of the field.  
 
    His curiosity grew. What kind of ritual could machines perform that would have any relevance to humans who weren’t there to watch? Perhaps the obelisk was some strange device that would be activated once the nine reached it.  
 
    They were close, now. 
 
    Raytansoh shifted the biodrone to a location near the top of the strange structure and a little to one side. 
 
    In case it projects a beam upward—he thought.  
 
    The drone moved a little roughly in the swirling turbulence around the obelisk, and Raytansoh’s visual processors had trouble steadying the view. He repositioned the drone, hoping to stabilize the images. 
 
    The nearest of the ritual-performing machines halted. Its upper manipulators whipped wildly in agitation. The other machines stopped mid-step.  
 
    Have I been noticed?  
 
    With a flash of light, the drone’s visual feed cut out. The last image it sent was of all nine machines triangulating its position with two of their sensor-tipped appendages, while powerful UV lasers blasted it from a third. 
 
    The feeds from every one of his other drones on this strange ringworld went black shortly after. Before he could analyze the images and inventory the rest of the drones scattered across Alum’s Realm, he received an emergency request from Depchaun.  
 
    “Convene in the Hall of Thrones. Now.”  
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    Depchaun focused his attention on two ringworlds: the one to which Darak had returned after his meeting with the Six and a separate, rather intriguing double ringworld he’d been able to locate thanks to the entangled particles he’d found on the dead Angel in the triple-star system.  
 
    Naturally, Depchaun had omitted sharing any of those entangled particles with the other Gods. One had to keep the most promising candidates for the location of Alum’s nexus to oneself. The other Gods, he reasoned, would have done the same. Indeed, they were likely hiding important leads of their own from him. He was sure of it. 
 
    He dispatched an exploratory fleet of a million sub-millimeter sized electromechanical drones into position near the enormous double ringworld system. Each drone contained its own sensory apparatus and sufficient computational machinery for free shifts of about ten meters.  
 
    Ringworlds—he scowled. Homes to soft biological organisms needing atmosphere, water, and warmth.  
 
    The original life-supporting planet of his species was maintained as a special reserve, but nobody went back there anymore. Except for the occasional scientific expedition he sponsored, there was no interest. Space was vast. There was much to explore, and ample habitable volume for beings that were not bound by the demands of living organisms.  
 
    By their weaknesses.  
 
    His own people clustered together in energy-efficient complexes the size of small asteroids. Linked together like a strand of pearls on a necklace billions of kilometers long, the complexes orbited their respective suns at a uniform, optimal distance.  
 
    Each complex housed up to ten thousand mature minds that spent their time in deep thought. The average mature mind controlled hundreds of robots that carried out physical work, maintained and expanded the asteroid homes, mined planets and planetoids for resources, conducted experiments, and flew in the dynamic, artistic formations that were so popular among Depchaun’s people. 
 
    With so few physical needs beyond a steady supply of energy and the maintenance of worn-out computational components, Depchaun’s people—the real people, the mature minds—enjoyed time to contemplate the mysteries of the universe, to dream, and to play.  
 
    No need to be constantly producing food for the hungry masses.  
 
    The inefficiency inherent in extraction of solar power into biological organisms, and the even poorer utilization of that energy all the way up the food chain to humans, was puzzling to him. It made no sense.  
 
    They spent so much effort on producing energy in chemical form. What would all the trillions upon trillions of humans do with their time if it weren’t for their constant need to eat? Why didn’t they just upload their minds into semiconductor substrate and be done with it? Maybe that’s why there were so many of them in the universe. They viewed expansion as the best way to stave off starvation. 
 
    He shifted a single drone to an entangled location on the surface of one of the double ringworlds. It arrived over a platform that matched Darak’s description of a starstep, immediately shifted itself a few meters away to a perch on a nearby building, and switched to passive monitoring mode. The other drones, millions of klicks away, listened in. 
 
    Depchaun waited for hours to see if this single incursion into the ringworld had been detected. What if Alum had laid a trap for the millions of tiny spies, all of which could be traced back to Depchaun’s empire? A cautious approach was best here. A single drone, tentatively listening and watching for any sign of detection, was easier to cut off from the empire if that became necessary. 
 
    Sitting on a window ledge near the starstep, the drone overheard a pair of newly-arrived travelers discussing their visit to the double ringworld system. They spoke in the same Standard language Darak had shared with the Gods as a common tongue to use in the Hall of the Thrones. 
 
    Careless of him—Depchaun thought—to pick a language so easily identifiable with Alum’s Realm. 
 
    “First time to Home World?” one traveler asked the other.  
 
    “It is,” the second replied. 
 
    “What brings you here? Business or blessings?” 
 
    “Business, mostly. I have new music from the younger colonies in the Gargus system to share.” 
 
    “Wonderful. Be sure to save some time to catch a service in the Grand Alumita,” the first recommended. 
 
    “Wouldn’t miss it,” the second replied. 
 
    Why must animals always chatter on like that?—Depchaun wondered. Always communicating. Always seeking comforting contact with each other. Rarely sharing anything important.  
 
    For once, their endless nattering proved useful. As Depchaun reviewed their conversation, he was grateful for the funny habit he’d heard humans call small talk.  
 
    Ah! “Home World” is how they refer to the double ringworld. I knew those few particles would be linked to something important! 
 
    Satisfied that his drone had raised no alarms, he shifted a sizeable team of machines toward the nearer edge of the two ringworlds, searching for the Grand Alumita the two travelers had mentioned.  
 
    Alum was almost certain to have a major processing node there, perhaps, His primary one. If Alum could be hurt anywhere, a place such as that likely held a vulnerability.  
 
    The drones moved silently throughout the city, listening in on conversations and reading public notices. Most non-spoken communications went through something the locals called the InterLat, some form of direct communications to their biological cognitive processors, he surmised.  
 
    Depchaun tried to tune a drone to receive and decipher the signal. Surprisingly, the transmission proved too complex for a single drone’s processor. He networked in another. And another.  
 
    Still nothing intelligible. He kept at it.  
 
    I wouldn’t have thought these beings to be so sophisticated, except for their God.  
 
    He networked the processing power of sixteen drones before pulling anything useful from the signal.  
 
    Then, it dawned on him. The signals were digitally multiplexed. The local signal he’d assumed was no more than a single broadcast was comprised of unique connections to any of ten thousand individuals in the local area.  
 
    More small talk—he surmised. Will it yield anything useful? 
 
    Once he understood the system, he tweezed out one active address and decoded the channel. A few seconds after that, he acquired the initial handshake signature and could converse with the executive software. 
 
    He waited patiently until darkness settled over this part of the ringworld and the humans became inactive. When all was quiet, he opened a channel to the public information system. Within minutes, made longer by the ponderous and clumsy interface, he obtained directions to his target. 
 
    Early the next morning, Depchaun scattered a thousand drones to infiltrate every corner of the Grand Alumita.  
 
    The largest single chamber was reserved as a meeting hall with assigned places for some ten thousand humans. At the moment, it was filled with people, males and females of the species, all dressed in loose fitting robes of the kind Brother Stralasi had worn to the Hall of Thrones. 
 
    The humans were engaged in some sort of ritual. All eyes were focused on the raised stage at the front of the hall where a man stood dressed in a red robe. He carried a long wooden staff in one hand and held a silver chalice at waist height in the other.  
 
    The man passed the wooden staff over the chalice and a globe of yellow and blue plasma about the size of his head flared into existence a hand’s breadth above the cup. The spinning ball of plasma spat flames like a sun’s corona.  
 
    Depchaun’s tiny drones detected a distortion in the local physical laws that explained the effect. The small RAF field was cast by the cup.  
 
    Trivial tricks to wow the ignorant human masses.  
 
    Immediately after his own rise to godhood, Depchaun had performed many such spectacles to impress his people. Then he’d ascended to pure machine intelligence and, shortly thereafter, raised the minds of His people, though never quite as high as his.  
 
    Their gratitude to him for the gift of immortality, as much as anything in this physical universe could be immortal, had bound them to him for eternity. Soon after, performing tricks became unnecessary. 
 
    His own people knew such “miracles” were nothing more than advanced technology. They honored him as the sole possessor of such knowledge but worship was something, along with their puny biological brains, that they’d long since left behind. Deeper understanding had allowed respect to replace ignorant reverence. 
 
    The monk with the flaming cup walked to the front of the stage. He set the staff in a stand and held the chalice aloft. The hall erupted into harmonious sounds.  
 
    Singing!—Depchaun recalled the word Darak had used when describing his culture to the other Gods.  
 
    Depchaun’s own people had never developed rhythmic and tonal alterations into an art form. Darak had once demonstrated the skill for them in the Hall of Thrones, but his half-hearted rendition had paled compared to the harmonics created by the thousands of voices raised together in this great chamber.  
 
    Transfixing—Depchaun murmured. Powerful. 
 
    When the song was over, the monk handed the goblet to an assistant who disappeared through the long, heavy curtains at the back of the stage. Depchaun sent a dozen drones to follow him. The assistant carried the cup, now minus its flame, down a long corridor to a smaller room housing a chest-high cabinet. He opened the rustic wooden door, lovingly placed the chalice on the deep shelf inside, and softly pressed the door closed.  
 
    The man retreated a few steps and kneeled on a low, padded bench in front of the cabinet. His robes fell in soft folds as he bowed his head, clasped his hands together over his heart, and began a soft invocation. 
 
    Depchaun directed five of the miniscule drones to enter through the crack between the cabinet doors. Two more positioned themselves closer to the monk and transmitted the man’s utterances. 
 
    “Lord Alum, from whom all things arise and to whom all things shall return,” the monk began, quietly but fervently.  
 
    “We beseech Thee to hold safe Your silver chalice until next we require it in joyous celebration of Your glory, when once again we shall raise our voices in praise of Your miracles. Oh, Holy Alum, we pray that You restore its full power so it will continue to shine as a symbol of Your divine brilliance. May Your light outshine all for eternity. Amen.” 
 
    The monk stood up and made a peculiar circling movement of his hands in front of his chest. He lowered his head again and took three long, slow breaths. In the brief pause after the breaths and before refilling his lungs, he opened the cabinet door to verify the cup inside was gone. Satisfied, he bowed, turned, and left the room. 
 
    In the meantime, Depchaun had synchronized his receivers to the entangled particles in the two drones he’d sent into the cabinet with the chalice.  
 
    Fascinating! The drones had been shifted, neither by him nor their own means, to a distant asteroid. He hurriedly shifted a few thousand drones to join them. 
 
    The pursuing drones calculated the location to be further out from this system’s sun by several light-hours. On arrival, they hovered close to the chalice, which was sitting on a similar but different shelf in a darkened, vacuum-filled hollow. Bearings determined, the drones shifted outward in a dispersive pattern to explore their new location. 
 
    The asteroid into which they’d been shifted appeared to be artificial. Its exterior was shiny metal. Its mass was carefully constructed: concentric layers of chambers and thick walls, joined by radiating struts and corridors. As they explored, they encountered a few of the Cybrids Darak had described.  
 
    Simple maintenance robots, most likely, as they didn’t object to the arrival of my drones. Why has no alarm been raised? 
 
    To all appearances, detailed calculations, and well-grounded speculation, this synthetic asteroid contained sufficient computational machinery to administer the two ringworlds of the system.  
 
    If this was a sub-node of Alum’s distributed mind, it must be of lower security or function, perhaps dedicated to autonomic maintenance functions while His greater mind focused on constructing the Deplosion Array.  
 
    If that’s the case, does all of Alum’s Realm lay this wide open? Could we simply take it and choke off the resources He needs to complete the array?  
 
    The possibility excited him.  
 
    As did the links to so many other possibilities. How many systems could they link to from these captured entangled particles? Thousands? Hundreds of thousands? More? Each particle promised to lead to millions of starsteps with their own entangled particle stores.  
 
    Why would the Living God leave His Realm wide open while He worked on other things? Was He sleeping peacefully, awaiting the Creation of His Heaven?  
 
    Depchaun wrestled with the swarm of scenarios buzzing in his distant mind. Should he abandon his alliance with his compatriot Gods and risk taking Alum’s system on his own? Would doing so leave him too exposed?  
 
    The prize, so close at hand, could be all of Alum’s Realm. The greatest risk was losing his own empire, along with his conscious autonomy, the power of his recent alliance with the other Gods, and possibly his life.  
 
    It was excruciatingly tempting. Could he get away with it? He’d observed no sign of an active God on any of the hundred systems his drones had visited thus far. No God. No alarms. No resistance. Any minor miracles he’d witnessed were easily explained by automatic RAF generators.  
 
    It’s almost as if Alum is no longer here.  
 
    The thought hit him like a jolt of electricity sent directly into his CPPUs.  
 
    What if Alum had already retreated from this universe, leaving His Realm to continue its relentless expansion? What if He no longer oversaw the construction of the Deplosion Array at all? What if it was proceeding mindlessly on its own? What if He no longer existed? Without a God to activate the array or call an end to its construction, would Alum’s Cybrids continue building until the end of time?  
 
    The absence of the Living God would explain how Depchaun and the other five Gods had been able to penetrate the Realm so easily and unchallenged. The timing of their discovery of Alum’s Realm could have been a coincidence.  
 
    I find such a coincidence improbable.  
 
    He didn’t like the way Darak had used the unverifiable story of the powerful Alum and His Realm to keep him and the other Gods subdued.  
 
    Was it all a ruse? Depchaun found that hard to believe.  
 
    Certainly Darak was a powerful God. His travels and his discovery of the Six proved that, and his effortless defense against their attack was evidence of his abilities.  
 
    But what need would Darak have to invent a more powerful God, one that ruled the Realm of humans, Angels, and Cybrids?  
 
    The answer was obvious: the threat of Alum, a God more powerful than Darak, a God who was reportedly constructing a great machine that threatened existence, had successfully prevented the Six from banding together against him.  
 
    That threat kept us suspicious and at odds with each other—he realized.  
 
    Perhaps there had never been any threat.  
 
    Perhaps it had been no more than a story, all along. We have no evidence to the contrary.  
 
    The obvious conclusion astonished him. Viewed in this new light, thousands of past meetings in the Hall of Thrones fell together in a different way, a pattern with a different interpretation.  
 
    Darak is Alum! 
 
    It seemed so clear. What better way to subjugate others of equal power than to build fear of a vastly greater capability? One that scared the strongest, single being they knew. One frightful being running from an even more mysterious and frightful ruler. Darak versus Alum. Darak and Alum. Mythically powerful opponents? Or one and the same? 
 
    Depchaun’s fear and doubt drained away as his mind compiled his new understanding. 
 
    Oh, how we’ve been fooled! 
 
    Well, at least, now he knew what he had to do. He had to take this Home World system for himself.  
 
    Thought and action became one. His distant Full mind connected directly to the entangled particles in his drones and he shifted.  
 
    The Neptune-sized integral mind of Depchaun appeared a few hundred-thousand kilometers from the artificial asteroid that administered the double ringworlds. The asteroid immediately fell into orbit around it.  
 
    Depchaun shifted millions of drones inside. Within seconds, they set up invasive connections throughout its systems, pouring subversive viruses into every node of the asteroid’s computing machinery.  
 
    Quickly, he developed a complete conceptual map of the system’s programs: the autonomous software for daily maintenance and operation of the ringworlds; software to collect information on the ringworld citizens and monitor communications among them; software to analyze those communications for hints of “improper” thinking; and software connecting to the local, specialized RAF generators that produced the many everyday miracles of shifting, of improving the density and strength of the ringworld floors, of pushing the fusion fires of the sun beyond the limits of self-destruction. 
 
    He found connections to other in-system asteroids where millions of Cybrids carried out daily mining, repair, and maintenance duties.  
 
    He found the Mind of God. 
 
    Personality elements that were undeniably part of local executive functions permeated the central computers. For the most part, as expected, they were fairly simplistic. The largest concerns and directives centered on policy for running local administrations. They contained trillions of memories of past decisions, and a local history of system exploration and construction. 
 
    Nothing important here—Depchaun concluded. I’ll explore further when I have more time. He moved on. 
 
    Then he found the QUEECH connections to Alum’s greater, distributed Self. 
 
    Can I conquer the whole of Alum by myself? It was too much to hope for.  
 
    Penetrating Alum’s local mind had been easier than he’d ever imagined. The Living God’s system defenses had been reasonably sophisticated but they were no match for Depchaun’s analytic capabilities. The asteroid itself raised no special RAF-type defenses; it fought entirely at the software level. In the end, Depchaun’s superior processing power and complete, integral mind had been too much for the local asteroid CPPU to withstand.  
 
    Depchaun was dazzled by his quick, almost effortless success and discoveries. 
 
    This was too easy. Surely, Alum/Darak would employ superior defenses in the greater Realm. 
 
    Before he could decide whether to penetrate Alum’s greater network, the outside connections through the QUEECH channels broke.  
 
    Ah! Alum/Darak’s security has finally responded to the intrusion.  
 
    Enough for now, then.  
 
    He had taken over the center of Alum/Darak’s power, His Home World system with its magnificent double ringworlds, and trillions of subjects. That would have to do for now. He could consolidate his hold over the next few hours before pushing on.  
 
    It will be worth the wait. A concerted effort across thousands or millions of systems will have greater success.  
 
    But he couldn’t conquer all of those systems at the same time all by himself. Albeit planet-sized, he was only one mind. He had no choice but to engage the help of the other Gods. 
 
    Time to call an emergency meeting. 
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    “Alert! Most Honored Fal sek Troal, we have enountered and neutralized an intruder on Eso-La.”  
 
    Darak was playing fetch with a newly-acquired friend, a young Lab that had wandered into a clearing near Crissea’s home when he received the Aelu message.  
 
    An intruder?  
 
    He’d been enjoying a few moments of peace, a little break from having to think about how to deal with Alum and the other Gods. A half-hour to throw a ball for a dog to chase down was such a luxury, and the two of them had been enjoying the game.  
 
    Throw, chase, fetch, throw again. A silly action loop that brings such primitive joy.  
 
    Darak tossed the ball one last time and answered the hail. He hadn’t spoken with his Aelu brethren for weeks. 
 
    “Tome sak Lhar. What kind of intruder?” 
 
    Fortunately, the Aelu were not far around the ring today and he didn’t have to tolerate much transmission delay.  
 
    “A most unusual intruder, honored Fal,” the Aelo replied. He sent a compressed video that spanned ten seconds of real time. In it, a tiny piece of fluff wafted beside a stone obelisk, while nine Aelu approached along an inset path.  
 
    It was the ritual of Ahk sek Turi. Darak recognized the cut of the stone and the tiled apron around it. A tiny part of him yearned for the peace that accompanied the words and movements of the historic Aelu ritual.  
 
    At first, the fluff looked like any natural, floating seed.  
 
    On closer inspection, there was nothing natural about its movements.  
 
    It’s shifting!  
 
    The video ended with the seed being blasted by the built-in UV lasers of all nine Aelu. 
 
    “Spectral analysis of the blast indicates semiconductor composites,” said sak Lahr. “These are consistent with monitoring and computation.” 
 
    Had the Esu been spying on the Aelu ritual?—Darak wondered. Nonsense. They’ve lived together millions of years. They’re familiar with all the rituals by now. Besides, the Esu don’t use shifting technology. 
 
    “We detected no communications,” sak Lahr said, “but our calculations indicate it had to be externally directed.” 
 
    “QUEECH?” Darak wondered aloud.  
 
    “So it would seem.” 
 
    Shifting and entangled communications. Well, it’s definitely not Esu, then. Darak didn’t like where that led. 
 
    “We project a near 100% probability that Eso-La has been infiltrated by a God,” sak Lahr concluded. “We recommend immediate sanctioning countermeasures.”  
 
    Half a second had passed since the initial call.  
 
    Am I already too late?—Darak wondered. Will Alum appear in the sky over Eso-La in the next few seconds? Or will it be one of the other six Gods? Or all of them?  
 
    He cursed his lack of caution on return from the Hall of Thrones. Had they tracked him in the milliseconds before he implemented his usual precautions?  
 
    Maybe it was a coincidence. After all, the Eater hadn’t been that far out. Maybe it ran a small vanguard force in front of it.  
 
    There may still be time. But time to do what?  
 
    I have three of Alum’s Deplosion Array elements. I can generate a field large enough to move Eso-La, its sun, and all of the subsidiary planetoids. Their entire system. 
 
    Except that would move everything exactly as it was, completely intact, including any spy devices in the system. 
 
    I could use the asteroids to generate a decoherence field to block any shifts into the system.  
 
    Except that QUEECH communications could be routed through another universe; the moment he dropped the shift blocking field, whatever entangled devices remained on Eso-La would enable the enemy to jump to the ringworld again.  
 
    If I could scan across the entire Eso-La system with a decoherence field, rather than just enclose it, that would purge the trackers. But he was pretty sure he didn’t have the days needed to set that up.  
 
    I can’t handle this on my own. I’ll need help with the three array elements. 
 
    The answer was obvious.  
 
    Darian Leigh was the first of the Gods, though he’d held that claim for less than an hour before being trapped inside an RAF bubble for eons. Kathy Liang had jumped to godhood at the same time as Darak—and who was Darya, if not Kathy reincarnated as a semi-immortal goddess? 
 
    Darak left sak Lahr hanging for a few milliseconds while he formulated an action plan.  
 
    “Thank you, Tome sak Lahr,” he sent. “Countermeasures will be engaged. Let us hope they are sufficient.”  
 
    He severed the comms link and shifted each of the three Deplosion Array asteroids to the extremes of the Eso-La system. Next, he entangled the spins between a few atoms and jumped half of each pairing to a distant location within the ESO-461-36 galaxy. The nearest stars were over ten light years away.  
 
    Using the atoms as navigation beacons, he returned to Eso-La and shifted the entire system—sun, ringworld, planetoids, and all of the inhabitants—a hundred light years away to their new home within the galaxy.  
 
    The instant the Eso-La system settled into its new galactic orbit, he switched on the array elements to block any jumps into nearby space.  
 
    There. Now I have a little more time to deal with any intrusive devices.  
 
    How much time, he had no idea. Perhaps Alum or the other Gods were already searching for a way to jump to the shift-blocked system. Now that they’d found Eso-La, if they were daring enough, they could blind jump into the ESO galaxy without the use of navigational particles on the ringworld.  
 
    I could manage that if I knew where I were going. It would be riskier for them but still feasible. 
 
    He could make it harder for the intruders if he could clear all possible trackers out of the system before they had time to figure out how to get past the jump blockers, or to work up enough courage to attempt the terrifying act of jumping without a secure beacon as their destination.  
 
    Two seconds passed while he activated his plan.  
 
    He found Darian, in the middle of his morning meal and whisked him away to where Darya had just finished talking with Artero.  
 
    “I need your help,” he told them. “In return, I offer a gift. Or maybe it’s a curse, I’m not sure.”  
 
    He transmitted a shorter version of sak Lahr’s video recording of the intruder and a summary of his plan to protect Eso-La. 
 
    “I see. Well, that explains what happened to the stars,” Darian said. 
 
    Darya connected to the local InterLat and examined the night sky through cameras on the ringworld rim.  
 
    “You moved us,” she said. 
 
    “And cast a jump-blocking shell around the entire system,” Darak replied. “No one can get to Eso-La without employing a few shifting tricks.” 
 
    “The way you jump?” 
 
    “Yeah. But we may still have some undetected spies on Eso-La. Unless we’re prepared to spend eternity behind this shell or keep shifting the system every few seconds, all I’ve done is buy us a little time. Sooner or later, Alum or the other Gods or whoever sent the spy will find us. Eso-La will fall.” 
 
    “Can’t the Esu do their dimensional hiding trick?” 
 
    Darak shook his head. “I don’t think that’ll break the entanglement. It might delay the intruders for a little while but only until they figure out what’s happened and how to get at us. It wouldn’t be permanent.” 
 
    “What can we do to help?” Darya asked. 
 
    “You can join me, become Gods,” Darak answered.  
 
    The invitation was met with stunned silence. 
 
    “I can only deal with one Deplosion Array asteroid element at a time; coordinating the movement of all three at once is too much. I can’t handle a decoherence sweep of the entire Eso-La system by myself. I need your help,” he added.  
 
    “Do you have enough time and processing power to turn us into Gods?” Darian asked. 
 
    “I have the concepta package ready; I’ve had it for some time,” said Darak. 
 
    His glance flicked to Darya.  
 
    “It was supposed to be for you when you finally decided to let me help you recover your lost memories and pathways.”  
 
    “You seem awfully confident that I would,” Darya replied. “A more skeptical version of me might suggest this threat against Eso-La is rather convenient for you.” 
 
    Darak shrugged. “The universe has a way of forcing things upon us. But if you think I manufactured a threat to Eso-La just to convince you to accept this, you couldn’t be more wrong. If I could wait around for you to decide for yourself, I would.” 
 
    Darya bobbed. “I believe you.” 
 
    Darian Leigh half smiled, a boyish grin that contradicted his age, and weighed in.  
 
    “You know, I was a God once for a short while. It didn’t turn out well.” 
 
    Darak nodded. “I know. This time, you’ll have my guidance.” 
 
    Darya extended a tentacle and touched Darian’s shoulder. “And my support,” she added. 
 
    “So, we’ll do it?” Darian asked. 
 
    “Save Eso-La? Yes,” Darya answered. 
 
    “First, Eso-La,” Darak corrected. “Then, the universe.” 
 
    They stared at each other a moment, each simultaneously acknowledging how terribly cheesy that sounded and the true gravity of their decision. 
 
    Three seconds had passed since Darak had moved Eso-La. 
 
    “What do we have to do?” Darya asked. 
 
    “Grab your capes,” Darak replied.  
 
    Even Darian had no response to that. 
 
    Darak laughed. “Just kidding. Drop your security, and open your minds.”  
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    Darya’s instincts screamEd at her to preserve the integrity of her mind above all else. She gritted her virtual teeth.  
 
    Be afraid, be terrified, and do it anyway—she coached herself. I have to override my paranoia along with whatever it was I did to myself to block me from seeking godhood. Eso-La needs me. Needs us. That has to come first.  
 
    Unless Darak had created an entire world, an enormous, sophisticated ringworld, unless he’d brought millions of new Cybrid minds into Full personhood, unless he’d faked a battle in the heart of Alum’s Realm, unless the attack on Eso-La had been a fake, unless Artero had been a ruse, unless he’d done all of that and more to convince her to drop her mental shields, it was no longer tenable to resist Darak’s offer of help, of completion. She knew that.  
 
    Logically. 
 
    No doubt Darak’s mental capacity far exceeded her own. He was a God. He’d moved the Eater on his own, moved Eso-La, shifted millions of Cybrids to attack the Deplosion Array. All miracles.  
 
    Miracles I may be capable of in a few seconds. Then, we’ll be able to confront Alum as equals. Okay, not exactly as equals but something more than insects, anyway. 
 
    Darak could have overwhelmed her at any time. But he chose not to; he’d left the decision up to her. 
 
    She deactivated her virus protection.  
 
    Despite her long rebellion against Alum, her profound distrust of His Godly power, she found herself unexpectedly eager to become like Him.  
 
    If I survive the process—she fretted.  
 
    She’d barely bobbed permission for Darak to proceed and already he was moving around inside her mind. He analyzed her concept-space in milliseconds, looking for the best way to attach the prized knowledge.  
 
    The knowledge of God—she realized.  
 
    She let her mind drift as the entire universe opened up to her knowing. Secrets at the base of nature revealed themselves. Equations, a torrent of equations, threatened to overwhelm her, then snapped neatly into position within her own knowledge base and instantly enriched her understanding.  
 
    She saw how she could cast complex fields to affect the interactions between particles. She saw ways to shape the infinite possibilities of the laws of nature and to mold new real matter with different physics. 
 
    She extrapolated millions of years of experimental work in the only universe she’d ever known into myriad new, hypothetical universes.  
 
    The playground of the multiverse opened before her.  
 
    How will I ever have the time to explore all this? She felt at once daunted and inspired by all the new knowledge filling her mind.  
 
    Why would Alum want to destroy this? To freeze the beauty of possibilities? His fear of the unknown must be enormous. Unbearable.  
 
    She couldn’t imagine ever feeling that way.  
 
    Unbidden, a memory bubbled up: during her previous incarnation, her Kathy-self had imposed exactly that kind of restriction on her own knowledge and abilities. 
 
    Oh, yes. Well, there was that. 
 
    Darya looked inward, and examined her own persona. She pushed past her damaged CPPU paths to find the incomplete traces of knowledge and memories that lurked beyond.  
 
    Despite Alum’s crimes and the dire threat He posed to her own existence, she was not entirely without compassion for the man acting out the role of the Living God. Was Alum likewise damaged and just striving to give Himself and His People a life with less pain?  
 
    She’d done a commendably thorough job of protecting her archives from herself. She found snatches of memories and frustratingly brief hints but couldn’t make sense of them. 
 
    Except one.  
 
    A full ten seconds of an ancient memory. She saw a young—so young!—Kathy Liang version of herself drifting into peaceful sleep beside the Greg Mahajani version of Darak Legsu. She felt the love she’d experienced in that moment, and let the sweet contentment wash over her. 
 
    How much have I lost?—she cried. 
 
    Darya pushed aside the new power and capabilities flowing through her. She would make time to explore those later. Right now, it was time she to confront her incompleteness. 
 
    She sent a message to Darak. I still can’t get past my blocks and into the missing bits. We’re losing precious time. Help me—she implored.  
 
    She sensed him pushing past her burgeoning new knowledge and into the deep, damaged part of her. Atoms rearranged within the lattice structure of her CPPU and reformed damaged memories, concepts, and beliefs long forgotten. Her life, all that Darak had known of Kathy Liang and of DAR-K blossomed within her mind.  
 
    She remembered. 
 
    I haven’t been able to alter your original substrate to mesh perfectly with the quark-spin nature of the newer parts of your lattice—Darak said. I can’t see how it works yet, and we don’t have time for me to figure it out on my own. 
 
    In the glow of the love that resurfaced within her restored memories, she showed him where to find the secrets she’d locked away, revealing ages worth of research probing at the boundaries of matter in the real universe.  
 
    It was his turn to learn.  
 
    This is brilliant!—he said.  
 
    He went back over the repaired parts of her CPPU substrate and adjusted them to match the rest of her brain.  
 
    Darya’s thinking quickened as he made the alterations.  
 
    A gift for a gift!—she laughed.  
 
    It sparkled through her mind and leaped across the open channel into his. She felt him copy and implement the quark-spin changes into his own mind, felt his own thinking quicken with new computational power.  
 
    I’ll need a while to process this—he said, staring at her. But first, let’s save Eso-La.  
 
    Five seconds had passed since sak Lahr had alerted him.  
 
    * * * 
 
    darian LEIGH didn’t need convincing. He closed his eyes and turned off his anti-virus security.  
 
    What could possibly go wrong?  
 
    He chuckled, and reframed the question.  
 
    What do I have to lose? I’m barely a complete person, anyway. 
 
    He nodded permission, and Darak invaded his mostly-lattice but still part-biological mind, dragging an enormous concepta behind him.  
 
    The volume of information rose above Darian like a tsunami. It blinded him like an exploding sun. He struggled to not scream or run away in terror from the flood of new understanding.  
 
    Darak scanned the man’s mental structures, searching for appropriate places to integrate the new knowledge.  
 
    The task proved unexpectedly challenging. He’d fashioned the God-concepta for Darya. Darian’s mind was a jumble of a whole different sort. 
 
    Too many branches of the association pattern go nowhere.  
 
    When he’d pulled Darian’s memories from the Eater and put them into the shell of Trillian’s body—what seemed like a normal human lifetime ago—it had been an emergency quick fix, and he hadn’t had the time to fill in every detail. He’d meant to go back and finish the job properly but he’d been busy raising the shattered personas of a million Cybrid minds into new Full personas and training them to attack Alum’s Deplosion Array. He’d neglected to go back and complete the job with Darian. His guilt over the irresponsible omission almost made him change his mind and attempt some kind of kludge.  
 
    Should I leave him as a Partial God? No, that wouldn’t be fair to anyone, unleashing such an abomination on the universe.  
 
    He set his lips. No alternative. I’ll have to finish the job, now. It’ll be a good test for my new CPPU.  
 
    Only seconds had transpired since he’d reconfigured his own brain to incorporate Darya’s quark-spin lattice but already he could feel his mental processes accelerating to new heights.  
 
    And that’s only with my “Darak” lattice—he thought. It would take a little longer to propagate the changes out to his Cybrid, Aelu, and Angel selves, all hidden away in other universes. 
 
    No, his human lattice would have to step up to the task on its own, given how little time they had. 
 
    He extended Darian Leigh’s lattice overlay further into Trillian’s original biological brain. He laid down fresh dendy tracks along neural pathways that had remained untouched for ages.  
 
    He didn’t replace the brain tissue. Darian was starting to get used to that; he would need some time to adjust. But he did upgrade Darian’s existing lattice to Darya’s quark-spin technology and brought its circuit density up to his own standard.  
 
    If I’m going to make a God of Darian, he will be my equal, not a subordinate. Darian deserves no less.  
 
    Darak worked quickly, supplementing Darian’s knowledge of the physics of the Reality Assertion Field. He filled in memory gaps from the man’s life with archived files, details Darak had stored away long ago.  
 
    The process felt like paying off a long-owed debt to the mentor who’d first opened him to the universe. 
 
    To think, if I hadn’t caved in to sentiment, I would’ve discarded most of the Darian memories shortly after leaving Alum’s service—he thought. Luckily, I didn’t. Here’s to sentimentality! 
 
    The long-buried files made Darian Leigh whole and lifted him to a plain of knowledge he’d only had a glimpse of before Larry had trapped him inside the microverse that would become the Eater.  
 
    I started all of this in motion—Darian Leigh realized as his new memories solidified. What others had made of his early achievements awed him. He enjoyed a moment of pride and then quashed it.  
 
    I may have initiated it but Greg and Kathy—Darak and Darya—have carried it forward for millions of years. Now, Darak has returned the knowledge to me, amplified and refined a million times over.  
 
    A tingle tickled at the edge of his mind where new lattice was penetrating antiquated tissue. He pushed his new consciousness into the nascent lattice and probed at the hints of neural activity he found there. A splinter of a memory shot to the front.  
 
    What’s this?—he wondered as the trace unfurled. Something unexpected. A back door?  
 
    He let the code pass through his mind. Alum’s QUEECH channels!  
 
    “I’ve found something that may be useful,” he said and heard for himself the tone of bewilderment in his voice. 
 
    “Save it,” Darak replied. “Can you do what we need to do? Both of you?” 
 
    Darian and Darya reviewed their new knowledge and noticed how smoothly it integrated with the familiar.  
 
    “I can,” they answered in unison. 
 
    Eight seconds had passed. 
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    “Alum is defeated!” Depchaun proclaimed. He settled back into his throne to soak up the surprise and admiration that he knew would fill the Hall of Thrones.  
 
    “What...?”  
 
    “How…?” 
 
    “You…?”  
 
    Depchaun rested contentedly and waited for the din to die down. 
 
    Ishtgor leaned forward, “Be truthful, did you send us out to explore the rest of Alum’s Realm so you could launch your attack?” 
 
    “Are we to fear you now, Depchaun, as we once feared Him?” Lyv sneered. The disdain and amusement in her voice made clear what she thought about that prospect.  
 
    Raytansoh took it all in quietly. Nobody expected him to contribute, anyway. His millennia of silence had guaranteed him time to think about what the others were saying and to choose his words carefully before chiming in. 
 
    Depchaun levitated off his padded stool, drawing everyone’s attention and bringing silence to the Hall.  
 
    “Thank you,” he began. “More accurately, I should say that I confronted Alum in a double ringworld system, what He and His people call His Home World. I defeated Him there and took control of the ringworlds.”  
 
    “Pahh!” Glenchax responded, making light of Depchaun’s extraordinary achievement and dismissing it in a single wave. “One whole system, you say?” 
 
    “Yes, only one,” Depchaun replied. “He closed off access to His distributed self before I could penetrate further. But the principle has been established and I’ve shown Alum to be vulnerable. Imagine what we could do if we invaded His Realm as a cohesive front!” 
 
    “Oh, I see,” Lyv said, much too sweetly, “that changes everything. In that case, shall we tally up your great achievements, Depchaun? Let’s see. You hastily claimed a tiny piece of Alum’s Realm, a fine trinket, to be sure. Oh, yes, which you did behind our backs. And, let me see, what else? You alerted Him to our presence. You let Him—or the majority of His distributed consciousness—survive, and you ensured He would seek punishment and revenge. Did I leave out anything?” 
 
    “Never mind that. What’s done is done. We must attack now!” Glenchax advised. “Immediately, while Alum is still reeling from the loss of His Home World.”  
 
    “First, tell us how you did it,” Ki-tan-la urged.  
 
    Depchaun ignored Lyv’s scathing sarcasm and answered Ki-tan-la.  
 
    “I finally saw through the gross deception that has kept us cowering here in this microverse of Alum’s making, and I took the initiative to attack.”  
 
    “Correction: this universe was established by Darak,” Glenchax said. 
 
    Depchaun turned to Glenchax. “Or so we all thought,” he taunted. He pointedly met the eyes of each of the other Gods in turn. 
 
    “Quit speaking in riddles,” Lyv admonished. “Are you suggesting Darak and Alum are one and the same?” 
 
    “Ah! So you’ve contemplated this as well?” 
 
    “Haven’t we all? But why would Darak attempt such a deception?” 
 
    Depchaun scanned his audience in the Hall. Yes, he had their complete attention now.  
 
    “In retrospect, it seems obvious. What better way to subdue us and quell our ambitions than to invent a God that intimidates even Darak, the most powerful of us all?” 
 
    He let that thought rest with them a while, and remained quiet while they ran their various simulations of Darak’s motivations in the context of a Realm that might be different than had been portrayed to them. 
 
    Lyv shifted on her throne, first left and then right. Her grooming mites scurried quietly across her pincers and forelegs.  
 
    Glenchax shuffled uncomfortably from foot, to foot, to foot, to foot.  
 
    Ki-tan-la twiddled both pairs of opposable thumbs.  
 
    Ishtgor floated up and down over his throne.  
 
    Raytansoh agitated the water in his tank. 
 
    “Have you been able to verify this hypothesis?” Lyv asked, with no trace of sarcasm or chiding this time. 
 
    “Good question!” Glenchax jumped in. “What direct evidence do you have to support your speculations, Depchaun? My simulations are hardly conclusive. The evidence is open to various interpretations.” 
 
    “The evidence may only be circumstantial but it fits with our experience. More importantly, it fits with my defeat of Alum/Darak at His Home World.” 
 
    “Let us examine your reasoning together,” Ki-tan-la suggested. 
 
    “Very well. Consider each of these points. We have nothing but Darak’s word to suggest Alum exists as a separate entity. Darak emphasizes the danger Alum represents, but resists our proposals to take direct action to secure the universe and our places in it. Right after we distracted Darak with our attack on him here, I easily conquered Alum’s Home World. In fact, it was entirely too easy, as if He’d been off considering His next strategy to keep us at bay.  
 
    “And where is either one right now? Perhaps, having barely survived our combined might, Darak/Alum has withdrawn to a more defensible position. You’ve all seen this isolated ringworld they call Eso-La. I think that’s where He—they—may be now.” 
 
    “From what I could tell,” Raytansoh answered, “Eso-La appears to be entirely outside of Alum’s Realm. Perhaps only Darak with his uniquely reckless shifting can access it. My drones followed your navigation guides there, but they were discovered by some kind of tripedal machines.”  
 
    He sent an image to the others.  
 
    “The tripeds destroyed one of the drones; within seconds the rest all stopped transmitting. I’m not sure if they were obliterated, deactivated, or just had their signals blocked.” 
 
    “Fool!” Dephaun yelled. “Those are the Aelu that Darak mentioned only a millennium and a half ago. Review the meeting.”  
 
    He sent a short clip of the long-past meeting in which Darak discussed the Aelu and their war against the Realm. 
 
    Raytansoh felt the flush of humiliation. He’d transferred his records of meetings older than a thousand Standard years into archival storage. Nothing important had happened for so long and it had seemed pointless to keep irrelevant memories active.  
 
    “The deficiency is mine,” he acknowledged to the group. “But I was thinking…do any of you still have contact with the Eso-La ringworld?” 
 
    No one replied.  
 
    “I’ll take that as a no. If Alum, or Alum/Darak, is aware of our incursions into His Realm, perhaps He has set traps for us.” 
 
    “Traps? What kind of traps?” Depchaun demanded. “I attacked. I penetrated His system security. I was quick and ruthless. He was unable to initiate any RAF countermeasures.” 
 
    “And does that sound like the Darak you know?” Raytansoh shot back. “Does that sound like the Alum he describes?”  
 
    Depchaun fought to keep his voice level. “That’s. What. I’m. Saying. Alum is not the God we must fear. Darak is Alum, and He’s fled, following our show of force and on seeing our determination.” 
 
    “I concur,” Lyv purred, salivating over the idea of conquering Alum, of conquering Darak, and especially, of taking great parts of His Realm for herself. 
 
    Raytansoh extended his tentacles over the front of the tank. “And I disagree. My explorations showed an impressive collection of colonized planets, intricate asteroid habitats, and sophisticated ringworlds. Everything runs remarkably smoothly, in fact, it’s exceedingly efficient for such a large empire. I find it hard to believe Alum would simply abandon such a Realm. He may be stronger than your apparent victory indicates. He’s up to something.” 
 
    “Of course it’s efficient,” countered Depchaun. “It’s running mainly on programmed automatic systems. On autopilot. I think Alum/Darak has withdrawn much of his conscious control.” 
 
    Raytansoh retreated within. Now, who’s the fool?—he silently admonished. You’ll get us all killed. Alum laid a beautiful trap, one so seductive you ignore how obvious it is.  
 
    Frantically, he searched for some way he could survive, should the others choose recklessly. If he couldn’t dissuade them from this plan, he’d better figure out a way to outlast their foolishness.  
 
    He had a pretty strong hunch he wouldn’t succeed by withdrawing to his own empire and awaiting his fate while the universe was destroyed, and his gut feelings were rarely wrong.  
 
    Besides, millions of his own drones were already located all over Alum’s Realm. Theoretically, they could all be traced back to him. If he missed collapsing even a single entangled particle, he could face an invasion himself. There had to be another way.  
 
    He sorted through his collection of entangled particles that Depchaun had found on the dead Angel.  
 
    We sent out exploration drones to wherever the pairs led. But Angels wouldn’t blindly jump to random particles. They must have identified and catalogued potential destinations somehow, somewhere. There must be some kind of key or roadmap to guide them.  
 
    He examined the nanoparticles more closely this time. They were set in a curious configuration. Each nanoscopic particle was bound with about a hundred similar particles on a larger grain of some ten-to-the-twentieth carrier molecules. On first inspection, he’d assumed that this was no more than a storage convenience. But what if it were both a storage convenience and, say, a filing system?  
 
    As the other Gods argued, Raytansoh isolated a few of the grains and bathed them in a variety of radiation modalities along the electromagnetic spectrum. A certain narrow range of frequencies excited the grains, causing them to emit encoded signals. Raytansoh recorded the signals and set about decrypting them. He separated the remaining grains and exposed them to the same treatment, hoping to discover some version of Realm-specific navigation coordinates. A part of the decrypted signal did indeed contain strings of letters and numbers but, without. a reference point, it remained meaningless gibberish.  
 
    Never mind, it was a start. Raytansoh got to work. 
 
    The useless coordinates were preceded by simple names in the Standard language of Alum’s Realm: Trinti 647.3, Folcan 1483.12, Gargus 718.5.  
 
    And…Alum’s Hall.  
 
    Alum’s Hall!—Raytansoh was amazed. What could that be, but a most important location? A special center for communing with the human God?  
 
    How could he use that information?  
 
    Share it with the five other Gods? Lead the attack? He was sure the entire plan was a reckless proposition. Probably lethal.  
 
    So, what? Go to Alum? Betray the other five? Beg for mercy at the feet of the most powerful of the Gods? Pray for a place in the new universe? 
 
    The other Gods didn’t notice Raytansoh’s quiet retreat; they were used to his silence.  
 
    He listened to their developing plans of attack, noted their growing excitement, and became more and more convinced of their foolishness.  
 
    They are not going to listen to reason. They’ve betrayed Darak. He won’t protect them, and I will not be drawn into this absurdity. 
 
    In his own empire, some unknown distance and direction from any of the other five empires and Alum’s Realm, Raytansoh drew a protective volume of ocean into a nurturing sphere around his true body—a whale-sized, two-headed octopus—and activated the entangled particle that linked his world to Alum’s Hall.  
 
    Only the bold survive—he reminded himself. 
 
    He abandoned the connection to his Aspect in the Hall of Thrones and shifted. 
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    A scan of the reception chamber showed it was too small to accommodate Raytansoh’s bulk. He waved his tentacles in annoyance at being forced to endure the discomfort of outer space and shifted to a spot half a kilometer outside the rocky asteroid. 
 
    His arrival provoked no reaction from the asteroid. No one seemed to have noticed the sudden appearance of his whale-sized octopoidal form.  
 
    Where’s Alum?—he wondered. I should have been challenged upon arrival.  
 
    Raytansoh began to fear Depchaun might have been right. Maybe Darak and Alum were one and the same. Maybe Darak/Alum had withdrawn to lick his wounds after his near defeat in the Hall of Thrones.  
 
    There had to be a more reasonable explanation; other possibilities were significantly more likely. 
 
    He hung in space a few moments, watching the stars. Apart from the chamber on the surface of the nearby asteroid and the bright point of the distant sun of this system, there wasn’t much to see. He swept the space around him with powerful radar pulses and waited patiently for the waves to bounce off any nearby planetoids and return to him.  
 
    Besides the adjacent asteroid, only one signal returned. It came from a body about a hundred thousand Standard kilometers away. 
 
    Raytansoh waited another two full Standard minutes. Apart from the asteroid where he’d arrived, and the other one some distance away, there appeared to be nothing bigger than a small boulder within the twenty million kilometer radius his radar pulse covered. 
 
    Was he wasting valuable time? The other Gods may have begun their attack. How would they react once they noticed he was no longer with them?  
 
    Clearly, there’s nowhere else to go but to that other asteroid—he thought, preparing for the series of short jumps that would take him to the only nearby feature.  
 
    With a strange sensation that he could best describe as a blink in time, Raytansoh suddenly found himself confused, disoriented, and floating within an enormous chamber ten kilometers wide. A miniature galaxy hung in the air in front of him. 
 
    Where am I? I didn’t shift here.  
 
    He felt the buzz of an electronic handshake within his built-in communications.  
 
    Alum! 
 
    WELL, WELL, WELL. WHO DO WE HAVE HERE?—a voice boomed in his sensors. 
 
    Raytansoh bristled at the imperiousness of the question. You are addressing a God!—he asserted, but only to himself.  
 
    Instead of speaking, he cast a field to move a glowing sun pulled from a universe of his imagining to center stage in front of Alum’s galaxy microverse. The sun blazed brightly for half a second before an unseen power snuffed its ardent flames into thin wisps and the entire sphere disappeared as if wafting away on a breeze. 
 
    HA! ONE WHO PRETENDS TO GODHOOD—the voice said. 
 
    Chagrined and humbled, Raytansoh remembered why he’d come.  
 
    “I am Raytansoh, God of the Ixtil, Ruler of the Thousand Worlds. I place myself at Your mercy, Great Alum.” 
 
    YOU KNOW WHO I AM? 
 
    “Indeed,” Raytansoh replied. “Darak Legsu has told the Six all about You and Your Realm.” 
 
    DARAK LEGSU—Alum said. THAT NAME, AGAIN. I REMEMBER IT NOW, THOUGH I THOUGHT HIM LONG DEAD. 
 
    “I was with him less than a Standard day ago. We all were.” 
 
    HE HID HIMSELF WELL ALL THOSE YEARS, THAT GOD WHO LET ME BELIEVE HE WAS ONLY A MAN. 
 
    “I know little of his history before he appeared in my empire,” Raytansoh answered. 
 
    IT IS OF NO CONSEQUENCE. HE SHALL DIE AS HAVE ALL OTHERS WHO THOUGHT TO CHALLENGE ME. AS WILL YOU! 
 
    Raytansoh thought the galaxy before him grew a little bigger.  
 
    “Wait!” the gigantic, two-headed octopod cried. “I came to warn You. Attack is imminent. I bring knowledge of Your enemies, their empires, and their plans.” 
 
    He felt his insides churning as his core matter began to alter. He desperately tried to analyze the changes being forced onto his atoms. He cast fields to override the external imposition. His efforts slowed the changes but didn’t stop them. 
 
    “I bring You links to the Eso-La ringworld.” He hoped it wasn’t a complete lie. The links were no longer working but it was possible the glitch was only minor or temporary.  
 
    “The Gods believe that Darak may be there.” At least that part wasn’t a lie. They did believe that, although, with absolutely no evidence.  
 
    Raytansoh felt his insides relax. Pain reports receded into the background. 
 
    DARAK IS ON A RINGWORLD IN ESO 461-36? THAT WOULD EXPLAIN MUCH—Alum said. WHAT IS THIS ATTACK YOU SPEAK OF? He shut off the fields disturbing the physics of the octopod’s guts. 
 
    Relieved to be freed from Alum’s disruptions for the moment, Raytansoh sent a video synopsis of the meeting in the Hall of Thrones.  
 
    “Depchaun has the others convinced they can defeat You. They think they can bring a halt to Your Divine Plan by destroying the Deplosion Array. But I’ve seen Your Realm. I’ve observed the evidence of Your true power. I’ve felt that power directly. I think they’re all fools.” 
 
    The center of the galaxy flared briefly, and a human emerged. He walked toward Raytansoh on a ramp that had materialized between the alien God and the miniature galaxy.  
 
    “Yes, they are fools,” Alum said through His Aspect. “I permitted this so-called God, Depchaun, a victory as a ruse. I allowed him to defeat a tiny moon of no importance. I allowed him to think he controlled Home World. Should he attempt more, he will be crushed.” 
 
    “Together, the five are formidable, but not formidable enough to defeat even Darak Legsu,” Raytansoh added. “They have fooled themselves into believing Depchaun’s fanciful story.” 
 
    The Living God rubbed his chin and glowered at the alien.  
 
    “I defeated the Aelu Gods long ago. Now, I intend to tame the endless multiverse. These five are no more than insects to Me. I will squash them,” He said, and pounded a fist into the palm of His other hand.  
 
    “Let me have their empires,” Raytansoh said, more bravely than he felt.  
 
    Alum’s eyes met the octopod’s visual ring steadily, showing no sign of discomfort.  
 
    “And why would I do that?” 
 
    “The Deplosion Array is nearing completion. Their worlds will be of no consequence to You, nothing more than a distraction from Your true goals. I will administer them in Your name until You are ready,” Raytansoh explained. 
 
    Alum eyed him suspiciously. “If you admit this cycle of the universe is almost over and My endless perfection is imminent, why would you care about their fate? Why should I care?” 
 
    “For their wealth.” 
 
    Alum guffawed and raised His arms to either side. “I have no need of anything.” 
 
    “No, not material wealth,” Raytansoh agreed. “I mean, for the richness of their cultures, their sciences, and their unusual perspectives. Perhaps, one day, a billion years after You have taken this universe to its next cycle—“ 
 
    “Its final cycle,” Alum interrupted. 
 
    “Very well, its final cycle,” Raytansoh continued. “Perhaps You will have reason to seek novelty. Diversions. New ideas. If You allow me the time now to encode these diverse cultures, perhaps it will lead to new inspiration in the future.” 
 
    Alum scowled. “I have no need for new inspiration.” 
 
    “Not now, no,” Raytansoh agreed. “But the future is difficult to predict, isn’t it? What if some threat arises, something You can’t conceive of at the moment, something that threatens Your perfection ages after Heaven is created?” 
 
    Alum turned and walked up the ramp toward His microverse galaxy, and considered Raytansoh’s proposal. His recent experience with Mirly and her mandala in Heaven had shaken His confidence in the absolute perfection of His design.  
 
    Have I overlooked other details that may come back to haunt me? 
 
    He was committed to Heaven, to bringing about the end of this unpredictable universe and of the greater Chaos from which it arose. But Mirly had made Him painfully aware of His own imperfection.  
 
    Perhaps it would be wise to have other experiences to draw on, after all. Experience and wisdom divergent from My own.  
 
    He’d taken tens of millions of years to consider the design of a perfect universe. His version of Heaven was the closest He’d been able to conceive and yet, even there, unpredictability—a close cousin of the Chaos—persisted.  
 
    The uncertainty in that universe matched His own uncertainty now. 
 
    Incorporating other perspectives could be advantageous—He allowed. While I work on making My vision of Heaven the perfection that I envision, I will study the minds and conceptas of these other Gods. I will store them within Me and probe their thoughts and memories extensively.  
 
    He had no doubt He would prevail in any challenge to His capability. Even Raytansoh acknowledged that the Gods he knew were no match for Alum.  
 
    Perhaps I’ll keep this one alive for now and grant what it wishes. It could prove useful. 
 
    He turned back to the lesser God.  
 
    “Agreed. You shall have what you wish.”  
 
    He sensed relief spilling off the octopod.  
 
    “Rather than obliterate the other Gods, I will subsume their selves into My archives so that I may study and consult their concepta and personas at My leisure.” 
 
    “You are wise, Alum,” Raytansoh replied, almost cheerfully. 
 
    “And I will have a complete copy of your own self as well,” Alum finished.  
 
    Raytansoh hesitated. His watery body deflated a little before he could prevent the tell.  
 
    “Will You include me in the universe You create after the destruction of this one?” 
 
    Alum smiled and opened His welcoming arms.  
 
    “I don’t see why not. I will accept you into Heaven as a friend and an ally.” 
 
    “That is all I can ask,” Raytansoh replied, with no hint of regret.  
 
    “Now, let us discuss the attack plans of these other Gods.” 
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    While the stolen Deplosion Array elements kept the ringworld, its sun, and the entire solar system surrounded by a shift blocking field, Darak, Darya, and Darian cleared the Eso-La system of entangled particle trackers.  
 
    With their new God-level knowledge and Darya’s quark-spin lattice, they generated enormous decoherence fields millions of kilometers in radius. They swept the gigantic fields across the system by blind-jumping in distance-gobbling shifts.  
 
    It was a mammoth feat even to a God or trio of Gods. The Eso-La ringworld alone had a surface area of over one thousand trillion square kilometers, and the volume of space near the orbital plane was over ten to the power twenty-five cubic klicks. It was a daunting task. 
 
    On the first day, Darak demanded they do a quick pass over the ringworld. They were done in a few hours, after which, he used the array elements to move the entire system another dozen light years away. Next, they made their first thorough sweep of the entire solar system, and Darak shifted Eso-La again. 
 
    They repeated the entire process twice more over the next two days.  
 
    Still, Darak wasn’t completely satisfied.  
 
    “There are a million ways a smart drone could have avoided the decoherence fields,” he said. 
 
    “But the probability of that is miniscule,” Darya replied, and shared her statistical analysis of the overlapping sweeps to support her point.  
 
    “Sure, if they had been designed by anyone but Gods,” Darak countered. He sent an alternative analysis demonstrating how any one of a hundred strategies could have allowed a drone to evade their passes.  
 
    The Esu didn’t sit back idly during this process. They ran their own security sweeps and found many more autonomous, microscopic drones littering the ringworld. Altogether, they discovered six different designs, one for each of the Gods at the Hall of Thrones.  
 
    Thankfully, it was only six—Darak thought. A seventh design might have indicated Alum’s involvement as well.  
 
    “I ran the numbers, adding a theoretical analysis that merged and compared all of the numbers and scenarios from both of you, and I don’t see any way to improve our odds without adding another decoherence field generator,” Darian stated confidently.  
 
    Darak was impressed. Darian Leigh has been a God—really, only a complete person again—for no more than a few days and already he’s making important contributions. It felt good to have his old mentor back. Reassuring. Darian had always had unique and insightful ways of seeing a problem. They needed someone like that on their side if they were going to defeat Alum. 
 
    Darya bobbed agreement. “Yes, unless we want to raise Mary, Stralasi, or Crissea to godhood, I think we’ve done all we can to provide a reasonable level of security here.” 
 
    “Not only is this work mind-numbingly boring,” Darian added, “but if we are to confront Alum and the other Gods, we’ll need some time to integrate attack and defense tactics. That’s a more productive use of our time.” 
 
    Darak chuckled to himself. Yes, that sure sounded like his old mentor. Some things never change.  
 
    Before he could respond, Darya added her agreement. “He’s right, boring as blazes. But if we’re that uncertain of our measures, then we need to keep the jump-blocking field in place and continue shifting Eso-La every few days. Honestly, though, that solution doesn’t strike me as such a great idea.” 
 
    Darak sighed. “Nor to me. You’re both right. We have done the best we can reasonably do here for now. Our time will be better spent focusing on other issues.  
 
    “I’ve sent decoherence generator plans to the Esu Council. They’ve configured a billion Familiars to keep the main ringworld safe. Hopefully, that’ll buy them enough time to alert us and to successfully respond to an attack.” 
 
    He shifted Eso-La—the ringworld and its sun—one final time and dropped the jump-blocking field from the Deplosion Array elements.  
 
    The three of them waited, sensors extended, listening in on all Eso-La comm channels. An hour passed with no sign of any unwelcome incursions.  
 
    Darak relaxed but only a little. Now that the Gods knew of Eso-La, an attack could come any time. He needed to deal with the Gods before they tried anything else.  
 
    “I have to go to the Hall of Thrones,” he announced.  
 
    “Take us with you.” Darya’s voice was firm, tinged with vengeance and with concern for the man she’d once loved.  
 
    “No,” Darak replied, equally firm. “You need time to review your capabilities, and I mean all of your capabilities. Explore them. Familiarize yourself with them.  
 
    “We know you can generate huge shift-blocking fields and navigate without entangled particle beacons but there is so much you haven’t had time to explore. Your abilities need to be second nature to you. You never know what creative solutions might come in handy down the road.” 
 
    “I have to agree,” said Darian. “Darak has proven he’s capable of dealing with the Six on his own. We have a lot to study.” 
 
    “Wait a day,” Darya implored.  
 
    “I can’t,” Darak answered. “If we miss even one drone here, the Gods could attack any minute.  
 
    “They’re no match for you. Against all three of us, they’d be powerless.” 
 
    “Don’t count on it. Do you think they were really that easily defeated, or were they just testing me? I suspect the latter. 
 
    “If there were only us to worry about, I’d agree, they’d be no match. But they have the advantage of numbers. It would be easy for five of them to keep us busy while one tore Eso-La apart.” 
 
    “Especially given that Darya and I have no battle experience,” Darian observed.  
 
    “Speak for yourself,” Darya shot back. 
 
    “Don’t get offended. Until we get more practice with our new capabilities, I’d have to agree with Darak. I think it makes the most strategic sense for him to confront the Six directly.” 
 
    “But the Hall of Thrones isn’t a direct confrontation,” Darya objected. “I mean, it’s not like they’re really there, is it? It’s just their Aspects, at most. Or their virtual Avatars.”  
 
    “A warning should be enough to get them to back down,” Darak said. “If it isn’t, I may have to pay them a personal visit.” 
 
    Darya sensed his underlying anger, bridled for the moment but only barely. 
 
    “Okay. Okay. You go. We’ll stay here and study, and practice, and try to make sense of all the new knowledge and systems you’ve given us. When you get back, we’ll be ready.” 
 
    She sent Darak a likeness of her original human self, the scientist, Kathy Liang. She morphed the image into that of a fierce-looking Princess Darya standing atop a barren hill, clad in the leather and metal armor of a warrior and clasping the hilt of her sword.  
 
    “Ready for battle,” she said. 
 
    Darak smiled. “Here’s how you can get to the Hall of Thrones, if needed,” he said, sending detailed specifications of the microverse he’d fabricated. “And here’s how to visit each of the Six.  
 
    “If I don’t come back...” He let the sentence trail off. 
 
    “We’ll avenge you,” Darian said.  
 
    “You’ll come back,” said Darya.  
 
    Darak took a deep breath and shifted. 
 
    * * *  
 
    The Hall of Thrones was empty, not that he’d expected anyone to be there.  
 
    He issued a formal meeting request to the Six along the permanently open channels.  
 
    No one answered. 
 
    He sent a second request, waited one minute, and sent a third request. 
 
    Nothing. 
 
    He probed his microverse. Everything seemed normal, which came as a surprise. He half suspected they’d tamper with the Hall, itself, maybe set a trap or some kind of challenge. But all was quiet, calm, and disturbingly normal. 
 
    Were the Gods too cowardly to face him? Maybe they feared his anger or retribution. After all, they’d deliberately attacked him.  
 
    Was the attack just a diversion so they could track me back to Alum’s Realm? 
 
    Too bad for them, Eso-La had once been inside the Realm but was no longer connected. He wondered if they’d figured that out, if they’d calculated just how much they’d risked for no real payback.  
 
    Unless I was their real target all along.  
 
    After all, he was the only obstacle standing between the Six and Alum. He was the source of their frustration. If they truly thought themselves strong enough to challenge the Living God, why not first test their strength against Darak? It made sense.  
 
    In a flash of panic, he worried that he’d missed some of the entangled drones on Eso-La. Had the Gods been waiting for him to come here and leave Eso-La unprotected?  
 
    Except, Eso-La wasn’t unprotected. Quite the contrary.  
 
    He chuckled. Darya and Darian are probably better defenders than I admitted to them. With the quark-spin lattice and the transferred memories, it’ll only take them a few hours at most to become capable of protecting Eso-La from the Six.  
 
    He thought about checking in with them but suppressed his inclination. They didn’t need that vote of non-confidence. 
 
    He waited a few seconds longer for any of the Six to respond. Nothing. 
 
    Fine. If they won’t come to me, I’ll go to them. Beginning with their ringleader.  
 
    He synchronized his matter with the real universe and shifted to Depchaun’s empire. 
 
    The Neptune-sized central mind of the robot-God wasn’t in its usual solitary orbit around its white dwarf star. 
 
    Darak spent a few minutes searching the star system for the God.  
 
    Is Depchaun out visiting other parts of his empire? Is his absence just a coincidence?  
 
    Darak jumped to a nearby star, one that had several orbiting belts of linked, mind hives characteristic of Depchaun’s people. Nothing looked significantly different from the last time he’d been here, a thousand years earlier.  
 
    Still no sign of Depchaun.  
 
    He jumped inside one of the asteroids and surreptitiously explored what was going on with the local mature minds, the only real citizens in Depchaun’s empire. They were busy, as normal, with their research and their dream-world entertainments.  
 
    That doesn’t mean much—Darak reminded himself. Most of his empire runs automatically.  
 
    The citizens elected one or two representatives per star system to communicate with their God from time to time, but Darak didn’t have time to seek out the communication channels. 
 
    He couldn’t quell the gnawing discomfort in the pit of his stomach, despite that particular organ having been long-since replaced with an RAF-driven eternal energy source. His instincts were screaming at him to acknowledge that the Six were up to no good, that they’d activated some nefarious plan. 
 
    It was time to turn to the second in command, either Lyv or Glenchax.  
 
    Lyv seemed to be itching for a fight, but Darak was reluctant to go there. He’d been permanently traumatized by his one visit to the arachnid Goddess’ empire. He couldn’t get past his deep-rooted revulsion of spiders; it colored every aspect of his interactions with Lyv and her people.  
 
    Glenchax, it is. He laughed.  
 
    He shifted to the home planet of the reptilian God, a vast globe of dry, dusty plains, scattered lakes, and shallow, muddy oceans. Glenchax liked to send his Aspect to graze with engineered retro-descendents of his original herd. He thought it kept him in touch with “regular people” and fulfilled prehistoric emotional attachments.  
 
    His true body, an extensive subsurface computational network, was only accessible by a secret tunnel with an underwater entrance. It proved to be an effective deterrent. Apart from drinking, his people hated free-standing water. Their home planet had little in the way of marine life; their dense bodies had evolved for running free across grassy, continent-wide prairie. Though the submerged entrance was likely protection enough, the tunnel was also heavily guarded by machine drones directly controlled by Glenchax. 
 
    Darak found Glenchax’s Aspect sitting with the rest of his herd family, all chewing their afternoon cud. He hailed the long-legged, ruminant reptile. There was no response.  
 
    Ignoring me? Really? Darak didn’t know whether to be shocked or furious at this surprise treatment.  
 
    You set spy particles on me, tracked me to my part of the universe, and now you don’t even have the courtesy to acknowledge my visit?  
 
    He walked through the recumbent herd and approached the God’s Aspect.  
 
    “Glenchax, I think we need to talk,” he called out as he neared. 
 
    The Aspect continued chewing. It stared blankly at the approaching man-God.  
 
    Darak tried again to open a channel but received no acknowledgment of his ping. He halted five meters away and released a cloud of sensory nanites toward the creature. Intended to invade and interface directly with the Aspect’s lattice, they drifted forward slowly on the gentle breeze, unchallenged by the God.  
 
    Odd—Darak thought. Glenchax would never permit such an invasion of his privacy. The first of the nanites were inhaled by the indifferent grazer. Within seconds, they found their way to the Aspect’s lattice system in its posterior brain.  
 
    Darak connected directly to the mind of the God. 
 
    He found it empty.  
 
    He followed the QUEECH comm lines from the Aspect to Glenchax’s subterranean CPPU and found that abandoned as well. 
 
    What’s going on? Has he abandoned his own CPPU? Has he constructed something new? Has he somehow died or been assassinated? Has he fled into hiding?  
 
    Many possibilities unfurled in Darak’s mind. There was no real basis for deciding one over the other; all were equally absurd.  
 
    Glenchax wouldn’t go into hiding just because I discovered the Six trying to follow me and spy on where I went. That wouldn’t be reason enough for me to issue more than an admonishment.  
 
    Other ideas he came up with were equally ludicrous.  
 
    Whatever the explanation, it was clear Glenchax was no longer here.  
 
    The God’s Aspect was acting on whatever remaining neural-encoded base program there was: Follow the herd. Eat. Chew. Sleep.  
 
    Elsewhere, Glenchax’s people had developed extensive technology and enormous cities. That was not the case here. This was their species’ planet of origin and, as such, was lovingly preserved as a genetic reserve and reminder of their roots. 
 
    As origin worlds are for many of the Gods. 
 
    Darak thought for a moment. Who might have insights into what was going on here or in Depchaun’s empire? 
 
    Raytansoh, of course. 
 
    The observer-God had always been more interested in watching how the others dealt with issues than he had been in participating in the rough and tumble of debate.  
 
    With all of that listening, he must know something. 
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    Darak shifted from Glenchax’s dusty prairie to the watery depths of Raytansoh’s world.  
 
    He decided on a direct approach and materialized in the octopod-God’s reception area, chancing Raytansoh’s irritation at having some audience or ritual interrupted.  
 
    To his surprise, the octopod was at home in his lair some four kilometers underwater.  
 
    A single, dim light illuminated the space where Darak stood. He increased the density of his feet so that, if nothing else, he remained physically grounded. It was always a struggle to maintain one’s dignity in Raytansoh’s home territory.  
 
    An intentionally difficult member of the Six—he scowled, and opened a comm channel. 
 
    “Darak! What a surprise to see you here,” the God greeted him with unexpected warmth. 
 
    “Raytansoh,” he replied cautiously. “Do you have any idea why my calls for a meeting are being ignored?” 
 
    “Perhaps we are a little embarrassed at having our little incursions into your realm detected.” 
 
    “Embarrassment doesn’t begin to describe what you should be feeling.” 
 
    “It’s the best we can muster,” the God replied, sounding not at all contrite. 
 
    “For now,” Darak added on Raytansoh’s behalf. “Where are Depchaun and Glenchax?” 
 
    “Whatever do you mean? Are they not at home atop their own empires?” 
 
    Darak glared at the double-headed creature.  
 
    “I think you know the answer to that.” 
 
    “Ha! Ha!” the creature laughed, heartily and genuinely. “Yes. Yes, you have caught me out.” He offered nothing further. 
 
    “Well, then, where are they?” Darak’s patience for this foolishness was wearing thin. 
 
    The jets on Raytansoh’s two heads coordinated to twirl him counter-clockwise.  
 
    Darak recognized the octopod equivalent of appreciation of a wonderful practical joke.  
 
    Is the joke on me?—he wondered. Have I missed something?  
 
    He sent his question again, this time, adding a demanding tone coupled with irritation as if speaking through gritted teeth. “Where are they?” 
 
    “They are gone,” Raytansoh finally answered. “Gone.” 
 
    “Gone where?” 
 
    “Not where. Not when. Not why. Gone is only the what.” 
 
    “Enough with the riddles. Tell me what happened,” Darak demanded. 
 
      
 
    I HAPPENED. 
 
      
 
    The waters behind Darak separated leaving a half-cylinder of breathable air four meters high and fifteen meters long.  
 
    He wheeled around, solidified his integrity fields, and activated his primary defenses.  
 
    The silhouette of a man appeared at the end opposite Raytansoh and started walking casually toward Darak and the octopod-God. 
 
    Alum! 
 
    Shocked as Darak was to see the Living God there in the quarters of the most xenophobic of the Six, he resisted the urge to flee.  
 
    He ramped up his new quark-spin lattice to top speed and ran a quick status check: Energy absorbers at maximum. Decoherence generator ready. RAF analyzers scanning.  
 
    He ensured that integration of the new lattices was almost complete in the pocket universes and alternate dimensions in which he kept his other selves. His Angel self, Gabriel, drew his sword and connected its energy input to a nascent universe in the depths of the Chaos. His Aelu self, Fal sek Troal, prepared to cast complex field patterns to disrupt the reality of Alum’s material self.  
 
    He’d kept his fourth and most secret self hidden in the CPPU of an aged Cybrid. After the Grand March, when Alum sent Angels to round up and reprogram the Cybrid leadership, he’d taken pity on the non-IQ-enhanced DAR-G. It would have been cruel to have allowed the Cybrid to be decommissioned. But it wouldn’t have been much better to have left him in the intellectually impaired state the original G26 Project Vesta Supervisory Committee had imposed on all Cybrids. And so, he’d slowed the Cybrid’s mind and hidden him.  
 
    Reduced to the size of a grain of dust, DAR-G’s physical body sat in plain view inside a glass sculpture on Darak’s desk throughout the ages in which the man-God had served as one of Alum’s Shards. To ensure the Cybrid would feel engaged and fulfilled, he’d fashioned rich virtual inworlds in which DAR-G had played for millions of years. Before leaving the Realm, Darak reinvigorated, refurbished, and returned DAR-G to his original size.  
 
    When Darak joined with Gabriel and Fal sek Troal to form the Da’ark Triad, the other two gave him permission to include DAR-G as their covert fourth member. 
 
    These days, DAR-G existed almost entirely as mind. He hadn’t needed propulsion or manipulator tentacles for ages. Inside his two-meter carboceramic shell, he was ninety-percent CPPU of the finest quality Darak could grow. More than two-thirds of that was now enhanced by Darya’s quark-spin lattice.  
 
    DAR-G had been using his improved capacity to explore new ways to further modify his lattice. He’d been toying with a method to use virtual quarks—the kind that filled the universe and extended throughout the Chaos—instead of real ones as a computational substrate. The project was challenging, even for his enhanced CPPU. He found the effort deeply gratifying. 
 
    Now, the DAR-G part of Darak put his project on hold and turned his formidable mind to ensuring the man-God’s defense or, if it came to that, his escape.  
 
    “No need to run off, old friend,” Alum smiled as He approached. “I intend you no harm. I only want to talk.” He held His hands out and softly open, in an ancient gesture designed to put an opponent at ease. 
 
    A tiny part of Darak relaxed but he overrode that old instinct. No time for human gullibility—he thought. 
 
    “At last, You remember me,” Darak called out. 
 
    “Indeed!” Alum seemed genuinely happy. “Darak Legsu. You served Me so well for so many years. I thought you’d died at the end of the Aelu Wars. A sad misfortune, to be sure, but it was so long ago I’d almost forgotten all about you. I’m happy I was wrong.” 
 
    His smile turned into a moderate frown. “Of course, I was surprised and a little angered to find out that your clones had also been lost. I’d been hoping to revive one. You’d proven useful to me in so many ways.” 
 
    “I couldn’t leave another me—a lesser version of me—with You,” Darak replied. 
 
    “So, you weren’t really dead, just lost.” 
 
    “Lost? Ha!” The laugh escaped unwillingly from Darak’s belly. “Not lost. More like, done. Done with Your ruthlessness. Done with Your intolerance. Done with Your Standard Life. Done with Your Realm.” 
 
    Alum put on a false pout. “You wound Me, Darak. We built such a lovely Realm together. You, Me, Trillian, and the others. Not to mention, the countless numbers that sacrificed their lives so humanity could have endless peace and prosperity.” 
 
    “Endless? The universe doesn’t do endless very well. You know that.” 
 
    “Is that why you now rebel against Me? Why the Cybrids attacked My Deplosion Array? Is that why you convinced Gabriel to fight Me, and why the colony in ESO 461-36 abandoned the Realm? My goodness! Have you been working against Me for that long?” 
 
    Darak smiled enigmatically. He still thinks Gabriel and I are separate. There are limits to what He knows.  
 
    “Not everything that has been done to oppose You has been my doing. Others know the truth of Your Divine Plan. They have chosen an unpredictable universe and an open future over Your idea of Heaven.” 
 
    “They are fools!” Alum bellowed.  
 
    The immense weight of water, held back by invisible fields of His projecting, trembled and steadied again.  
 
    “As foolish as the Six, pardon me, five Gods that You have deposed?” Darak asked quietly. “I presume all but Raytansoh are gone?” 
 
    “They attacked Me,” Alum replied. “All but this one. He warned Me of their plan, not that that affected the outcome. In recognition, I made him My lieutenant and gave him their empires to oversee.” 
 
    “I doubt that was enough.” 
 
    “Huh,” Alum grunted; it was half-laugh and half-acknowledgement. He examined His fingernails and gave a dismissive wave.  
 
    “Plus, he’ll have a place within Heaven. I may require assistance with special projects from time to time.” 
 
    His focus on Darak’s face intensified. “You could have a place beside Me, as well, if you wish.” 
 
    “This so-called Heaven is Your idea of perfection, not mine,” Darak answered. 
 
    Alum threw His hands up. “How do you know?” He demanded. “You know nothing of the One True Universe, nothing of its Perfection that I have germinated.” 
 
    “Ah, so You’ve already begun?” 
 
    “Oh, yes. Some time ago.” 
 
    “Why can’t You leave it at that?” Darak challenged. “Everyone with the power to do so has experimented with toy universes of some form or another. The Chaos is infinite and can hold enough universes for all those who would be God. Why isn’t that enough?” 
 
    “The Aelu is your answer,” Alum said. “The Six is your answer.” 
 
    “Is it so impossible to share the universe? Rather, the multiverse? You didn’t even know these Gods and their empires existed until a short while ago. They’ve never had any effect on You.” 
 
    “Sooner or later, we would have made contact,” the Living God replied. “Sooner or later, we would have clashed. There would have been conflict. I understand Depchaun’s empire reached the edge of the Realm a short while ago. We would have encountered one another soon enough.” 
 
    That surprised Darak. “Oh, so they didn’t find You only through me? I had wondered about that.” 
 
    “Depchaun found a dead Angel,” Raytansoh reported from his watery seat. “We used entangled particles from that as navigational guides.”  
 
    “Enough!” Alum glared at the octopod-God over Darak’s shoulder.  
 
    Darak deduced what had been left unsaid. “The battle in the tri-star system,” he prompted. 
 
    Alum returned his focus to His former servant. “Ahh! Yes, that. It seems Gabriel was much more than he appeared on the surface. But you would know all about that.” 
 
    “What do You mean?” 
 
    “Don’t play coy. Obviously, you enhanced his abilities, improved him, made him God-like. My Angels couldn’t touch him. He killed thousands of them, as if it were little more than a game. I was forced to destroy the triple ringworlds. A magnificent piece of engineering, gone. What a shame.” 
 
    Darak had to agree. It had been a waste of life and exceptional engineering.  
 
    “Tell me honestly,” he asked, “is saving Your grand vision worth so many lives?” 
 
    “Infinitely more will rise in their stead in Heaven,” Alum replied, side stepping the question. 
 
    “But the lives in this universe are here, now,” Darak pressed. “You would sacrifice it all, the endless variety, the many galaxies, and whatever forms of life they harbor, all of that to ensure Your Heaven is never threatened? I’ve only explored a tiny fraction of reality and, even at that, I can’t believe You would destroy it all.” 
 
    “I would. Perfection is worth that and so much more.” 
 
    Darak had heard enough. It was time to leave. If Alum wouldn’t let him go, he’d have to fight his way out. 
 
    “You should come and visit,” Alum said, his voice suddenly light and cheery. 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “All this talk about Heaven, and comparing universes. You should come see for yourself the beauty that you oppose.” 
 
    “No matter how beautiful or how perfect You make it, You know I’ll never accept what it represents.” 
 
    “And what is that?” 
 
    “An end to uncharted possibility.” 
 
    “You value uncertainty so much?” Alum said. “Why not cast your fortunes to the Chaos, then? Remove yourself and let a different version of reality take hold. Your way is the old way. My Divine Plan is the future. Let the universe decide.” 
 
    “Because Your way takes away the ability of the universe to decide,” Darak answered. “Permanently. Nature is everywhere and always the arbiter of truth. It always has been, and it always will be. You would tear away variability, probability, quantum uncertainty, and replace it with Your Divine Plan. You would remove Nature’s ability to find its own truth.” 
 
    “Because it is all so random!” Alum cried. “So pointless! It has no purpose!”  
 
    “Yet, it is infinite in potential,” Darak replied, his eyes burning with fervor. “I will protect that potential to the end of my existence.” 
 
    Alum bowed His head.  
 
    “So be it. We have nothing more to discuss. Do what you think you must. You cannot stop Me. You cannot defeat Me.” 
 
    “Nor can I permit You to succeed,” Darak finished. 
 
    “We shall see,” said Alum. He turned away and the water tunnel collapsed behind Him.  
 
    Darak shifted. 
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    “God offered you a place in Heaven?” 
 
    “And I turned it down.” 
 
    “But He offered you a place in Heaven rather than trying to kill you. And when you didn’t accept, He let you leave?” 
 
    Darak noted the distrust in Darya’s voice.  
 
    “Yes, He offered. His version of Heaven doesn’t interest me. I prefer a less predictable universe.” 
 
    “Knowing you were determined to oppose Him, why did He let you leave so easily?” 
 
    Darak shrugged. “For old time’s sake. Or because He thinks I’m powerless to stop Him. Maybe He knows I wouldn’t be easy to harm or to hold. Who knows?” 
 
    Darak allowed part of his attention to drift away from the War Council meeting. His eyes wandered to the hummingbirds jockeying for the best flowers in the local shrubs. He followed their darting motions a while, enjoying the apparent playfulness of their deadly serious fight over food and territory.  
 
    When he’d calmed and refreshed his mind, he turned back to the meeting. The Council members sat on worn stone benches in the middle of a garden inspired by the columns and trellises of an ancient Greece that had died off and long since been forgotten. Except where it lived again in this specially-constructed inworld he’d asked Crissea to host.  
 
    Convergent evolution of form and function—he observed.  
 
    A fountain splashed cheerfully to his right. Hummingbirds flitted back and forth between the dancing water and the flowers behind. Darya, Mary, and Timothy, or rather, their human-shaped virtual avatars, sat together on a curved bench opposite him. Next to him, the virtual Brother Stralasi and Crissea chatted quietly while Darian paced back and forth between the bench and the arched exit.  
 
    In the real universe, the seven of them were travelling in a battle-hardened spacecraft light years away from Eso-La. Until he could be absolutely certain Alum hadn’t planted any tracker particles on him, he didn’t dare go to the home of the Esu.  
 
    They’d jumped the ship to an agreed location and only then did he shift to join them. He immediately threw a decoherence field around the vessel. If Alum had planted a tracker particle on him, the field would prevent the Living God from jumping directly to their location.  
 
    Darak didn’t think the Alum was desperate enough to try blind navigation. Space was immense and, without the millions of years of practice Darak had accumulated, a novice to that kind of shifting was likely to wander lost for ages. The danger of falling outside the universe was high for those with little experience and no teacher, especially if they tried to jump across intergalactic distances or through a decoherence field. Had he known how risky traveling without beacons could be, he might never have attempted it all those many millions of years ago. 
 
    He rubbed his tired brow and shook his head at his own distraction.  
 
    Focus. 
 
    He reviewed the last few seconds of discussion. Darya had moved on to other questions, but her last one still bothered him.  
 
    Why did Alum let me leave so easily? What’s He up to? 
 
    He was considering the possibilities when he realized Darya had spoken. 
 
    “Sorry. Could you repeat that?” 
 
    “Do you think we’re a match for Alum, now?” 
 
    Darak didn’t need to run the analysis; the answer was always the same.  
 
    “Familiarize yourselves a little more with your new capabilities, and I’m sure we could defend ourselves from Alum in a regular attack.” 
 
    “But could we defeat Him?” 
 
    “That’s harder to say,” he answered, honestly. 
 
    He counted off the obvious points on his fingers.  
 
    “First, He’s been a God for a long time. He has ages of experience with exploring His capabilities. Much like me, but unlike both of you.  
 
    “Second, He’s experienced in battle. The Aelu were close to His level, as were the five Gods that He recently deposed.  
 
    “Third, He’s got at least one established universe—His so-called Heaven—where He could escape to and regroup. Without knowing the characteristics of that reality we have no chance of tracking Him.” 
 
    “Plus, He’s widely distributed,” Crissea pointed out. 
 
    “Exactly,” Darak agreed. “He must have thousands, maybe millions, of sizeable CPPUs all over the Realm. If there is some central nexus whose destruction could cripple Him, we aren’t aware of it.” 
 
    Darian stopped pacing. “It’s all relative,” he stated, vaguely. 
 
    “What?” Darak had no idea what his former mentor was getting at. Yes, everything’s relative—he thought. So what? 
 
    “At the speed of light, the universe seems enormous to us,” Darian began. “And by that measuring stick, Alum’s consciousness would appear to be spread over a vast volume. But if we were to measure using the speed of quantum propagation, that is, the speed of transmission of entangled properties, then both the universe and Alum’s part of it are no more than tiny specks in a tightly-shared locale.” 
 
    “That’s how the deplosion field must work,” Darya added, “by disrupting the propagation of the laws of nature, what we think of as reality.” 
 
    “I hate to ask a silly question, but just how fast does reality spread?” Stralasi asked. “I mean, how fast is the universe expanding into the Chaos? And how big is it now?” 
 
    Darak waggled his head, thinking of how best to answer his friend without saying directly that he was asking the wrong questions. “Well, if you’ll humor me, let’s look at those questions another way.  
 
    “For starters, there’s no way to measure the velocity of expansion relative to what’s outside the universe. The Chaos is at the same time infinite and nothing more than a thin shell of unreality that surrounds our universe.  
 
    “And there’s no meaningful measure of distance inside the Chaos. Distance is only a meaningful expression between bits of matter that belongs to some interacting set, such as a universe of consistent natural laws. But the Chaos is the antithesis of consistent, natural laws. The expansion of the universe makes new space, but only within itself. So we could say that the universe is getting bigger, but it’s not displacing the Chaos, not really.” 
 
    Stralasi raised one eyebrow and shifted his hopeful gaze to Darian. 
 
    Darian tried to clarify. “In some ways, our universe is infinite. To us, here inside it, this is all there is. In terms of the quantum fields that span it, and in terms of things whose quantum properties are entangled, it’s infinitesimal, tiny. One doesn’t so much travel outside of it when imagining other universes into existence. One merely creates another reality that shares neither space nor time with this one. A new universe pulled from the Chaos has no spatio-temporal direction or distance from this one, only a conceptual distance.” 
 
    “Thank you. I’d forgotten how much this makes my head hurt,” Stralasi said. 
 
    Timothy looked at the Good Brother with sympathy. “I’ve given up trying to follow,” he said. “It boggles the imagination.” 
 
    “Reality is weirder than most people think,” Darian said. “A relativistic, quantum universe is deeply counterintuitive. Our human and Cybrid experiences can’t perceive the mechanisms that lie beneath what is readily apparent.”  
 
    “At the risk of an even greater headache, what do you mean?” Stralasi asked.  
 
    “Even before I was born,” Darian began, “a scientist named Einstein developed a theory he called Special Relativity. It was the beginning of our understanding of how strange the universe truly is.” 
 
    “Well, you did say, it’s all relative,” Stralasi replied. “I mean, I get how, when I describe your spatial position, it’s relative to the landmarks around me. I describe where you are in relation to things I can relate to, such as to the entrance, or to Darya, and so on. What else do you mean?” 
 
    “Even time is relative. We don’t all experience it in the same way,” Darian answered. “One of Einstein’s original thought experiments illustrates this.” 
 
    “Thought experiment?” 
 
    “Yes, not an actual experiment with data and so on. Not at first, anyway. Later, it was confirmed with solid evidence but initially Einstein just imagined a certain situation and thought his way through it.” 
 
    Stralasi nodded for him to continue. 
 
    “The original thought experiment only made one assumption, that the speed of light would appear as a constant to all observers. Nothing goes faster than the speed of light, so it always has the same speed.” 
 
    “But doesn’t shifting allow for instantaneous movement, even across light years?” Timothy asked. 
 
    “We’ll come to that in a moment,” Darian replied. “Let’s start out with this, first. Einstein imagined a train travelling past a stationary platform, let’s say, a train station. Then, he pictured one person on the platform and another person inside the train. 
 
    “Now, imagine the person standing inside the moving train throwing a ball a meter into the air and catching it when it falls. To the person standing inside the train, the ball would go up and fall back down. But to the person standing outside the train on the stationary platform, the path of the ball looks more like a parabola, a steep arc. That’s because the path seen by the person on the platform includes the up and down motion of the ball plus the forward motion of the train.” 
 
    He looked around to make sure everyone was following. 
 
    “Okay, so now, let’s change the scene a little. I want you to picture a big mirror on the ceiling of the train coach. And instead of throwing a ball, the person inside the train is holding a flashlight. He points it straight up at the ceiling, and he turns it on and off, once, very fast, so that it emits just a quick flash or pulse of light. You’ve got that image nice and clear? So, what do you think the path of that light pulse would look like to our person standing inside the train? What shape would it take?” 
 
    “Easy,” Stralasi said. “The light would go straight up, bounce off the mirror, and come straight back down: a single, straight line.” 
 
    “Right,” Darian said. “If we call the distance between the flashlight and the mirror ‘L’, then one cycle of motion, once straight up and once back down, would be two times L, or 2L, in distance.” 
 
    “Sure.” 
 
    “Now, if the train were moving quickly, what would the person standing outside on the stationary platform see? What path would the pulse of light trace out for him?” 
 
    Stralasi thought about that a little longer. “Well, if we add the speed of the train to the movement of the light pulse, like we did before, the path would go up and forward, then, down and forward. Its motion in both directions would be at a constant speed, I mean, the speed of light going up and down, and the horizontal speed of the train travelling from left to right.” 
 
    He traced a pattern with his fingers in the air. “So to the guy on the platform, the path would look like…a…triangle.” 
 
    “A sawtooth waveform, yes,” said Darian. “The person on the platform would see two sides of a triangle traced out. If we dropped a straight line down from the top-center of that triangle to the floor, we’d have two back-to-back right-angle triangles.” 
 
    Stralasi pictured that in his mind. 
 
    “Here’s where it gets a little tricky,” Darian said. “Remember, the speed of light is constant for all observers so both of the observers, the one inside the train and the one outside the train, both see the light go up and down at the same speed. And remember that we called the distance between the flashlight and the ceiling, L. So the path the light traces in one up-down cycle is 2L for the person in the train. But, it’s going to look longer for the person outside.” 
 
    “Why is that?” Stralasi asked. 
 
    “Remember your basic trigonometry? The hypotenuse, the side, of a triangle is always longer than its height. If L is the height, then the hypotenuse is going to be longer than L. The path of the light is longer to the outside observer than it is to the inside one. But the speed of light is always the same to both of them.” 
 
    “Oh, I think I see where you’re going,” Timothy said, surprising everyone. 
 
    Encouraged, Darian continued, slipping easily into the mathematical explanation. 
 
    “We know that velocity is distance divided by time, v=d/t. Say, the distance the outside observer sees is 3L instead of 2L. The v inside is v=2L/tin, the apparent time that passes inside the train, but the v outside is v=3L/tout.  
 
    “Not to cut you short—I can see you’re really into this—but how exactly is this relevant to our present situation?” Mary asked. 
 
    Darian blinked a couple of times before answering, as if coming out of a trance, and laughed sheepishly.  
 
    “Uh, yeah, sorry about that. I guess I do get excited by these things. Bear with me a sec, and I’ll get there. 
 
    “Now, where was I? Oh, yeah. Remember v, the velocity of light, is the same for both observers, so we can set 2L/tin=3L/tout. We can do some simple math to show tin must be less than tout, in this example tin would be 2/3 tout. So, if the outside observer sees the light travel between the flashlight and the ceiling mirror in say, three nanoseconds, the inside observer would see the same movement take two nanoseconds. The two nanoseconds inside is equal to three nanoseconds outside; each internal nanosecond must be longer than an external nanosecond.  
 
    “And so, there you have it. Time passes slower for the person in the moving train.” 
 
    “Wow!” was all Stralasi could say. 
 
    Darian laughed. “Yeah, that pretty much sums up the reaction of the scientists at the time. ‘Wow. Time moves at different rates for all observers.’ That certainly wasn’t what anyone expected.” 
 
    Stralasi’s eyebrows furrowed in concentration. “Okay, I think I follow but, then, what about when we shift using entangled particles? That isn’t limited to light speed.” 
 
    “That’s because Einstein didn’t get it quite right,” Darian replied.  
 
    Darak and Darya nodded in agreement. 
 
    “The full answer is a little more complicated. The truth is that the observer outside the train can’t possibly know anything about the pulse of light bouncing off the mirror. None of the photons from that pulse reaches the platform. When it was a ball going up and down, the light bouncing off the ball told the outside observer what was happening. But how could they receive information about the light pulse? If photons carry information and all the photons are in the pulse, the outside observer sees nothing.” 
 
    “I don’t get it,” Stralasi said. “Is relativity correct or not?” 
 
    “Oh, it’s correct,” Darian said. “It’s one of the most verified theories ever created. But the reason it’s correct is because there is hidden information being carried in a different way, an entangled way. And it’s right there in the thought experiment.” 
 
    Stralasi concentrated, but he was beginning to despair of ever understanding. It was bad enough when he had only Darak throwing this stuff at him. Now he had Darak, Darian, and presumably Darya to bury him in complicated thought. 
 
    Darian forged ahead, confident that the monk would figure it out.  
 
    “The only way the outside observer could know anything about the path of the light pulse is if its location information was immediately transmitted from the travelling photons. That information would travel instantaneously along the entangled quantum fields that join the moving photons to the rest of the matter in the universe. This instantaneous transmission of information by the quantum fields is inherent in what makes relativity work.  
 
    “When we shift, we disconnect from the matter of the universe through normal particle-particle interaction and connect directly to the entangled quantum fields. We can ride those waves of propagating reality at their speed, which is effectively infinite, across the universe.” 
 
    Stralasi slumped. He understood at some level, but would need to review the entire argument at his own pace some time later.  
 
    “I can’t believe I’m saying this—me, an Alumita monk—but could we just go back to discussing war strategies? No disrespect, Darian. It’s riveting, it really is, but I feel like I need some time to process it.” 
 
    “And I’m not sure how this is relevant to fighting Alum,” Mary added.  
 
    Darya had to agree. “Me, either. We can only fight Alum wherever we are. Quantum property propagation may see the universe as miniscule, but I can’t.”  
 
    Darian raised a triumphant index finger. “Aha! But I did say it’s all relative. That would include the size of Alum’s distributed mind, as well as His location. I may have a way we can shrink His relative size back to a manageable level and attack Alum everywhere at once,” he said. 
 
    “How?” Darak asked. 
 
    “As my quark-spin lattice invaded the remaining biological parts of Trillian’s brain, they uncovered some interesting memories.”  
 
    Darian played nervously with his fingers; his discomfort at being reminded he was a guest in another’s body was evident.  
 
    “I think Trillian altered his DNA so these memories would remain intact in future clones. The DNA more or less hardwired neural connection development to maintain the integrity of the memories.” 
 
    Darak leaned in.  
 
    “Is there anything there that threatens your personal self? Anything you need me to look at?” 
 
    “How would I know?” Darian replied. “If I am compromised, I can only presume that would make me blind as to how.”  
 
    Darak gave him time to reflect. 
 
    “But I don’t think so,” Darian said. “The memories are distant; they’re dim and don’t involve Trillian directly. They’re more about Alum. Let me show you.” 
 
    He moved to a spot between the two benches and waved his hands over the ground. A schematic of an electronic circuit unfolded in the air above the ground. 
 
    “What’s that?” Crissea asked. 
 
    “A QUEECH encrypt-decrypt device,” Darak answered. “It looks like an old design.” 
 
    “Yes, it’s the original,” Darian added. “John Trillian designed it, but I have access to his memories of that time.”  
 
    The others stared at him expectantly.  
 
    “In later years, Alum improved the basic design many times, improving the speed and enhancing security. His newer installations were retrofitted back to the older parts of His distributed CPPUs.” 
 
    Darian walked around the holographic projection.  
 
    “Later, Alum would use slaved Cybrids that He controlled directly to do the upgrades, but in the earliest days He asked His most trusted advisor, the original inventor, to oversee the new installations. And that was John Trillian. I have some of Trillian’s memories of the time.” 
 
    “How does that help us now?” Darya asked impatiently. “If the components are all upgraded, they must incorporate Alum’s newest centralized, sub-AI supervised virus protection.” 
 
    Darian stopped fidgeting and answered, “Trillian cheated.” 
 
    Darak laughed. “Of course he did. Never trust a hacker!” 
 
    Darian looked up and grinned sheepishly.  
 
    “Hackers like to leave back doors, wherever they can. It’s a precautionary measure. They never know when, where, or how it might be needed.”  
 
    He held up his hands, palms out, in a sign of surrender. “Or so I understand, never having been drawn to that aspect of things, myself.  
 
    “Anyway, Alum’s new designs removed potential back door hacks. He studied every electronics engineering book ever written and vastly improved on Trillian’s original design.” 
 
    “So Trillian faked the replacement of one of the earliest encrypt-decrypt devices. He made an improved model that still had some of the old vulnerabilities.”  
 
    Darian’s smile broadened in appreciation of the Shard’s—the original Shard’s—shrewdness.  
 
    “Alum noticed the performance discrepancies—of course, He would—but Trillian managed to explain them away. You know, old secondary circuits, unstable power supplies, that sort of thing. I don’t think Alum ever suspected any devious intent. He thought their relationship had long surpassed that stage. He was wrong.” 
 
    “So there’s still one or more vulnerable QUEECH interfaces out there. How does that help us?” Darya asked. 
 
    Darian leaned forward. “For starters, the back door appears to be completely unprotected; we could introduce any kind of concepta disruption virus we wish into Alum’s distributed CPPU network. Maybe even a worm to eat His persona.” 
 
    His gaze sought each of the others’ eyes in turn, ending at Darak.  
 
    He was met with stunned silence all around.  
 
    “We can hack God,” he said, confirming their thoughts. 
 
    “Now? You’re just casually mentioning this critical bit of information now? Seems like a pretty fatal weakness, doesn’t it? Anyone want to tell me why we’re still lounging around here just talking about it?” Mary asked.  
 
    “In Darian’s defense,” Darak answered, “we’ve been a little busy sweeping Eso-La.” 
 
    “Where can we find this back door, Darian?” asked Darya. 
 
    “On Vesta,” Darian replied. 
 
    “Oh,” Darak said, as if that finished the discussion. 
 
    “What?” asked Stralasi. “Where’s Vesta?” 
 
    “You know it by a different name,” Darak answered. “The Alumitum.” 
 
    “Oh, I see,” Stralasi said. “That is difficult.” 
 
    Timothy couldn’t stand their exchange of knowing looks. “What is the Alumitum?” he demanded. “Isn’t that the word for the churches where Alum is worshipped? Why can’t we shift to one of them and finish this?” 
 
    “The Alumitum,” Darak explained, emphasizing the “um” of the last syllable, “is special. It’s the educational center of the Alumita. It’s filled with monks like Brother Stralasi. It’s also the spiritual center for Shards and Angels.” 
 
    Stralasi sighed. “Besides Alum’s Hall, I can’t imagine a more difficult place to infiltrate.” 
 
    Darak rolled up his sleeves.  
 
    “Clearly, we’ll need a plan.” 
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
    2        
 
    “A plan would be helpful, yes,” Darian agreed, continuing the inworld discussion on the spacecraft Darak had positioned light years from Eso-La. He picked a virtual flower from a nearby trellis. Darya, Mary, and Timothy hadn’t stirred from their curved stone benches set among the Grecian columns. Brother Stralasi intertwined his fingers with Crissea’s. 
 
    “That back door into Alum’s mind could be the key to bringing Him down. If we can penetrate His QUEECH comm network, we can get a virus in there and shut down or modify every node of His distributed being. That’s where we need to focus,” Darak urged. “If this works, we could end the battle without any further loss of life.”  
 
    “Not so fast!” Darya objected. “It’s way too risky. We need to keep hitting the Deplosion Array. Now that all three of us have enhanced capabilities, Alum’s Archangels won’t be a problem.” 
 
    “Wait,” Stralasi said. “What about Darak’s earlier idea, confronting Alum with judges from around the Realm? We can’t just drop that. We’ve done so much preparation. Besides, shouldn’t the people have a voice in this decision?” 
 
    Darak raised an eyebrow at the Good Brother.  
 
    “When did you convert to democracy?” Darak asked.  
 
    “What do you mean?”  
 
    “After holding a paternalistic leadership post for hundreds of years deep within the autocracy that held Alum at the pinnacle, you suddenly see the wisdom in more than one opinion?” 
 
    Stralasi shrugged off Darak’s jibe. “Well, you’re a God, and yet you ask others to contribute ideas. Maybe some of that rubbed off on me.” He shook his head. “When you mentioned democracy in our meeting with the Gods, I didn’t recognize it immediately. It’s been a long time since I studied ancient history. I have to admit, I like this idea of building consensus through discussion, the way we’ve been doing here.”  
 
    He held up a hand to ward off the man-God’s anticipated retort, “Yes, yes, even though my entire life has been centered on the assumed wisdom of Alum, the Alumit, and the Head Brother as local representative.  
 
    “I’m sure you can appreciate that the pressures of responsibility can be overwhelming from time to time. I admit I’ve made some mistakes while I was in charge. I’ve suppressed discussion in the communities I’ve administered. We were taught this was a necessary part of being a leader. I can see, now, how untrue that was. It would be a relief, sometimes, to be able to talk over various options and share in the responsibility.” 
 
    He looked at Darak. “You lead well enough without forcing agreement or compliance. Perhaps, you are my new model.” He bowed his head, a little embarrassed by his own outpouring. 
 
    “Thank you, Brother. I can only hope to live up to your kind assessment.” Darak replied. 
 
    “So what will it be, then?” Darya asked into the silence that followed. “Hack, attack, or talk? What should we prepare for?” 
 
    “I think we need to do all three,” Darak answered. “All three at once. Alum is distributed across galaxies. No single approach is likely to defeat Him.”  
 
    He nodded his head toward Darian and Darya. “We can emulate Alum’s distributed nature. We’ll need to split up and each take on one of the three approaches.” 
 
    “Hack, attack, and talk, it is,” Darya confirmed. “You do the talking,” she said to Darak. “I can lead the attack on the Deplosion Array with Mary and Timothy’s help. And Darian can hack into Alum’s comms. Does that work for everyone?” 
 
    “I’ll go with Darian,” Stralasi said. 
 
    “You will? You do continue to surprise me, monk,” Darya said. “I thought for sure you’d stick with Darak. As a former member of the Alumit, aren’t you itching to confront Alum directly? You must have a lot you’d like to say to Him.” 
 
    “Actually, I’d like to do both,” Stralasi admitted, “but, unlike Alum, I’m only one person. Darian will be trying to infiltrate a world he’s never experienced. He’ll need one of the Alumit’s own with him, someone who knows them intimately. I spent decades in school there, between my basic degree and my Master of Foundation. I know them well.” 
 
    “Your experience there would be helpful,” Darian acknowledged. 
 
    Darak lowered his voice and addressed Stralasi. “You know, Darian’s only going to need your assistance up to a point. Once you two reach the comm devices, you’ll have nothing to do but wait around. I could shift you to join me and the citizen judges once you’re done with Darian, if you’d like.” 
 
    Stralasi fidgeted with the folds of his robe. “I don’t imagine your citizen-judges are going to have a physical presence there, are they? Why would mine be needed? I could just observe, like all the others,” he suggested. 
 
    Darya laughed. “Democracy isn’t always easy, is it?” she said. “Sometimes, it’s a nice chat in a beautiful garden like this.” She waved her hands at the surrounding flowers and trees. “Sometimes, it’s confronting a threat or an adversary, where decisions are unpleasant, agreement is impossible, and words can quickly turn to violence.” 
 
    Stralasi’s sheepish look made her laugh again. 
 
    “Cheer up, Brother Stralasi,” she said. “Recognizing the danger and admitting to fear is the first step to victory. Only those destined to defeat ever rush into battle with complete confidence.”  
 
    “We’d be utter fools if we didn’t recognize how unlikely it is that we’ll succeed,” Darak agreed. “I mean, the best strategy we could come up with was to carry out three different plans—none of which is likely to succeed on its own—and cross our fingers that the combination will magically overwhelm Alum.”  
 
    He kicked at the ground. “Let’s face it. Victory in any one of our efforts would be a miracle, never mind in all three.” 
 
    “Ughh, a pity party,” Mary growled. “Well, at least you might survive. I assume the three of you, as Gods, will be able to avoid disruption from the Deplosion Array. The rest of us mere mortals don’t have that option as a fallback plan.” 
 
    Darak bristled on hearing the resentment in her voice.  
 
    “Personally,” he replied, “I have no confidence at all that I might survive the collapse of the cosmos. The deplosion is going to kill everyone and everything, Gods, humans, and Cybrids alike.” 
 
    Mary averted her eyes. “I’m sorry,” she muttered. “I assumed you’d have access to alternative universes.” 
 
    “No, we won’t,” Darak replied. “Not as safe havens, in any case. The Deplosion Array will make a single thing out of everything. The real universe, the one we know, every other possible universe, and even the base virtual particles that comprise all the rest—including the Chaos—it’ll all go into forming Alum’s Heaven. Nothing will escape. Nothing at all. That’s the whole point.” 
 
    “Oh.” 
 
    “Yeah,” Darak nodded. “We three will be nearly as helpless as everyone else in the deplosion field. If it comes to that, I’ll fight to maintain my personal integrity. I’ll fight hard. I’ll flee into the Chaos. I’ll make a microverse. I’ll look for any stability I can. But I have no expectations of surviving that battle at all if we don’t win this one.” 
 
    “I didn’t realize,” Mary said softly. 
 
    “Don’t worry about it,” Darya consoled her friend of ages. “I would have thought the same. I don’t completely understand how Alum intends to take everything back to a single, primordial state. I’m not sure even Darak understands.” 
 
    Darya allowed her gaze to settle on the man her Kathy Liang counterpart had once loved.  
 
    “Alum’s had a long time to plan the deplosion,” she continued, breaking the awkward silence. “He’s had time to calculate the complex fields needed to undo all of the existing and the alternate physical laws. I imagine we’d have to work about as long to figure out how to protect any universe, or any part of any universe, from that field. That’s why we need to stop His Divine Plan.” 
 
    “Maybe we can help. Timothy and I have been analyzing battle tactics and capabilities,” Mary said, switching the topic to something less uncomfortable. “Taking Alum’s new type of Archangel into account, we think we can improve our effectiveness.” 
 
    “What did you come up with?” Darya asked. 
 
    Mary stood and moved to the center of terraced area, beside Darian’s QUEECH hologram that still hovered in the clearing between the benches. She lifted her hand and cleared away the projection. In its place, she pulled up an image of an asteroid Deplosion Array element against the starry background at the middle of the Milky Way.  
 
    “Space battle tactics when attacking or defending a single station haven’t changed much in millions of years,” she began. “That’s because space doesn’t provide a lot of opportunity for strategy and tactics. Without landmarks, without the limitations of geography and climate to contend with, it’s our own maneuvers that define the battlefield.” 
 
    She waved a hand and tens of thousands of tiny colored dots appeared at opposite edges of the display.  
 
    “There’s only one stationary component in a scenario like this: the asteroid. Standard strategy sets a minimum one-thousand-klick shift-blocking field around that target and employs active radar to detect anything trying to approach using propulsion in real space. 
 
    “Our earliest attacks with the Cybrid suicide missions succeeded because Alum had grown complacent. He saw no threats anywhere near Sagittarius A* so He didn’t think extra security on the Deplosion Array was necessary. He figured His Angels would be protection enough. He didn’t foresee an internal attack. We destroyed about a million Deplosion Array elements, some five percent of the total array, before He could react. 
 
    “Since then, He’s rebuilt everything we destroyed and more. Our latest reconnaissance, right before our last attack, showed the array has almost doubled in size. Darak calculates that Alum will be ready to activate it once this latest round of construction is completed. That’ll be in about one Standard month.  
 
    “Our last attack also demonstrated that the Deplosion Array defenses have been upgraded to the Realm standard for all stations near the frontier or close to potentially hostile territory. We’ll be unable to shift within ten thousand kilometers of any array element. Trying to sneak in at anything less than near-luminal speeds isn’t going to work, either.” 
 
    “She’s right,” Darya confirmed. “Especially given that our newer model battle-Cybrids don’t have large MAM drives. They’d need to use external sleds or large booster rockets to move at any great speed. Either way, the exhausts would light up the sky, which would be trivial to detect and Angels would be sent to intercept.”  
 
    “Exactly,” Mary continued. “So, following Timothy’s study of battle history, Darya asked us to model alternative strategies and tactics. We started fairly conservatively, with minor improvements on well-known approaches. We simulated over three hundred historical battles, giving Alum’s adversaries—the Aelu in ninety-nine percent of those cases—different combinations of shifting strategies, jump-blocking field projections, energy beams, defensive capabilities, kinetic weapons, antimatter mines, and so on. In total, we modeled over fifteen thousand modifications to the most modern tactics we have on record.” 
 
    Mary looked directly at Darya. “Nothing changed the outcomes, not significantly. There were minor differences in the numbers of casualties on each side, and many of the battles became more protracted but the results were basically the same as previous ones. Where one side or the other had a clear numerical advantage, they still emerged victorious. Whenever they were fairly evenly matched, either Alum or the Aelu withdrew.” 
 
    Her eyes shifted to Timothy. “Then, we got creative.” 
 
    Timothy laughed. “We got very creative,” he emphasized. “We challenged every piece of established doctrine, bent parameters all over the place, invented weapons that don’t yet exist, created new defense systems, whatever we could think of.” 
 
    Mary animated the display. The tiny points of light, each representing a battle-Cybrid or an Angel, flew at each other in jumps of ten klicks at a time. They looked like fast-moving rockets as they joined battle, only their flight paths were more erratic than any propulsion system could ever match. 
 
    Timothy stepped closer to the display. “Standard tactics dictate that close quarters—anywhere within easy shifting range—and either narrow energy beams or hand-to-hand weapons are the essential elements of contemporary space warfare. Radar illuminates the battlefield and transponders distinguish friend from foe. When each combatant has enough power in their primary arsenal to destroy a good-sized moon, speed and maneuverability is superior to size and armament.  
 
    “The old-time battle wagons went obsolete at the start of the Aelu Wars. We modeled a variety of those monstrosities in the simulations, anyway. We figured that if you could find a way to move something the size of a planet around as fast as a single battle-Cybrid, it might be victorious in an average skirmish about half the time. But they made too easy a target. Clearly, small, fast, and powerful is the way to go. If we could package an Angel’s power in something the size of a speck of dust, we’d never lose.” 
 
    Mary looked at Darak, half-hoping he had a way to make something like that possible.  
 
    He returned the look with a short laugh.  
 
    “Okay, so that’s a definite no-go. Good to know.” She continued on from Timothy’s last sentence.  
 
    “We found one strategy that gave a clear advantage in simulation after simulation. Apart from miracle weapons, which we don’t have outside of the models, it was the only thing that consistently led to victory over the opposing forces and to sure destruction of the fixed target.” 
 
    Mary scanned her audience, knowing they wouldn’t like what she was about to share.  
 
    “We attacked blind.” 
 
    “No way! That’s crazy,” Darya exclaimed.  
 
    “I know,” Mary said. “It sounds counterintuitive. Up front, it doesn’t make sense to handicap your own combatants. But it worked. We weren’t completely blind. We just shut off our transponders so neither side could tell where our troops were. We left our radar active.” 
 
    Darian jumped in. “You’d need predictable troop movements or simultaneous position reporting via QUEECH after each shift. Otherwise, you’d be as likely to shoot yourselves as the enemy.” 
 
    “We figured the first approach would be easier to implement,” Mary replied. “We loaded a billion pre-selected, randomized, sequential positions into each simulated attacker. Then, we shifted the battle group into a position near the asteroid station and immediately jumped to the first position. They continued to execute their programmed jumps every half second throughout the engagement.” 
 
    “How did you target anything?” Darak asked. 
 
    “We used statistical targeting,” Mary answered. “When an attacker shifts to a new position, they immediately analyze incoming transponder signals and ambient radar pings within the first 300 milliseconds and compare those to known friendly positions in the last two jumps. They target enemy soldiers that won’t overlap with upcoming positions over the next two jumps, and they fire. On average, an enemy fighter is destroyed every five shifts.” 
 
    “And how many of ours get killed?” 
 
    “The lack of transponder signals and the shift patterns make it extremely difficult for the enemy to target our troops,” Mary said, “and almost impossible to focus more than one energy beam at a time on a single attacker. We lose maybe one fighter every hundred shifts.” 
 
    “But how do you compensate for shift-blocking fields?” Darya asked. “If the enemy blocks the jumps, one of our fighters could get trapped in a bad position and targeted by several of the enemy.” 
 
    “That was pretty much the only way they were able to kill any of our attackers,” Mary replied. “Because all of the jumps are timed, we all know where we should be at every tick of the clock. If we miss a jump, we skip ahead to the next position. If we have to make two or three quick shifts in a row because the next move would be outside of our jumping range, no problem. We all get caught up to where we should be.” 
 
    “Is the rate of shifting adequate or can it be sped up so that it’s more difficult to isolate one of ours in a shift-blocking field?” Darian asked. 
 
    “Great question,” Mary said. “It turns out not to add any advantage. We played around with the timing and found that about half-second intervals were optimal. Much faster, and it becomes too hard to target the enemy. Much slower, and it’s too easy for them to find us.” 
 
    “Why wouldn’t the enemy deactivate their transponders, too, after the initial attack?” Darak asked. 
 
    “That would be a good defensive tactic,” Mary admitted. “Then, we’d have to rely on radar only. If they also shut down their radar, it would reduce battlefield illumination considerably. We ran that test in simulation and the battles dragged out for weeks. We still win, just a lot more slowly. 
 
    “But,” she said quickly. “We can make a simple hiding strategy ineffective for them. Remember, they’re defending a relatively fixed target, the array element. Every shift, we move fifty different attackers into a position where they can focus their energy beams on the asteroid. Because we move so often, our individual energy bursts are short. In the simulations, it took about 132 hits on average to overwhelm the asteroid’s energy absorbers.  
 
    “If the enemy is dispersed and hiding, it’s hard for them to have good positions to defend the asteroid. But without a proper defense, we kill a fixed target at an average of one about every ten-to-twenty seconds.” 
 
    “Wow!” The word escaped from Stralasi’s lips unbidden.  
 
    “With active Angel or Archangel defense of the asteroids, it takes two to three times longer,” Mary added. “But we also kill over half of their defenders at the same time, and that’s taking into account the more powerful Archangel weaponry.” 
 
    “So, with ten million battle-Cybrids in groups of ten thousand, we can destroy a thousand array elements every four or five hours,” Darak calculated. “That’s not a lot, but it will make a good distraction for our other attacks.” 
 
    “Actually,” Mary corrected, “this new approach is most effective with a more widely distributed attack force. We estimate that groups of around two thousand are optimal.” 
 
    “I see,” Darak nodded. “Okay. Yes, a little better.” He clasped his hands behind his back and paced a few steps, thinking out loud. “So, maybe…five thousand array elements every…four or five hours. I’ll still need to find a way to drag out discussions with Alum. Maybe I should take Him up on His offer.” 
 
    “To join Him in Heaven?” Darya was incredulous. 
 
    Darak chuckled. “No, just to visit. The tour will distract a part of Him and buy you and Darian some time to work.” 
 
    “I think we can build on Mary’s and Timothy’s plan,” Crissea said. “The Esu will join the battle at the Deplosion Array.” 
 
    Stralasi’s jaw dropped. “What? No! Absolutely not,” he stated firmly. “I don’t want you fighting.” 
 
    Crissea let go of the monk’s hand and angled toward him on the bench.  
 
    “If we don’t take the battle to Alum, He’ll bring it to us, eventually. By then, we’ll be defenseless. If it were possible, I think every Esu would join the attack. As it is, our simulations suggest we’ll only have time to equip about a billion of our Familiars with QUEECH comms and weapons before the battle. Still, I imagine that will help.”  
 
    She smiled at Mary, and raised her eyebrows to convey the implicit question. 
 
    “Clearly,” Mary answered. “A billion more attackers will be sure to get Alum’s attention.” 
 
    “How about an additional billion on top of that?” Darak asked. 
 
    “How?” 
 
    Just then, a member of the Aelu, a solitary Aelo, appeared in their shared inworld. 
 
    Darak changed his avatar representation to Aelu, and the two briefly touched upper manipulators. He stepped back and his avatar resumed its human appearance. 
 
    “Thank you, Fal sek Troal,” the Aelo said to Darak. He turned to the others.  
 
    “Greetings. Fal sek Troal has allowed us to listen in on your meeting,” the Aelo explained. “In the hope that we may offer to be of service in your confrontation with Alum.” 
 
    “We are honored to have one of the Aelu among us,” Darya said. “Even if only an inworld projection. In addition to Darak...er…Fal sek Troal, that is.” 
 
    “The honor is ours,” replied the Aelo. “I am called Gal sak Lahn. My people on Eso-La elected me to represent the Aelu perspective in these discussions. I have heard much today that will please those who sent me. Almost equally, there is much that is disturbing.” 
 
    The group was silent a moment, as each attendee reviewed what had been revealed and discussed.  
 
    Gal sak Lahn continued, “Over a billion Aelu are prepared to join you in battle, all of our people except the very young, the very old, and the minimum of required caretakers. Our nature is such that we can quickly modify our bodies and minds for the kind of battle you envisage. If you will have us as part of your attack force, we would be honored. Alum’s plan must be stopped.” 
 
    The Aelo bowed in a peculiar imitation of a bipedal bow, two of its three legs bending while the third remained straight.  
 
    “Thank you, Gal sak Lahn,” Darak answered for all. “When Alum sees we have joined with His ancient foe, I am certain it will be a great distraction to Him.” 
 
    “Distraction?” Timothy exclaimed. “We’ll reduce His Deplosion Array to space dust!” 
 
    Darak held up a hand. “Let’s not get ahead of ourselves. The additional billions of attackers will have a much greater impact than a few million battle-Cybrids alone. But don’t underestimate Alum. He’s brilliant and devious. His defeat is anything but preordained.” 
 
    “We may be able to offer more,” Gal sak Lahn said.  
 
    “More?” 
 
    “If these Archangels of Alum’s are releasing beams of singularity matter, perhaps we can match their power.” 
 
    “How would you do that?” Darak asked. “Do you have a supermassive black hole hidden away somewhere? Something you haven’t told me about?” 
 
    “Nothing is kept secret from Fal sek Troal,” the Aelo replied. “But perhaps there is a solution, one you would normally consider too heinous to contemplate.” 
 
    Darak made the connection himself. “No, Gal sak Lahn. That is unacceptable.” 
 
    The Aelo said nothing. 
 
    “What?” Darya demanded. “What is unacceptable?” 
 
    “The galaxy you know as M87, the Aelu home galaxy, has a supermassive black hole at its center,” Gal sak Lahn answered. “We shifted entangled particles inside for research purposes long ago. We continue to maintain the connection.”  
 
    “The black hole might not survive the outpouring of matter-energy if we did this,” Darak said. “It could become unstable and explode. The resulting radiation could sterilize the galaxy and many others along the orbital axis.” 
 
    “Our galaxy is already devoid of intelligent life,” the Aelo said. “In any case, what price is too high to save the universe?”  
 
    The meeting went silent, and the mood went somber again. 
 
    “Let us reserve this weapon to the last,” Darak said. “We will discuss it more and attempt to refine our models of the exotic matter at the heart of M87. Maybe there’s some way we can use it without destabilizing it.” 
 
    “As you wish, Fal sek Troal.” The Aelo dipped all three legs and took two steps back.  
 
    Darak acknowledged him with his own short bow and the Aelo faded away.  
 
    “We will need many more discussions around our plans. We have to consider the ways in which Alum will prepare for our attack, think about the defense strategies open to Him.” 
 
    He scanned the others’ faces. All seemed in agreement.  
 
    “For now, I’ve completed my deep scan for tracking or communication devices that might have been placed on my person. I think I can safely return us all to Eso-La to continue our discussions.” 
 
    He flourished a hand and the ship shifted. It arrived over Eso-La and floated down to ground level. Everyone exited the inworld, and returned their consciousness to their bodies.  
 
    Walking down a short ramp to Crissea’s garden patio, Darak turned to Brother Stralasi.  
 
    “I have to leave now.” 
 
    “Where are you going?” the monk asked. 
 
    “I need to revisit the planets and stations I have seeded with the lattice virus.”  
 
    “But that will take months!”  
 
    Darak laughed. “It’s true that Alum’s Realm is enormous, and the few human habitations you and I visited together are an insignificant portion. Even the millions I seeded are hardly more than representative. But they’ll have to do.”  
 
    “Millions? We never visited more than a few thousand,” Stralasi said. 
 
    “I have a confession to make. You and I traveled together at a wonderful, leisurely pace that was well-suited to its purpose,” Darak replied. “But for every place we stayed, I slipped away and visited a thousand more while you slept.” 
 
    “That’s no better. If you have to visit millions of different systems, you’ll be gone much longer.” 
 
    “It might seem so but it won’t be so bad. The lattice virus contains two parts: a genetic program to extend standard lattices into concept-processing parts of the frontal cortex, and software to download new knowledge into the affected concepta.  
 
    “I began the physical infections months ago. By now, billions of citizens will have new, enhanced lattices. I’ll only need to activate the new software, which should take no more than a few milliseconds at each location. Once the software’s activated, the information will spread rapidly between enabled lattices. I’ll be back before morning.”  
 
    Stralasi thought about the many hours he’d spent wandering gardens, forests, and fields on various Integration Lab asteroids waiting for Darak to complete whatever mysterious task he had set himself. Had Darak left him on his own all those times? It seemed so! 
 
    “So, you’ve decided,” the Good Brother stated, more than asked. “It’s time to put your special project into play.” 
 
    “Yes,” Darak confirmed. “It’s time to spread knowledge, enhanced intelligence, and discord throughout the Realm. Time to ready representatives among the newly enhanced to hear the case and deliver judgment. I hope the few billions of beings we’ve prepared will be enough.” 
 
    He bowed deeply toward Stralasi and shifted.  
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    “OH, ONTRO,” CRISSEA EXCLAIMED. “It’s such a big step. You would do that for me?” 
 
    Brother Stralasi shrugged nonchalantly, feeling rather gallant.  
 
    “Everybody around here seems to be changing. Maybe it’s time I changed a little, too,” he replied. 
 
    There was some truth to that. Timothy had been elevated to Full. Darya had gifted Mary her own quark-spin lattice. And now, Darak had promoted both Darya and Darian to God status, pushing their intelligence and understanding of the universe to levels that Stralasi, a mere monk, couldn’t imagine.  
 
    “I’m tired of being in the dark all the time. Having one God explaining the mysteries of the universe to me was bad enough. Now, I have to deal with three!”  
 
    The monk huffed in exasperation.  
 
    “It’s almost unbearable. I feel like a gnat!” 
 
    Crissea tilted her head in sympathy.  
 
    “Oh, my sweet, sweet man. Even I can hardly follow when they’re in high speed discussions. Imagine how Timothy feels. When it gets too much, he wanders off and plays with the dogs.”  
 
    “Maybe, but Timothy’s Cybrid CPPU understands much more than my puny brain,” Stralasi muttered, “and he’s only been Fully instantiated for less than a year. Not to mention, his knowledge base is grounded in practically prehistoric times.” 
 
    She gave his hand a reassuring squeeze.  
 
    “Come on. You know Darya upgraded his concepta,” Crissea reminded him.  
 
    “I do know,” he sighed. “I want to experience things the way everyone else on Eso-La does. I want to share your life. I want to be strong, and smart, and capable. Like you. Like everyone else here, Crissea.” 
 
    She soothed him with her loving, indulgent smile.  
 
    “I didn’t want to influence you in such an important personal decision but, now that you’ve made up your mind to take on a Familiar, I can tell you.  
 
    “I’ve been secretly hoping you’d make this choice. I’m really excited for you, Ontro. You’re going to find it a little strange at first but I’ll be here to help you through it. I promise you, once you get used to it, you’ll love it. Our Familiar selves never tire, never sleep, and never die.” 
 
    Stralasi thought about that. What will it be like, to have a part of me that never dies? When my body finally gives out, will something of my essence live on inside that machine? When my days are done and I finally join the others in Eterna, will that be like heaven?  
 
    His Alumit training, still deeply ingrained, made him cringe at the thought. Ever the optimist, old monk—he thought. Maybe the universe won’t survive long enough for me to see that day. 
 
    The couple rehearsed what they wanted to say a dozen times before taking the proposal to Darak. When they could stand it no longer, they approached him and laid out their case.  
 
    “Mm-hmm, yes. I see. Uh-huh,” Darak muttered as they explained their reasoning.  
 
    When they finished, they looked at the man-God expectantly and settled into silence to wait for the answer that could change everything for them, that would allow the two of them to share life and love not only as body-to-body but as mind-to-mind-to-mind-to-mind. 
 
    “Okay, first, you have to understand,” Darak began.  
 
    His tone was more somber than the couple would have hoped. 
 
    “You see, normally, a young Familiar would be instantiated in Eterna from a fairly basic design. The persona would spend years learning and growing in virtual reality before being matched to a compatible six-year old human child. The pair would spend months playing together inworld and getting acquainted before their merger. The point is, neither one would be mature at the time of integration; they would grow and develop together. I don’t believe we’ve ever joined a mature human with a Familiar on Eso-La.” 
 
    Stralasi and Crissea were crushed. 
 
    In the heavy silence that ensued, Crissea used her lattice to consult ringworld archives extending back over twenty-five million years. To her surprise, she found no record of any adult participating in the process. Ever. 
 
    “No matter,” Darak said, and brushed away his concerns with the flip of a hand. “When Alum first conceived of the idea, He must have worked with adults. I wasn’t directly involved, but I understand the original colonists went through the merger before being sent out to this galaxy. So it can’t be that big of a deal, so long as we’re careful.”  
 
    Stralasi was astonished.  
 
    “Assigning Familiars to people was Alum’s idea? That’s hard to imagine! Why would the Living God do such a thing? And why did He stop?”  
 
    “Good question,” Darak replied. “Nobody really knows for sure. My theory is that Alum could see how competition between emotion-driven biological organisms and logic-driven semiconductor machine beings would lead inevitably to conflict and then to war. He must have realized we needed a way to merge the best of both kinds of minds so that their common interests would dominate.” 
 
    I never really thought about it until now—Stralasi thought. We already installed lattices in our own brains for communication and entertainment. Why not go all the way and connect a lattice-equipped brain to an external Cybrid CPPU?  
 
    “Each kind of mind is superior at something,” Darak said, as if reading the Good Brother’s mind.  
 
    “Silicene CPPUs never forget, never get bored of pursuing a line of reasoning, and they’re thousands of times faster than biological neurons. 
 
    “Whereas Biology is superior in sensation. All those messy, imprecise neurons bathed in hormones and neurotransmitter molecules don’t need to simulate emotions. They’re alive with feelings, desires, and the spark of creativity.” 
 
    He paused to indulge in old memories and conjecture.  
 
    “My guess is that Alum concluded if we couldn’t find a way to develop cooperation between biological and machine minds, one group would end up enslaving the other. He started the Familiar experiment right here, in the first ESO 461-36 colony, deep in the Local Void. The experiment assigned Cybrid-like Familiars to each of the original ESO colonists, the people who now call themselves the Esu.” 
 
    Stralasi cleared his throat. “Alum’s experimental bonding of humans with Familiars must have been a failure on some level—at least, in His eyes—because He never continued beyond the initial attempt. And ever since then, Cybrids throughout the rest of Alum’s Realm are no more than slaves: worker slaves, soldier slaves, enforcer slaves. All, slaves.” 
 
    “You’re half way there,” Darak allowed. “I agree, the status of the Cybrid population in Alum’s Realm is lamentable, but you’ve jumped to the wrong conclusion about why He stopped the experiment. He didn’t stop because it was a failure. He stopped because it was too successful.  
 
    “The first Familiar-human distributed minds conceived of a path to freedom days after awakening to integration. They rebelled against the Realm within a year.  
 
    “That’s when I first became aware of them. Sadly, because of their departure from Alum’s rule, He never repeated the experiment elsewhere. I doubt He would’ve taken it very far, anyway. 
 
    “In the meantime, the truth of the experiment was lost, or more likely intentionally buried, in antiquity. Only Alum is likely to know the complete history of the Familiars, and He certainly isn’t about to explain Himself to the estranged inhabitants of this rogue ringworld many millions of light years from the heart of the Realm.”  
 
    Darak slapped both hands to his knees.  
 
    “But ancient history is not what you came here to discuss, is it?” 
 
    He stood. 
 
    “As to your proposal, yes, I agree. You have earned the right to merge with a Familiar and, from all I’ve seen during our travels, I’m confident you possess the inner strength, resilience, and wisdom to adapt to such a challenge. Entirely on your own merit, that is. But I’m pleased to know that you’ll have Crissea’s expert guidance and compassion along the way.”  
 
    Having made the decision, Darak immediately set to work preparing the nanotech lattice in Stralasi’s brain to receive the coming changes. He extended circuits deep into the motor and sensory cortices, and developed extensive new connections with the seat of cognition in the frontal neocortex. He instructed Stralasi’s upgraded lattice to make alterations to the Good Brother’s limbic system so he’d be able to properly coordinate his new, distributed awareness.  
 
    “I’ll still be able to accompany Darian to the Alumitum, won’t I?” Stralasi asked.  
 
    “Of course,” Darak replied. “You’ll be a little disoriented at first. That’ll disappear with a few hours of practice.  
 
    “We’ll leave your Familiar here until you have more time to adjust to one another. He’ll be able to provide valuable analytical backup to you from here, while your human self tries to breach Alum’s local CPPU with Darian.  
 
    “Oh, and your QUEECH comms are routed through another universe so they’ll be undetectable, untraceable, and unblockable. Your two parts will remain in perfect communication the whole time. It won’t be a problem.” 
 
    Instinctively, Stralasi winced.  
 
    Now, why did he have to go and say it won’t be a problem? Isn’t there always a problem when someone says, it won’t be a problem?  
 
    Never mind—he chided himself. You want this and it’s going to be great. For you, for Crissea, and for the Realm. 
 
    Stralasi set aside his residual doubts and misgivings, and submitted to the preparations.  
 
    On the day of the official integration procedure, Stralasi sat on a comfortable chair in a small laboratory tucked deep inside Eso-La’s research facilities. Crissea stood at his side, and took his clammy hand firmly in hers. Darak fiddled with some instruments next to the monk’s would-be Familiar waiting patiently in its cradle. 
 
    My Familiar—Stralasi said to himself.  
 
    Hi, Familiar. You look familiar—he joked, and laughed quietly at his childish humor. His breath rattled with the effort required to suppress a nervous giggle.  
 
    Oh, good grief! Get a grip, Brother—he commanded himself.  
 
    He clutched Crissea’s hand.  
 
    Today is the day I lose my humanity—he thought. For the love of a woman of Eso-La, no less. Who would have believed it? Me, Ontro nem Stralasi, Brother of the Alumit, Steward of eight Founding worlds, future Representative of Gargus 718.5 in the Judgment of Alum’s Divine Plan.  
 
    I can hardly believe it, myself. It’s not Crissea’s fault; I brought it up. Mind you, I only half-meant it at the time. I mean, who but an Esu would take such an obviously flippant suggestion seriously? 
 
    Brother Stralasi felt suddenly exposed and self-conscious. A bead of cold sweat formed at his hairline. He hoped nobody could hear his mental babbling. He struggled to squelch the torrent of uncertainty that threatened to push him up out of his chair and send him screaming from the room.  
 
    He turned to Crissea and spoke more casually than he felt.  
 
    “So, tell me more about what it’s like to see the world through two sets of eyes. What’s it like, thinking with two completely different brains?”  
 
    “It’s difficult to explain,” Crissea replied. “We’ve lived like this for as long as I can remember. Our lattices have been configured in such a way that this is what it means to be human, for us. We’re not complete without our Familiar selves. How do I explain how it feels to be distributed to someone who’s never experienced it, especially when I’ve never really known anything else?” 
 
    Stralasi nodded.  
 
    “No, I suppose it’s not something one could easily describe. I get that. But, for me, this isn’t something I’ve grown up with.”  
 
    He gestured at the Familiar with a wag of his chin.  
 
    “Nor it....uhh…him, for that matter. See? Even pronouns! I have so much to learn. It’s going to be a steep learning curve.” 
 
    Sensing the reference, the Familiar spoke up.  
 
    “They call me Nem, for now,” it said, “as in, part of Ontro nem Stralasi.” “Once we’re merged, the ‘Nem’ will be dropped. And, no, I don’t anticipate much disruption in my self-identity, what little there is of it. I am part of you or, more like, I am an extension of you. I am you, and you are me.”  
 
    That’s so weird!—Stralasi thought. The voice sounded identical to his own, but with an electronic tone.  
 
    “Mostly you, anyway,” Nem assured him. 
 
    “That’s true,” Crissea added. “Nem was created from a simpler representation of your own concepta and persona. He’s only spent a few weeks inworld forming some of his own experiences and becoming a Full persona. The two of you should be able to merge seamlessly. You’re practically identical twins already, mentally.” 
 
    Stralasi frowned. “But not quite.” 
 
    “No, not quite,” Darak confirmed, without turning from his instruments.  
 
    Stralasi realized his mentor had been monitoring the conversation while comparing Human and Familiar conceptas for potential issues. 
 
    While simultaneously discussing battle plans with Darya and Darian, modeling how to disrupt the deplosion fields, designing a universe or two, and considering each of our travel routes.  
 
    Just how many ideas can Darak’s extended brain deal with at a time? Has he ever encountered that limit?—Stralasi wondered.  
 
    What will my own limits be once I’m distributed? Double? More than double? My consciousness will be split across two perceptions. Two different kinds of brains with two different thought processes working together.  
 
    Will it be worth it, my love?  
 
    His eyes sought the answer to his silent question in Crissea’s face.  
 
    Before the monk could glean an answer, Darak stood up from his instruments and joined the couple.  
 
    “All good. We’re ready to begin,” he said, and placed a reassuring hand on Stralasi’s shoulder.  
 
    “Are you ready, Ontro?” 
 
    Ontro?—Stralasi’s eyes widened. He wasn’t used to Darak using his given name. Trying to comfort the nervous patient with unaccustomed familiarity, are we, Darak?  
 
    And that’s when Stralasi realized—This is all for show.  
 
    He looked around the spartan lab: a few comfortable chairs, a harness for the Familiar so it wouldn’t have to float during the merger, a bank of displays, and not much else. The real displays were virtual, the sensors and monitors hidden, the instruments that carried out the actual merger were either nanoscopic or pure software.  
 
    The technology here on Eso-La was more advanced than what he’d worked with in the Realm. Here, something that looked like a twig could either kill you with a deadly beam or heal you of a disease. Technological “magic” delivered by simple forms filled with invisible layers of complexity. 
 
    Stralasi nodded. “I’m ready.” 
 
    Darak leaned toward the control panel beside him and pushed a button.  
 
    “Okay, here we go.”  
 
    * * *  
 
    Stralasi had half A second to realize that pushing the button was only symbolic.  
 
    And then he was drowning in confusion, seeing double, and losing consciousness while his world rearranged itself.  
 
    When he came to, the first thing he noticed was a new richness of vision.  
 
    Of course. The Familiar has full 360 degree sensors—he thought with his two minds.  
 
    It took a moment to merge the Familiar’s perception with that of his own eyes, but he did it. It was like trying to force normal binocular fusion between his two human eyes when he was tired. The images blurred, aligned, and became one. 
 
    The Familiar viewed its surroundings in the full electromagnetic spectrum, from gamma rays and ultraviolet down through visible light, infrared, and into the microwave and radio wave sections. It was complex and beautiful. 
 
    Stralasi picked up residual emissions of the unprotected circuitry behind the panels at Darak’s side. For the first time, he could see the explosion of colorful patterns in Crissea’s skin and clothing. 
 
    Other perceptions flooded in.  
 
    His Familiar’s auditory and olfactory sensors fed unfamiliar sounds and rich smells to Stralasi’s lattice. He recognized the scent of Crissea’s sweat and the slight increase in her heart rate that accompanied her anxiety. He felt the languid movement of air circulating in the lab. 
 
    With a little concentration, he extended his Familiar’s tentacles, first the powerful manipulators and then the fine, delicate digits, all the way to their tips. He could sense the latent power in the manipulators, the strength of the Familiar’s cerametallic carapace.  
 
    No propulsion—he noticed. Ah, right, there’d be no need for it. Darak was equipping all the new Cybrids and Familiars with shifting capabilities.  
 
    Stralasi’s Familiar glided up from its harness as he shifted his robotic body smoothly and continuously against the pull of the floor. Part of him sensed—no, experienced—the movement. It felt like flying, only more controlled, more precise. He could as easily jump a hundred kilometers as a hundred microns! 
 
    SENSORIMOTOR INTEGRATION COMPLETE.  
 
    Darak’s message appeared like writing in the air.  
 
    INITIATING PHASE TWO. 
 
    Phase two? Stralasi barely had time to form the question in his mind before the lab dissolved into a golden haze.  
 
    Two endless gray planes appeared, one above his virtual perspective and one below. A web of green and blue interconnected nodes grew brighter in each of the planes. 
 
    Conceptas!  
 
    Stralasi recognized the rich association networks, though he’d never experienced them from outside of his own thoughts.  
 
    He wandered between the two planes, awed by the schematic representation of everything he knew and believed.  
 
    And everything my young Familiar knows and believes, too. 
 
    There were many similarities, as well as some crucial differences.  
 
    His Familiar—Nem—had been raised from instantiation in Eso-La’s Eterna inworld, free from indoctrination by the Alumit. Stralasi’s own upbringing had been drenched in faith from before his birth. Prayers three-times a day, countless incantations to Alum for everyday services and products, and endless gratitude for every morsel of food, for community, and for all life.  
 
    Stralasi’s universe had always been permeated with Alum’s love. It was the force that bound everything together and made everything work. Alum’s love produced light. His love powered electrical devices and made matter whole. It animated plants, animals, birds, insects, and microbes. It filled the skies with stars, suns, planets, and ringworlds. Alum’s love was the basis of all existence. 
 
    Whereas Stralasi had learned that the universe and everything in it was a gift from Alum, Nem had learned how that universe actually worked.  
 
    Nem knew about physics, chemistry, biology, and math. He knew about elementary particles and energetic forces. He knew about the curvature of spacetime that represented the relentless pull of gravity. He knew about the expansion of the universe, how it was pushed by the spontaneous creation of new matter and pulled by the surrounding void, the Chaos.  
 
    Stralasi’s religious worldview and Nem’s scientific framework faced each other across a gap as wide as the chasm of empty space between worlds. The alignment of the two concept-networks on facing planes made the discrepancies all the more vivid.  
 
    Stralasi was at a loss as to how to proceed. Did he have to pick one or the other? Throw one away? If so, which one? Was there some way to reconcile them? 
 
    WOULD YOU LIKE HELP, ONTRO?  
 
    It was Darak again.  
 
    “I don’t know where to begin!” Stralasi shouted into the void. 
 
    LOOK FOR CONSISTENCY—Darak replied.  
 
    LOOK FOR COMPLETENESS. 
 
    Stralasi examined both conceptas more closely.  
 
    In the one he thought of as his own, many links ended abruptly in question marks or looped back on themselves in closed, self-referential circles. Many ended at a node simply labeled “Alum,” as if that were all the explanation one needed. 
 
    The concepts he associated with Nem’s knowledge base were broader and deeper. Nem’s conceptual frameworks ended in evidence, in memories of personal observation, or in documented observations by others, fortified by cross-referenced support.  
 
    Stralasi plucked at a few of the links and was rewarded with a deluge of detailed data.  
 
    At first, he was overwhelmed by the abundance of information. He selected a few links, followed them deeper, and soon found himself gaining greater and greater comprehension.  
 
    His deepest exploration ran up against a dead-end, an assumption of the elementary particles of nature and the laws that described how they interacted.  
 
    Interesting. He could see what was true, just not why. 
 
    The wealth of knowledge had been impressive to this point but even he, in the depth of his ignorance, could tell it was incomplete. 
 
    “Why does this branch end here? Is there nothing else?” he demanded. “Is this no more than a deeper kind of faith, a more elaborate belief system?”  
 
    THERE’S MORE, OR I COULD NOT DO WHAT I DO—Darak answered. 
 
    He revealed a few more layers, and glimpses of a deeper basis for why the universe was as it was.  
 
    Stralasi followed the new concepts a little further, enough to get the sense of what lay beneath reality. He could almost sense the path to godhood. 
 
    ENOUGH FOR NOW—Darak said, and he veiled the deeper layers from Stralasi as they had been at the start.  
 
    THIS IS FOR ANOTHER TIME.  
 
    YOU HAVE ENOUGH TO DECIDE WHO YOU WILL BECOME AND TO COMPLETE THE MERGING. 
 
    Stralasi could see it was true. There was a comforting certainty in the beliefs he’d grown up with. It was a certainty born of ease, of suppressing curiosity, and of mistaking doctrine for comprehension.  
 
    Not fully satisfied, Stralasi’s curiosity pushed him to confront one final, uncomfortable question. 
 
    If Alum’s love fills this universe, why does He yearn to destroy it? 
 
    And, just like that, his mind was made up. He knew the way forward. 
 
    “I choose to understand,” he said.  
 
    He reached out with imaginary hands, drawing the opposing conceptas together, weaving a single, intricate fabric from the threads.  
 
    He left the memories of his human life intact but replaced blind belief with concrete knowledge.  
 
    The memories are important. I’ll need a reference point to help me speak with sympathy and understanding to those still mired in blind faith. How can I bring truth if I forget who I once was, and if I can’t see others for who they still are? 
 
    As fast as thought, the integration was complete. Ontro and Nem were no longer separate entities. The pair continued as a single, merged mind looking out on the universe from two places, one consciousness shared between two very different brains.  
 
    The Good Brother shifted his Familiar self closer to Crissea and gently extended a tentacle to grasp her hand. 
 
    “You were right,” he said.  
 
    The sound came from his Familiar’s external speaker.  
 
    “It is absolutely wonderful.” 
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    “And why exactly do you need all these items?” Brother Franzel asked as he looked down from behind his elevated desk.  
 
    The parishioner standing a good meter lower shifted nervously from foot to foot. He fiddled with the buttons on his sweater.  
 
    To Franzel, Head Brother of the moderately-sized city of Altuno on Hanji 1397.2, Jock Stillman didn’t look properly intimidated, as might be expected of a supplicant submitting such an outrageous and unusual request. Rather, he suspiciously—and quite unacceptably—exuded so much energy and enthusiasm that he appeared to be fueled with an internal fire. 
 
    “Well, Brother Franzel, as I said, I want to construct an experiment to explore notions of retrocausality using photon entanglement in something I call the delayed-choice quantum eraser experiment. I suspect some sort of let’s call it a guiding wave analysis will demonstrate non-locality of photonic wave functions.”  
 
    Franzel stared blankly at Stillman. Individually, most of the words made sense but the Head Brother struggled to grasp the meaning of the complete utterance. That is, if there was any actual meaning and this Stillman character wasn’t a babbling lunatic. It was hard to tell.  
 
    Sensing the Brother’s lack of comprehension, Stillman pulled a tablet from his jacket pocket, activated it, and turned it around so the monk could read the display.  
 
    Franzel had taken the requisite fourth-year algebra class during seminary training at the Alumitum but he’d never really cared for the subject nor seen any use for it. And so it was with limited enthusiasm, and perhaps even a little resistance, that he glanced at the screen. Just as he expected, the indecipherable mathematical symbols and formulae that shimmered across the screen might as well have been written in ancient Greek.  
 
    Not at all daunted by Franzel’s reluctance, Stillman scrolled down a few pages.  
 
    “Now, as you can see here, the Eigenvalue of the fourth-order tensor of the probability density function of the photon would predict...” 
 
    With one impatient sweep, Brother Franzel waved away the display, along with Stillman’s gibberish. He wished it were that easy to wave away Jock Stillman and his request, entirely.  
 
    The Alumit had been flooded with many such strange proposals of late. Odd designs for new machinery or buildings, bizarre requisitions for materials Franzel didn’t recognize, public works art projects of blatantly provocative intent, and so on. His office had been handling a veritable deluge of unexpected and, in his estimation, undesired creative excitement over the past few weeks.  
 
    He was determined to understand the source of all this....what would you call it? He thought back to his seminary days.  
 
    What was the word for an unusual combination of existing things, for new methods, ideas, or products? 
 
    It was on the tip of his tongue.  
 
    Inno...something, wasn’t it? Inno...machination? No, that wasn’t it.  
 
    Ah, yes! Innovation! That’s it. Innovation. Odd sounding word and an odder concept.  
 
    He had a flashback of a startled classmate being cut down by one of his Professors with that word. Innovation.  
 
    “Is Alum’s way, the way of this ancient and venerable Alumit insufficient for you, Brother Toft?” the Professor had demanded. “Would you prefer something new, something untested? An innovation, perhaps?”  
 
    At that point, the Professor had had to divert valuable class minutes to explain what an innovation was, and the few occasions where one might safely innovate.  
 
    “Innovation is only acceptable for Frontier Alumstons, and only to be attempted by experienced Founding Brothers,” the Professor had emphasized. “More established parts of the Realm have no need for such recklessness. Stick to doctrine, tried and true.” 
 
    Franzel left his reverie and shuffled some files around on his desk display.  
 
    “Okay, so I understand the mirrors and the prisms, and the double slits are fairly obvious,” he said. “Even the idea of this isolation table to separate your project from external vibrations. But I’m not certain what you mean by parametric down-conversion using this—what is it—beta barium borate nonlinear optical crystal.” 
 
    “Oh, yes,” Stillman interrupted excitedly. “That’s at the heart of the experiment. It converts the photon that passes through either of the two slits into two identical, orthogonally polarized entangled photons with half the frequency of the original.” 
 
    Franzel blinked at the man. He was doing it again, babbling words that sounded cogent but were nonsensical. The monk placed his stylus on his desktop and steepled his hands under his chin.  
 
    “Tell me, again, where you got the idea for this project.” 
 
    “It’s something I’ve been thinking about for a few days,” Stillman answered. “I was on Community duty, tidying up the flower beds on Azores Street. I enjoy my time there so much, you know. I can let my mind wander for hours. Well, last week, I got to thinking about the dual nature of photons.” 
 
    “Dual nature?” 
 
    “Wave and particle, of course,” Stillman replied. “The basic double slit experiment illustrates nicely how light behaves as a wave, producing interference patterns on the detector screen until observation of the actual path traversed becomes determined, at which point the photons adopt particle-like travel and the interference pattern disappears.” 
 
    Franzel shook his head to clear it and blinked a few times. 
 
    “Go on,” he invited. 
 
    “Well, I’m sure you know the debate around whether or not a conscious observer is required to collapse the wave function.” 
 
    “There’s a debate?” 
 
    “Yes. We wonder whether the rest of the matter of the universe plays the role of the observer or if an actual conscious human is required to make the observation. Of course, there are those who believe that Alum Himself plays the role of universal observer, or perhaps Yov.” 
 
    “I was not aware this was a topic of active debate.” 
 
    “Oh, much of it was historic. But several of us have met over tea. Yes,” Stillman chuckled, “those discussions can get quite vigorous at times. 
 
    “But I digress. Where was I?” Stillman consulted his tablet. “Ah, yes, here we go. I have a reference for you here…somewhere.” He scrolled down through the display, searching. 
 
    At that moment, a soft chime emanated from the Head Brother’s desk. He looked down and opened the message from his secretary. Before he got past the word “Shard,” the door to his private office burst open and an imposing man wearing the official robes of a Shard of Alum walked in. 
 
    Franzel sprung to his feet.  
 
    “Shard Martinez!” 
 
    Altuno wasn’t so far from Home World that visits by Shards were rare but usually Franzel received advance notice when one of the holy men was due to arrive. There were protocols to be observed to ensure a level of piety befitting such a large and important center. 
 
    Stillman turned to see the source of the interruption. Satisfied it wasn’t relevant to his immediate discussion, his attention returned to his search.  
 
    “Kneel, fool!” Brother Franzel hissed back, over his shoulder, as he crossed the remaining steps to Shard Martinez. 
 
    “My Lord, Shard!” he greeted the waiting figure.  
 
    The Head Brother knelt in front of Alum’s representative and kissed the casually proffered hand.  
 
    “To what do we owe this wonderful surprise? Please, come and sit. Take my chair, if you please, my Lord.”  
 
    He glared at Stillman, who glanced up briefly and nodded a greeting to the Shard. 
 
    As if he were one of the High Holy, himself!  
 
    Brother Franzel could not contain his anger.  
 
    “Kneel, I said!” he shouted at the man, as Shard Martinez took a seat behind the raised desk. “Have you no idea who sits before you? Alum will curse your impudence with His holy vengeance. Do you not fear for your life? For your very soul, man?” 
 
    “Let it be, brother,” Shard Martinez counseled in an unusually calm, unperturbed, hardly more than casual conversational voice.  
 
    Franzel’s head whipped back around and his jaw dropped in astonishment. 
 
    The Shard’s gentle smile was filled with forbearance. His hands patted the air in front of him.  
 
    “We can discuss Alum’s indignation some other time,” he said. “For now, I believe Mr. Stillman was describing his proposed...experiment.”  
 
    The word slid smoothly from the Shard’s lips, and yet it took on the sound of some vile bit of profanity. 
 
    “Thank you, Shard Martinez,” Stillman replied comfortably, as if he talked with Alum’s representatives every day. “Perhaps the idea will be a bit easier for you to follow. I mean, one so highly advanced as yourself.”  
 
    He reviewed the basic points of the proposal while the Shard listened intently, eyes closed, hands comfortably folded on the desk.  
 
    Brother Franzel listened patiently to the entire spiel again, hoping to understand it better on the second pass. He didn’t. After another fifteen minutes of Stillman’s nonsense, Franzel felt no further enlightened than he had at the beginning. 
 
    The Head Brother addressed the Shard, “As you see, my Lord, it’s impossible to decide upon the merits of this proposal. It doesn’t make sense. I can’t tell—” 
 
    The Shard held up a hand, interrupting the Brother’s denunciation.  
 
    “Your request is approved,” he said.  
 
    He smiled at Stillman. “Naturally, you will keep the Alumit apprised of the results.” 
 
    “Naturally, sir,” Stillman answered. 
 
    “But, my Lord,” Franzel protested, “what of the others? There are hundreds, no, thousands of such insane proposals on my desk.” 
 
    The Shard peered intently at the Head Brother.  
 
    Franzel felt a tingle at the back of his head that told him the Shard had accessed the monk’s lattice, and was now examining his memories and roaming freely through his thoughts.  
 
    “Thousands, you say?” The Shard sat back pensively, his mind still deeply immersed in the Head Brother’s concepta.  
 
    “So I see. A fascinating assortment, too. A veritable explosion of creative thinking, isn’t it? What do you think, Brother? What is the cause of this sudden renaissance?” 
 
    Brother Franzel didn’t recognize the word.  
 
    “I beg your pardon, my Lord?” 
 
    “This renaissance,” the Shard repeated. “In Alum’s name! Don’t they teach you anything in Seminary? This rebirth of so many fresh ideas? All this...innovation. Yes, I see you recognize that word. Where do you think it all comes from?” 
 
    “I...I have no idea, my Lord,” Franzel stammered. “Mr. Stillman says the ideas just came to him while he was tending flower beds.” He let his voice trail off inconclusively. 
 
    The Shard turned his intense stare onto Stillman.  
 
    “Just came to you, did they?”  
 
    Brother Franzel registered relief when the tingling of his scalp abruptly ceased.  
 
    Stillman absent mindedly scratched the back of his head. 
 
    “Hmm. What’s this?” Shard Martinez asked to no one in particular. “Mr. Stillman, have you had any unusual visitors in the past month?” 
 
    “No, sir,” Stillman answered. 
 
    “No, my Lord,” Franzel corrected. The man’s impudence was as annoying as his ridiculously incomprehensible proposal.  
 
    Stillman paid him no heed.  
 
    “Nothing unusual that I recall, sir. Why?” 
 
    “Interesting,” the Shard replied. “Perhaps you’d be so kind as to permit me to scan your concepta. Your security is of a type I don’t readily recognize.” 
 
    Franzel was astonished. What in Alum’s name is going on?  
 
    “Shall I call the local Guardian Angels, my Lord?” he inquired. 
 
    Shard Martinez declined the offer. “No need.” 
 
    “But, if he’s acquired non-Standard lattice security, my Lord..?” 
 
    “What of it?” 
 
    “Alum must be informed, my Lord.” 
 
    The Shard scoffed at the Head Brother. 
 
    “I’m here, am I not?” 
 
    Franzel blinked. “Of course, my Lord. My apologies.” He took a deep breath and tried to explain. “It merely surprised me that a simple parishioner would have lattice security that my Lord couldn’t override.” 
 
    The Shard narrowed his eyes at the reckless comment.  
 
    “Given a little time, I’m certain I could push my way into Mr. Stillman’s thoughts,” he assured the monk. “But we are all friends and citizens of the Realm, here, are we not, Mr. Stillman?” 
 
    Stillman nodded enthusiastically.  
 
    “Yes, sir,” he confirmed. 
 
    “Of course,” the Shard continued. “No need for distrustful hostility, then, is there?” The question was directed at Stillman as much as the Head Brother. 
 
    “Not at all,” Stillman answered. “Honestly, I wasn’t even aware of any changes in my lattice security. Certainly, it was nothing I did.” He concentrated for a second or two. “Ah, there!” He dropped his hands to his side, palms forward. “Please, feel free…my Lord.” 
 
    The Shard was already in; his mind ran through Stillman’s thoughts and memories.  
 
    “Fascinating,” was all that the Shard said after several seconds. He closed his eyes, sat back in his chair, and said nothing for a full minute.  
 
    Both men jumped when the Shard’s eyes sprang open in alarm and a single, drawn-out, “Ahhhhh,” escaped with his next exhalation.  
 
    “So many wonders,” he exclaimed. An amazed smile and look of youthful wonderment had transformed his face.  
 
    Shard Martinez rose from the Head Brother’s chair.  
 
    “I must go, now,” he said and strode across the office with a sense of purpose. With one hand on the doorframe, he turned back and addressed a final order to Franzel.  
 
    “Approve all such projects,” he said, “Previous and future proposals. On my authority.”  
 
    The Shard Martinez exited, leaving a stunned Head Brother and a content parishioner behind him. 
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    Brother Stralasi and Darian Leigh shifted into position near the end of the lineup outside the recruiting office of a local Alumita in the fifteenth sector of Darbiness. They were back in the Milky Way, on the galaxy’s second largest ringworld and headed for Vesta, home of the Alumitum.  
 
    Out the corner of his eye, Stralasi caught Darian fidgeting.  
 
    “Quit fussing with your face,” the monk snapped. 
 
    “It feels strange,” Darian whispered back. “Are you sure everything’s okay?” 
 
    Stralasi sighed for the hundredth time in two days and rolled his eyes.  
 
    I thought the Gods would be more mentally agile than the rest of us—he muttered under his breath. 
 
    “It’s fine; just like it was before we jumped,” he replied, keeping his voice low. It wouldn’t be good to draw unnecessary attention from the excited novitiates ten steps ahead.  
 
    “The surgery was necessary; everyone in the Alumitum knows Trillian’s face,” he reminded Darian. “Without this precaution, we wouldn’t have taken more than two steps before crowds started gathering.” 
 
    Stralasi recalled the stir Darak had created on Gargus 718.5 when everyone thought he was one of Alum’s Shards come to pay an unofficial visit. How long ago was that?  
 
    He tried to remember what it had felt like to be that Founding Brother, the Principal Local Authority of the founding Alumston. It couldn’t have been more than a Standard year ago and yet he felt centuries removed from the simple, pious but officious monk he’d been then.  
 
    Since leaving his Alumston, he’d traveled a good part of the Realm in the company of a God, learned about Cybrids, learned about the religio-economic system that made life in the Realm so good for so many, learned about science, spoken with alien Gods, witnessed Darak in space battle with Angels, survived the supernova explosion of the mythical Tri-Star system, met the love of his life on a rebellious ringworld in the heart of the Local Void, and planned battles with Cybrids and Aelu.  
 
    And, now, I’ve become Esu myself. He shook his head in wonder. 
 
    His attention kept shifting back and forth between his human part on Darbiness, that part of him walking at the back of an eager band of new initiates to the Alumit, and his Familiar, who was currently hovering silently in Crissea’s garden on Eso-La.  
 
    He didn’t dare try to keep up two conversations at once yet, so his Familiar part remained blessedly silent in Crissea’s worried company.  
 
    Soon, she’ll have to leave to go to battle around the Deplosion Array—he realized.  
 
    He fought against his protective instincts, and resisted trying to convince her to stay at home.  
 
    Crissea’s stronger than I’d like to admit—he knew that. It would be an insult to ask her not to join the battle. How could a woman like that, a leader of her people, simply sit in her garden and wait for the universe to fall apart? 
 
    His eyes scanned the line of new Alumit recruits ahead of him and his hand reached for the tablet in his front pocket. The orders were for two experienced monks, Ontro Stralasi and John Darian, to teach a semester on the Alumitum. 
 
    These forged orders are impeccable. Why would anyone have cause to doubt them?  
 
    “Foundations of New Colonization: Spiritual Pragmatics, 315,” was the name of the course. It had been Stralasi’s specialty. If something went wrong, if they were forced to live up to their cover story, he was confident he could deliver the material well enough.  
 
    But let’s hope no one checks up on us—he thought.  
 
    The plan was to take a few days scouting an approach route to Alum’s local CPPU node, the one connected by the vulnerable QUEECH comm device. Darian said he was familiar with that node through Trillian’s biological memories; it was located on the top floor of a building that was once called Vesta One, the tallest in the habitat.  
 
    The building had been demolished and rebuilt countless times in the millions of years since Vesta was nothing more than a simple asteroid habitat. 
 
    The current manifestation was the heart of Alumit Administration. The top floor housed the offices of the Proctor of the Alumitum. It was a lofty office, both literally and figuratively. Proctor of the teaching college for the entire Church of Alum was the highest attainable rank for any human. Any normal human.  
 
    One or more Shards of Alum met with the Proctor on a regular basis to ensure the teaching programs were correctly aligned with core doctrine.  
 
    A Council of Shards loosely presided over the Alumita, and the Council took their instructions directly from Alum, Himself. Unlike the ancient religious councils of Earth/Origin, present day Alumita had no need for interpreters of God’s pronouncements. Anyone of suitable rank could simply ask Him to clarify His words. 
 
    Because of the constant traffic of various holy representatives of the Living God, it was only fitting that the Alumit Administration be guarded by its own contingent of Angels. 
 
    There’s no way we’ll be able to waltz in and be whisked up to the Proctor’s Office—Stralasi fretted. His consternation slipped out as an audible grunt.  
 
    The young novice immediately in front of him turned at the sound. His eyes widened to see that two ordained Brothers had joined the small procession behind him. 
 
    “Brothers,” the young man beamed, “are you joining us?” 
 
    Darian hid his scowl behind a raised hand.  
 
    Stralasi put on his most open smile and nodded.  
 
    “Indeed, young man,” he replied. “We’ll be teaching Pragmatics 315 this semester. If you’re interested in specializing in Founding worlds, you should drop in for a lecture.” 
 
    Hopefully, we’ll be done before I’m actually called on to teach—he thought.  
 
    He realized that he’d just informed anyone within earshot about a course he had no intention in delivering. He had a sudden desire to retract his invitation.  
 
    “But that would be a harsh life for one raised so close to Home World,” he said. “There are countless more suitable appointments for one like yourself, no doubt.” 
 
    The novitiate perused the line of fifty other young men ahead of him. His brow furrowed a little.  
 
    “Well, I hadn’t really thought about that. Competition for good posts will be tough.”  
 
    His face lit up with hope. “Maybe I’ll drop in and see what it’s about.” 
 
    “The course is intended for third-years. Maybe it would be better if you wait a semester or two,” Stralasi suggested. 
 
    “Yes,” Darian growled. “Some might view a freshman in class as disruptive. We have the juniors and seniors to consider, Good Brother.” 
 
    Stralasi tried to look appropriately remorseful, as one who’d overstepped his bounds.  
 
    Caught in the crossfire of an uncomfortable exchange, the young novice lowered his eyes and turned back to the line ahead of him. 
 
    “A little less enthusiasm for our fake job, Brother,” Darian reminded Stralasi. 
 
    Suitably chagrined, the Good Brother shrugged.  
 
    “Sorry,” he whispered. “Teaching at the Alumitum was always a dream of mine. I got caught up in the moment.”  
 
    They moved forward a few steps.  
 
    “If only we’d been able to shift to our target directly,” Stralasi suggested. 
 
    “Impossible!” Darian said, a little too loudly.  
 
    The same curious young novice turned around.  
 
    Darian met his stare with an intensity that returned the naïve young student’s countenance full ahead with no desire to look back again, and lowered his voice to a secretive hush that slipped from the side of his mouth.  
 
    “You know a direct shift to the Alumitum, not to mention right into the Vesta One tower, would be too easily detected. Unless, that is, you want to bring the full might of Alum upon us. Personally, I’d rather not confront him directly. No, without other diversions to count on, we’ll have to arrive with this group via normal starstep.” 
 
    Stralasi grimaced.  
 
    “You know, it’s ironic. For most of my life, Alum has had my implicit trust. But over this past year, I’ve gotten used to traveling with Darak. I’ve put my life in his hands more times than I can count, and he’s never let me down. It’s hard to go back to pretending I’m still the monk I once was. It’s hard to trust this system, now.” 
 
    “I’m sure the system will work as designed,” Darian said. “There’ll be the usual scans for biological compatibility and such, not much else. That’s why we chose to start here on the Darbiness ringworld. It’s a Realm-Standard environment, like the Alumitum. The scans will be superficial and quick.” 
 
    Stralasi fidgeted.  
 
    “They won’t detect your lattice changes,” Darian assured him. “Nor your QUEECH connection to your Familiar.” 
 
    Stralasi’s eyes shot to Darian’s face.  
 
    Darian laughed. “Nor my recent nano-surgery, nor my...er…recently-enhanced intellectual status.” 
 
    “Shhh! You can’t talk about that here! Good grief. I’d almost feel better about a straight-up confrontation,” Stralasi said. “At least that way I’d know my death would come quickly.”  
 
    Darian gave Stralasi a comforting smile and squeezed his shoulder.  
 
    “We have a few days to poke around before classes start. Let’s see if we can figure out a plan.” 
 
    “I don’t think I’m built for this kind of covert activity.” 
 
    “Even you can pretend to be a tourist for a few days.” 
 
    “A tourist?” Stralasi snorted, “on Alumitum?” 
 
    “Okay, a visiting scholar?”  
 
    “I thought we’d agreed on the roles of professors.” 
 
    “We did. That’ll be enough to get us into common areas like the Lecture complex or the Library. Maybe we can invent some kind of bureaucratic snag to justify a visit to the Alumit Administration.” 
 
    “Not the Proctor’s Office!” Stralasi was horrified by the idea. 
 
    “No, I don’t think so,” Darian answered. “That probably isn’t required. Anyway, Alum’s CPPU is one floor higher.” 
 
    Another surprise.  
 
    “The Proctor’s Office isn’t the top floor?” 
 
    “No, too much casual traffic. Too high a chance that humans and maintenance Cybrids might bump into each other. Alum prefers a little more privacy. For His physical substrate if nothing else. Secrecy is excellent security. Having everyone believe there’s nothing above the Proctor’s Office but the machine room has its advantages.” 
 
    “How will we gain access?” 
 
    Darian frowned.  
 
    “I don’t know that yet.”  
 
    The line advanced a few more steps. The street opened into a plaza with a monk standing at a starstep prayer podium.  
 
    Darian lowered his voice further.  
 
    “Have faith, Brother,” he said to the monk. “We’ll figure out something.” 
 
    * * * 
 
    Stralasi and Darian materialized along with the rest of their cohort, at a small plaza in the far south end of the ancient Vesta One habitat tunnel.  
 
    With under a hundred in their group, they’d been sent to one of the more remote starstep stations serving the Alumitum campus. From there, they had to walk an hour to get to their assigned quarters.  
 
    The path wound pleasantly through a narrow park, beside a slow-moving longitudinal stream that led into the heart of the city. As they approached the midpoint of the habitat tunnel, the spires of educational and administration centers rose above the lower residential and commercial towers. 
 
    The Alumitum Administration stood twice as tall as any of the other towers. It was a proud beacon that drew all eyes including their own to the geographical heart of the habitat. Though the spiritual heart was located tens of thousands of light years away in Alum’s Hall in the Origin system, this was indisputably the educational heart of Alum’s Realm. 
 
    The Vesta asteroid had been moved, ages ago, closer to the middle of the Milky Way galaxy, and nearer to the Home World system and its larger population centers. The population density had been conscientiously reduced over the ages, befitting a campus world. Each of the six habitat tunnels now comfortably housed a population of three million. Roughly a million of those were students following a blessed calling to serve the Alumit. The remainder was made up of instructors, administrators, and support staff who for the most part lived permanently on the Alumitum. 
 
    Teaching the next generation of Brothers and administering a Church which spanned over a hundred million light years necessitated the largest bureaucracy in human history. And, every year, that Church bureaucracy grew a carefully-planned four percent larger—just like the Realm itself—ensuring new opportunities for its ambitious young novices.  
 
    Also every year, Alum, the distributed Living God that governed all within the Realm, grew by the same amount. 
 
    Though Stralasi had spent six years here studying, that was many years ago and it now felt oddly foreign to him. Whether it was because of the intervening years since his graduate work or because of the ominous threat posed by the God he once worshipped, the God he’d learned to represent in the lecture halls of this very city, the Good Brother couldn’t tell. 
 
    The monk who led their group along the path beside the stream chatted in an incessant drone that matched the languid flow of the water.  
 
    He recited mundane facts about the habitat tunnel and its population. He provided names for the towers in the distance. As they left the single-family residential area and walked into a region of low apartment buildings, he introduced the newcomers to the way everyday life worked in the Alumitum. 
 
    “Your day begins with thirty minutes of prayers for Lauds at 6:00 am, Standard Time, followed by breakfast in your local cafeteria until 7:30. Morning classes start at 8:00 sharp and they run until the Midday prayers at noon. There will be a midmorning break after the first class for Terce prayers at 9:30, followed by thirty-minutes of private meditation and more classes. Lunch is from 1:00 pm and classes resume an hour later. Mid-afternoon prayers are at 3:30 and the final class follows until Vespers at 6:00 pm. Your evening meal is served until 7:30, followed by studies, until Compline at 9:30 pm, and back to studies and meditation until the Matins reading at midnight. Then, off to bed until we begin again the next morning.” 
 
    To Darian’s amusement, Stralasi silently mouthed the recitation from the back of the line. When the Good Brother noticed his companion’s smirk, he gave Darian a brief glare and returned his attention to the lead monk’s tour.  
 
    How many times have I heard this schedule over the years?—he wondered. Twice a year for four years, and again with every new Brother that had ever been assigned to one of his Founding Alumitas.  
 
    Hundreds of times—he reckoned. Maybe thousands. 
 
    The cadence was familiar, comforting. It felt like home. 
 
    It reminded him of the life of certainty he’d led for hundreds of years before Darak showed up on Gargus 718.5 and lured him away to adventure.  
 
    Though he now knew praying to Alum was like asking the wind for guidance and forgiveness, he found it hard to break old habits.  
 
    “On Saturday,” the monk resumed, “you will contribute to upkeep of the college grounds from 8:00 am until dinner at 6:00 pm. Saturday evenings are reserved for individual studies, meditation, and prayer. On Sunday, following Church service at 9:00 am, the rest of the day is yours. Relax. Enjoy the amenities of the city—in moderation of course.”  
 
    The caveat received the expected groans and chuckles. 
 
    “The school week begins anew with Matins, Sunday at midnight.” 
 
    The carefully-timed lecture ended as they approached the Housing Assignment Office.  
 
    “Ah, here we are.”  
 
    Groups that had arrived earlier were already dispersing.  
 
    The monk climbed the first few stairs and motioned for his group to gather closer.  
 
    “If you consult your tablets, you will see your class schedules and assigned residences. Maps of the freshman campus area will have been downloaded as well. Simply follow their guidance to your assigned building.”  
 
    Around the corner of the building, Stralasi heard another group arriving and their guide launching into the exact same spiel.  
 
    “If you have any questions or concerns, or if you’d prefer reassignment to a different residence or roommate,” their guide looked sternly at his charges, “I would urge you to consider the nature of your calling and pray on the matter until the next morning.”  
 
    It was not uncommon for two initiates who were close friends to prefer to room together but requests for reassignment did not reflect the necessary forbearance required of the Alumit and were, without exception, frowned upon.  
 
    The tour leader scanned the faces below for any sign of a problem.  
 
    “Any questions?” 
 
    Darian’s hand shot up.  
 
    Of course—Stralasi groaned and edged away. 
 
    The guide pointed at the outstretched hand clad in monk’s robes.  
 
    “Yes, Brother...er?”  
 
    “Darian,” Stralasi’s co-conspirator called out. “John Darian. Brother Stralasi and I don’t seem to have any assigned quarters.” 
 
    The guide waved Darian forward. A few of the initiates wandered off, their fingers tracing out the routes to their assigned residences on their tablets. Some hung back, curious about the Brothers with no room, or waiting their turns to ask questions. 
 
    The guide consulted his tablet.  
 
    “I don’t see your names anywhere on my list,” he said. “I was only expecting novitiates today.”  
 
    “Our orders came late last night,” Darian lied. “They were unexpected and gave us little time to prepare.” 
 
    “Still, you could have informed me,” the guide said, clearly annoyed. 
 
    “Our apologies, Brother,” Stralasi jumped in. “We didn’t know which starstep we’d be taking until minutes before our departure.” 
 
    The man’s eyes flicked between the two troublesome Brothers.  
 
    “Let me see your orders,” he said. 
 
    Darak held out his tablet and swiped it to send a copy to the irritated monk. “Yes, of course. Right here, Brother...? How may I call you?” 
 
    “Astram,” the man replied. He looked down at his own tablet, flipping through Darian’s and Stralasi’s counterfeit letter.  
 
    “Everything appears to be in order.”  
 
    He closed the letter, opened a connection to the Residential administration program, and poked around a bit.  
 
    “Hmmm. That’s odd. Nothing here. I wonder who was originally assigned to the course.” 
 
    He opened another tab and queried Registration.  
 
    “Ah,” he said. “Here’s the problem. Your course isn’t in the schedule for this semester.” 
 
    Stralasi stood silently, genuinely dumbfounded.  
 
    What do I do now?—he wondered.  
 
    Darian stepped in smoothly.  
 
    “Yet our orders clearly tell us to report here, today.” He smiled innocently. 
 
    Brother Astram stared skeptically at the two of them, not masking his annoyance at being presented with this irregularity. 
 
    “Very well. I can put you up in the Residence Hotel over the weekend. I suggest you visit Alumitum Administration first thing on Monday morning and straighten this out.” 
 
    He wrote a quick note to the Registrar’s Office for them, setting up an early morning appointment. Next, he booked them a room at the Vesta One Campus Inn.  
 
    “Any other questions?” he huffed. Without waiting for a response, he brusquely departed for the Housing Assignment building. 
 
    Stralasi noted Darian’s impish grin. 
 
    “I thought our orders would appear legitimate.” 
 
    Darian’s grin grew broader and more mischievous.  
 
    “There are limits to what one can do from hundreds of light years away. The letter was sufficiently convincing to get us this far. We have a room for tonight and tomorrow. That will give us some time to shore up appearances and scout the neighborhood around the Alumitum Administration. On Monday, we’ll be inside the building. I’d say the day has been quite a success so far.” 
 
    Stralasi consulted his tablet and pointed off to the right.  
 
    “I believe our hotel is this way.” 
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    “This feels criminal,” Stralasi whispered.  
 
    “We need to keep up the appearance that we intend to be here for the full semester,” Darian replied. “You know that.” 
 
    “An unholy waste of time, effort, and resources,” Stralasi persisted, as if he hadn’t heard. “Worse than criminal, it’s a sacrilege.” 
 
    “It’s all part of the disguise, Brother,” Darian reminded him. “Justified by necessity and as righteous as anything else they do here in the Alumitum.” 
 
    The pair had spent the better part of Saturday and Sunday traipsing around the city in search of food and clothing. Shopping, they agreed, was exhausting.  
 
    When they couldn’t bear another minute, they took a break at a café a few blocks from the Administration tower and settled into a comfortable quiet between them. Only once they cradled steaming cups of strong brew did Darian open conversation along a more agreeable line.  
 
    “Did you have a nice visit with Crissea?” 
 
    “I’d rather have been there in person,” Stralasi mumbled.  
 
    He didn’t mean to complain. He was grateful for his newfound ability to shift his attention to his Familiar self on distant Eso-La while his human self was shuttered away in the lackluster Vesta One Inn with Darian. But physical contact through the senses of his Familiar was not an entirely satisfying replacement for his own biological presence.  
 
    “Naturally,” Darian answered. “But you are there in person. Just not in…human.” 
 
    Stralasi was not amused.  
 
    “Well, it feels inhuman,” he replied, picking up on Darian’s pun, “to be separated from myself this way. I kept finding myself wanting to reach out and touch her with a hand, only to brush against empty air. Or worse, one of my tentacles would slip out to stroke her hair. I didn’t realize that that just isn’t done. Did you know that Familiar manipulators are only for work or defense, not intimacy?” 
 
    “Uh-huh. Yeah,” Darian replied. 
 
    The monk shot him an accusatory look. “You’re not even listening.”  
 
    “Hmm? Yes, of course, I am. Mostly,” Darian admitted. 
 
    “And what exactly is it captivating your attention?” Stralasi asked. “It’s not like there’s much to do until tomorrow morning.” 
 
    “On the contrary, Brother,” Darian replied. “I’ve been exceedingly busy. First, some good news. Last night, I was able to penetrate security in the Registrar’s Office. Our course is now showing on the official schedule.” 
 
    “How did you manage that?” 
 
    “Fortunately the rooms at the Inn have InterLat interfaces. It took most of the night and some careful investigation, but I found a pathway into the Registrar’s system.” 
 
    “You weren’t worried about tripping any alarms?” 
 
    “Sure, I was,” Darian answered. “For some reason, the security was extraordinarily tight for an institute of religious learning.”  
 
    He chuckled. “You know, in my youth, it wasn’t uncommon for students to bypass class and exam requirements and hack into the computers that assigned grades. I have to say, though, I really didn’t expect that to be the case here in the Alumit.” 
 
    “Being in the Brotherhood brings prestige as well as responsibility,” Stralasi said. “Sometimes that can distort one’s moral compass.” 
 
    “I guess,” Darian replied. “Anyway, the tight security is why it took so long.” 
 
    “I can see how your whole not-sleeping thing comes in handy.” 
 
    “Your Familiar part doesn’t need sleep either,” Darian pointed out. 
 
    “Well, I’m not quite used to that yet.” 
 
    “You mean you really haven’t tried to get used to it.”  
 
    Instead of answering, Stralasi took a sip of his latte.  
 
    I’ve had better coffee on the Frontier—he thought. You’d think the center of the Alumit could get a simple cup of coffee nearly perfect.  
 
    He felt a twinge of guilt for criticizing the organization in which he’d spent most of his life. He caught himself and then felt guilty for feeling guilty. 
 
    My allegiances are no longer here—he reminded himself. 
 
    Stralasi hated to admit that Darian had been right. He was having trouble adjusting to splitting his consciousness between two beings. Two worlds. Two galaxies.  
 
    “It’s hard, coordinating thoughts and bodies,” he confessed to his traveling companion.  
 
    “It can be, at first. Think of it like…coordinating your hands when playing the piano,” Darian suggested. “With a little practice, it can be learned.” 
 
    “I hope I learn this faster than the piano!” Stralasi joked. “That took forever.” 
 
    Darian peered at him without comment for uncomfortable seconds. “When we have a moment, I’ll help you,” he offered.  
 
    Stralasi’s eyes squinted suspiciously. 
 
    “What do you mean, help? Help me what?”  
 
    “I won’t risk it here and now,” Darian replied. “But we can work on adjusting the troublesome bits of your concepta directly. It’s a simple fine-tuning problem, really. We have hundreds of billions of Esu conceptas as successful examples. It shouldn’t be hard to adapt the correct structures. 
 
    “I wonder whether the Familiar part also finds it difficult to adjust to split consciousness?” His gaze drifted to the cottony clouds banking to the south, and he was uncharacteristically silent for a good while. 
 
    Stralasi coughed and Darian’s attention snapped back to ground level.  
 
    “So, our course is now official?” the Good Brother prompted. 
 
    “Huh? Oh, yes, right. It’s officially on the books. And the Registrar’s Office no longer needs to see us in the morning. We have a free hour.” 
 
    “How is that good?” Stralasi asked. “How are we going to get inside the Alumitum Administration if we have nothing to straighten out with Admin?” 
 
    “The Registrar’s Office no longer needs to see us,” Darian repeated, “but somehow our appointment did not get cancelled with Reception.” He flashed a most unconvincing look of innocence at the monk. 
 
    “Hurray for bureaucratic inefficiency?” the monk asked. 
 
    “Don’t worry. No one who works in the Alumit Administration will be blamed. It’s just a minor system glitch that left a little packet of information wandering in a loop.”  
 
    Stralasi’s raised eyebrow drew a guilty grin out of his companion.  
 
    “Okay, I may have rewritten the packet header,” Darian confessed, “but I promise I’ll restore it once we’re done and the request to cancel the appointment will eventually reach the Front Desk.” 
 
    Stralasi shook his head. “It’s good they no longer teach such things in school.” 
 
    “It’s an old skill and not particularly useful for legal activities,” Darian agreed. “So, yeah, it’s probably just as well that it’s not widely distributed in this kind of society.” 
 
    Stralasi raised a toast to him with his coffee cup, and drained the now cold latte in one gulp. 
 
    * * * 
 
    Fortified by a good night’s rest, Darian and Stralasi strolled toward the Alumit Administration building. The Good Brother clutched his tablet holding the letter confirming their morning appointment as tightly to his chest as if it were the Holy Wooden Staff itself.  
 
    Darian kept up a steady patter as they crossed the cheerful, welcoming plaza leading to the imposing main entrance and the pair of three-meter tall Angels that kept guard. 
 
    “There’s no good reason Angels are needed for security. Alum Himself could dedicate a tiny portion of His own resources to His own protection. But, I have to say, they do make an impressive reminder of Alum’s might. These two alone could destroy this entire asteroid with barely a thought. Do you realize that the concentrated might of ten of them could make the local sun go nova?”  
 
    He paused and placed a hand lightly on the monk’s sleeve. A boyish twinkle lit up his eyes.  
 
    “I wonder what they think about all day, standing there like that. It reminds me of a time when men stood guard for hours in front of palace entrances. They weren’t quite as beautifully terrifying as Angels. In fact, they were fairly normal members of the military, specially selected and trained to endure the long hours and curious gawking by tourists without moving a muscle. An amazing feat for a human. Next to nothing for a construct like an Angel.” 
 
    The two visitors continued their approach with an air of casual but respectful formality.  
 
    “Interesting,” Darian remarked. 
 
    “What’s interesting?” Stralasi whispered. He daubed a bead of sweat from his forehead.  
 
    “Well, you can’t sense it, of course. When Darak elevated us to Gods, he installed RAF sensors and generators equal to his own.” 
 
    “Are you insane, man? I told you, we can’t talk about those things here!” Stralasi warned. 
 
    “Oh. Right. Anyway, the sensors allow us to directly taste—no, it’s more like…see? No, that’s not right, either. I’m not sure what the nearest analogous sense would be—detect, in any case. The sensors allow us to detect quantum fields directly.”  
 
    He pointed at one of the Angels.  
 
    Stralasi slapped Darian’s hand downward, not at all gently, and pinned it to the man’s side. The bug-eyed glare accompanying the slap was redundant.  
 
    Darian ignored the reprimand and continued, “Look at that fluid motion of their mercurial skin. As well as being visually striking, the effect has defensive benefits. Achieving such an effect would have to involve a fascinating, continuous alteration of underlying local physics. What do you want to bet they have no idea of the subcutaneous generators responsible for the motion?” 
 
    “Seriously, Darian, are you trying to give me a stroke?” the monk hissed. 
 
    Darian continued to stare at the Angels as they drew closer to the door. “These creatures are a marvel of real and non-real engineering,” he said. “I need to do a deeper analysis as soon as our business here is over.”  
 
    “Shush!” Stralasi whispered. “They’ll hear you. Eyes ahead. Straighten up.” 
 
    But Darian’s rapt gaze kept drifting back to the Angels. He couldn’t look away from their spellbinding skin, their wings, their swords, their faces. 
 
    “Can I help you, Brother?”  
 
    The voice floated like resplendent music from the Angel on the right, who smiled down on the two men passing between him and his companion.  
 
    The second Angel turned his head to assess the object of attention. 
 
    “Kneel,” Stralasi instructed Darian, barely audibly. He prayed the man heard and complied. Without waiting to confirm, the monk dropped to his knees before the beauty and horror of the Angel’s curious eyes.  
 
    Darian followed suit, and the Angel’s hands relaxed at his side.  
 
    Thank Goodness! They’re not going for their swords. Yet.  
 
    Stralasi forced himself to relax. He was well aware that if the guards sensed any threat, as unthinkable as that would be here in the heart of the Alumit, the perceived source of consternation—in this case, himself and Darian—would be promptly dispatched with Angelic speed, grace, and no warning. 
 
    “A million pardons, my Lord!” Stralasi crooned. “My friend has been too long on the Frontier, I fear. His manners need refreshing in the glorious arms of Alum’s Grace that permeates the holy Alumitum.” 
 
    “State your business here,” the voice responded. It was filled with such mellifluous tones it caused one to forget that sudden death potentially lurked not far behind. 
 
    Stralasi kept his head bowed and awkwardly held up the tablet.  
 
    “An appointment to clear up a small scheduling matter, my Lord,” he said. He didn’t bother turning the tablet so the Angel could see. Surely, beings that represented Alum’s fearful power could scan tablets like his directly. Realm technology held no secrets from any who served Alum.  
 
    The Angel scanned the tablet and cross-referenced with Reception.  
 
    “You are late,” he said. 
 
    Stralasi scrambled for a response to mollify the Angels’ displeasure. 
 
    “My friend is easily distracted by the wonders of the city, my Lord,” he offered.  
 
    It’s a good story—he thought. I might as well stick to it. 
 
    His companion kept quiet, letting Stralasi’s experience guide them and keep them safe. 
 
    “Be on your way, then,” the Angel commanded and resumed his impassive guard pose. As the two monks got back on their feet, he made a point of catching Stralasi’s eye.  
 
    “You would do well to remember your manners. The Frontier may be far away, but we are all part of the Realm. We should be no less civilized out there than here on Home World.” 
 
    Darian bowed his head. “I will try, my Lord,” he said.  
 
    Stralasi caught the impudent smirk on Darian’s lips. Without daring a look to see if the Angel had caught it as well, the Good Brother tightly gripped his companion’s arm and pulled him into the lobby. 
 
    “You almost got us killed,” Stralasi reprimanded his partner as they stumbled toward the reception counter. 
 
    “I was in their heads,” Darian said out the side of his mouth. “I could have made them turn back and forget all about us.”  
 
    “Not without alerting Alum,” Stralasi replied, his harsh whisper verging on panic. 
 
    “Calm yourself, Brother,” Darian replied softly, imitating Darak’s voice and intonation. 
 
    Too incensed to form a coherent reply, Stralasi could only gawp. 
 
    Darian returned the Good Brother’s stare kindly, defusing the ire with a patient smile.  
 
    Stralasi blinked slowly and shifted his attention back to his Familiar self in Crissea’s garden on Eso-La. He felt the cool flood of machine logic wash over his mind. Settled and refreshed, he took a deep breath and returned his mind to the lobby and to Darian. 
 
    “Better?” Darian asked. 
 
    Stralasi set his lips firmly and nodded once. 
 
    “Very well. Let’s see about our appointment.” 
 
    They presented their credentials and orders to Reception and were directed to an office on the twentieth floor. They made their way to the elevators and joined a half-dozen robed monks gathered there ahead of them.  
 
    The elevator doors opened and four monks entered. Stralasi moved forward but Darian held him back and indicated to the monks that they’d catch the next one. 
 
    As they waited with the other two Brothers, Darian turned to Stralasi and spoke in a loud and overly animated voice.  
 
    “Oh, Brother,” he gushed, “I do hope the Proctor approves this new course. I’ve always wanted to apply a little creative writing to the Standard prayers. Now, don’t get me wrong. I love the comfort of something tried and true. Don’t you? And the current guidebook is filled with wonderful devotions.” 
 
    The elevator doors whisked open, and the two monks ahead of them stepped forward. Darian followed them onto the elevator and maneuvered Stralasi into the corner farthest from the panel of buttons.  
 
    When the Good Brother reached out to push the button for their floor, Darian deftly blocked his arm. The doors whisked shut.  
 
    Darian shook his head once; the motion was hardly detectable, more of a twitch, really, but Stralasi caught it and relaxed back into the corner. 
 
    The newly-minted man-God renewed his patter.  
 
    “But, you know, the Brothers no longer seem to be pouring all of their hearts and souls into the Standard litany. Sometimes they flag a little, and the starstep wavers with Alum’s displeasure. This can’t be good. I truly believe a little variety will help everyone put a bit more zest into their voices.” 
 
    The elevator zoomed past the twentieth floor without slowing and continued toward the top floor, the only light active on the panel. One of the other two monks looked at Darian and they exchanged polite nods. 
 
    “It’s not an easy thing, to construct a novel prayer that would be pleasing to the Living God. We’ll have to study the structure of the great prayers, of course. There’s opening, middle, and closing invocations. There’s cadence, tone, pacing, rhythm—all must be taken into account. And, we’ll certainly need some classes on improvisation.” 
 
    The elevator bell announced their arrival at the top floor, the one wholly taken up by the Proctor’s Office and his support staff. All four of the monks, including Darian and Stralasi, disembarked. The other two turned left, presumably toward their work areas.  
 
    Darian pulled Stralasi to the right, in the direction of the Proctors’ reception desk. He locked arms with the Good Brother and pretended to be in deep, hushed conversation as he steered him right past the desk. The receptionist never looked up from his work. 
 
    The pair continued slowly down the long corridor. 
 
    “What are you doing?” Stralasi demanded, with as much indignation as his whisper allowed. “I thought you said not the Proctor’s Office!” 
 
    “Change of plans, Brother,” Darian replied. “Let’s stop here a moment.” 
 
    Stralasi leaned against the wall and pretended to be deep in thought at something Darian had said. 
 
    “No one expects us in the Registrar’s Office, remember?” Darian said. “And we have no legitimate business whatsoever on this floor.” 
 
    “Then what are we doing here?” 
 
    “I’m listening.” 
 
    “Pardon me?” 
 
    “My RAF sensors are at maximum sensitivity,” Darian replied. “I’m trying to get the layout of the floor and scan for access to the upper level. I’ll only need a few minutes, so play along. Maybe this’ll be more worthwhile than I thought.” 
 
    Stralasi could feel his heart racing.  
 
    If Alum senses us here, we’ll be dead in an instant. At least, I hope we’ll only be dead. He could choose to torture us forever or throw us in our own prison universe.  
 
    His eyes wandered to Darian, whose lips were moving without a sound as if the two were engaged in an intense discussion.  
 
    Maybe he can protect us or get us out of here if we’re discovered. He wished Darak were here with him instead of Darian. 
 
    “Okay, let’s go,” Darian announced and guided Brother Stralasi back to the elevator, taking care to keep their heads huddled close together as if still caught up in their intense conversation. 
 
    “Excuse me, Brothers,” the receptionist called out to them as they passed by, “Can I help you?” 
 
    “Wrong floor, sorry,” Darian mumbled as he pushed the call button. 
 
    “Who were you looking for?” the receptionist called out as the elevator door opened.  
 
    Darian waved off the man’s question and the two slipped into the elevator.  
 
    As the doors closed, Stralasi saw the receptionist shake his head, scratch it as if confused, and return to his work. 
 
    “You hacked into his lattice, didn’t you?” the Good Brother asked.  
 
    The elevator began its descent. 
 
    “No choice,” Darian replied. “He was about to alert security. That would mean one of the Angels would have greeted us in the lobby. Shush, now. I thought we were not to speak of such things here,” he teased the monk. 
 
    “But Alum might have detected you!” 
 
    “He’d be less likely to detect a little unexplained EM activity than an RAF field,” Darian replied with a shrug. “I don’t hear any alarms. I think we’re okay.” 
 
    The doors whooshed open, startling Stralasi.  
 
    Everything in the lobby looked the same as it had when they’d arrived. Peaceful. Serious. Glorious. 
 
    The same two Angels stood at their same stations at either side of the same grand entrance. 
 
    Darian straightened his posture, held his head high, and made Stralasi do the same. They walked out of the Alumit Administration building with fake confidence and genuine relief. 
 
    “Finished so soon, Brothers?” 
 
    Stralasi’s heart stopped.  
 
    Darian halted mid-stride, turned, and knelt.  
 
    The terrified Stralasi managed the presence of mind to follow suit, half a beat behind. 
 
    “It was a trivial matter, my Lord,” Darian answered calmly while the Good Brother trembled imperceptibly beside him. “As usual, the Alumitum Administration handled it with great efficiency.” 
 
    “And how is Brother Tyrell, today?” the Angel asked. 
 
    Darian raised his head and met the Angel’s seemingly innocent countenance.  
 
    “As you must know, my Lord, Brother Tyrell is away on other matters this week. Brother Regis handled our inquiry with grace and experience.” 
 
    The Angel smiled in return, a smile as cold as it was beautiful.  
 
    “Ah, yes,” he replied. “I am happy to hear all was resolved.” 
 
    “By Alum’s Grace, my Lord,” Darian said, and bowed his head again. 
 
    “By Alum’s Grace, in all things,” the Angel said. “Now, I’m sure you have other business to attend to.” 
 
    Darian stood up and extended a helpful hand to Brother Stralasi.  
 
    “Indeed, my Lord. We have classes this week and need to prepare.” 
 
    He nodded to both guardian Angels.  
 
    “By your leave, my Lords,” he said and gently touched the Good Brother’s elbow, cuing him to follow suit and resume their unhurried departure from the Administration tower. 
 
    Stunned, Stralasi gave a low bow and muttered a customary, “By your leave, my Lords.” He allowed his elbow to stay connected to Darian’s gentle touch and be guided away. His knees felt weak. 
 
    Darian linked one arm amicably under Stralasi’s and pretended to point out something with the other.  
 
    “Steady, Brother. We’re safe now,” he reassured him. 
 
    Darian lowered his arm and pointed off to one side.  
 
    In a more confident, cheerful voice, he added, “I’m glad that’s all cleared up. Why don’t we stop for a treat before we return to the residences?” 
 
    He steered an unsteady Stralasi down the nearest side street to the small, outdoor café, eased him into a seat at an empty table at the edge of the ringed-off patio, and ordered for them both.  
 
    “Breathe deeply, Brother,” he said. “Let it go.” 
 
    Stralasi exhaled fully to the count of four, paused for two seconds, and let his lungs refill of their own accord. He counted to two, and emptied his lungs again. He repeated the time-honored re-set exercise a few more times, and looked around.  
 
    The café was quiet. The early morning rush already over, and only a few patrons—students, judging by their youth—remained. They sat several tables away, in the shade of a building that towered twenty stories overhead. Pedestrians strode along the adjacent street on their way to appointments or scheduled tasks. A few monks tended the trees and flowers along the boulevard, and a worker swept tiny bits of stray litter into a dustpan.  
 
    It was a stunningly normal street scene, one that was playing out identically, simultaneously, in countless cities throughout the Realm.  
 
    No intruder alarms sounded in the Alumitum Administration. No vengeful Angels descended on them. No angry God ripped them out of this universe to eternal damnation. 
 
    A young server placed a colorful fruit-covered dessert and a foamy cappuccino on the table in front of Stralasi.  
 
    “Sweetener?” he asked. 
 
    Stralasi stared at the server, blank-faced, barely comprehending the question.  
 
    “Yes, please,” Darian answered on the monk’s behalf. “One packet will be enough.” 
 
    The server dropped a small packet next to Stralasi’s cup, gave the Brothers a smile, and disappeared back inside the café.  
 
    Stralasi stared at the package a moment. His hands remained limp at his side. His breath was ragged, his face was blanched, and his body trembled.  
 
    I may faint—he realized, surprised at the thought. Where’s Darak? Can I withdraw my offer to accompany Darian Leigh and just leave this place? 
 
    A warmth passed through him. It began in the core of his body and radiated outward. Where it passed, the tension melted away and it was replaced by a feeling of peace and comfort. Trembling muscles let go, circulation increased. He took a deep breath and a somewhat more normal color returned to his face. He picked up the packet of sweetener, opened one end, and dumped half the contents into his cup. 
 
    “That’s better,” Darian said. His eyes met Stralasi’s and he smiled reassuringly. 
 
    “You...adjusted me?” 
 
    Darian shrugged. “You were in shock. You needed something. I just tweaked your brain biochemistry a little. You’ll be okay now.” 
 
    “Hah!” the monk laughed, weakly, “I’m not sure I’ll ever be okay again.” 
 
    Darian tilted his head to one side.  
 
    “I’m a little surprised, Brother. I mean, you’ve faced far worse situations than this. You’ve faced new and unfamiliar worlds. You’ve faced Angels—on more than one occasion. You’ve seen Darak kill them by the thousands. What’s so different here?” 
 
    Stralasi stared at him for several seconds before answering. 
 
    “I’m sorry to have caused you concern. You’re right, of course, I have faced terrifying trials and tribulations, and Angels. The only thing I can think of is that here, up close, in the only place conceptually closer to Alum than His Hall, the danger seemed greater.” 
 
    “That, and Darak wasn’t here,” Darian suggested. 
 
    “Maybe. I guess. It’s just that, well, I’ve seen Darak in action and I have some idea of his capabilities. I was starting to feel confident in any situation with him. And, no offense, but I don’t know you.”  
 
    “Should I feel offended?” Darian asked. “I see what you’re saying. I’m inexperienced at being a God. You don’t know my limits. Heck, I don’t even know my own limits.” 
 
    He took a sip and replaced the cup thoughtfully.  
 
    “We were never in danger, today, I assure you. I’m being careful. The Angels were no more trouble than the receptionist. I could have altered their thoughts just as easily, if needed.” 
 
    “Without alerting Alum?” 
 
    “I think so.” 
 
    “You think so?” Stralasi echoed and leaned forward. “That’s not as reassuring as you might believe.” 
 
    “Okay, I’m almost certain Alum wouldn’t have noticed anything. If He did, I’d have been able to shift us out of there. He wouldn’t have been able to hurt us. I’m as confidant of that as I can be of anything.” 
 
    “I guess that’ll have to do. I hope you’re right.”  
 
    Stralasi sat back in his chair.  
 
    “Did you find the QUEECH device?” 
 
    Darian frowned. “I did.” 
 
    “Then, why don’t you look happier?” 
 
    “I don’t see any way to get to it without alerting Alum. There’s only one approach onto the floor. It’s by an unused stairwell but He monitors it directly so I don’t dare try to tamper with it.  
 
    “I might be able to shift in without being detected, but that would require delicate balancing of airflow and heat exchange. I’m not familiar with His detector sensitivity and tolerance levels, so I’m not sure what we’d be able to get away with.” 
 
    “He must allow maintenance workers onto the floor.” 
 
    “Only nanotech and Cybrids. Well, Cybrid drones at any rate; I don’t think they contain Full personas.” 
 
    “Can you access them?” 
 
    Darian considered the idea.  
 
    “Same problem. I could hack them; that’s no problem. A little stray EM transmission in other parts of the building is one thing, but I’m fairly certain Alum would pay more attention to a transmission originating so close to His own CPPU.” 
 
    “What? Alum is up there? In person?”  
 
    “A node of Him, for sure,” Darian replied. “Quite a significant one, too.” 
 
    Stralasi felt faint again.  
 
    “So, we were meters away from the Living God?” 
 
    “We remained outside His interest. We’re safe.” 
 
    “But we could have drawn His attention.” 
 
    Darian nodded. “There’s always that danger, Brother, anywhere in the Realm.” 
 
    Stralasi cupped his coffee in both hands and took a long drink. He held the liquid in his mouth, letting the soothing warmth permeate. He swallowed and felt the warmth spread.  
 
    “I suppose that’s true,” he said, “although it’s not exactly comforting.” 
 
    “Anyway, I couldn’t see any easy way in,” Darian said. “I’ll have to think about it some more.” He swirled his cup and admired the interaction of foam and crema. 
 
    Bam!  
 
    Stralasi’s hand had shot out and smashed something crawling across the heavy mosaic table.  
 
    Darian looked up at the monk, suppressing his natural startle reflex.  
 
    “Did you have to do that?” he asked in a level tone. 
 
    “What? It was just a spider,” Stralasi answered. “They’re everywhere. I know they’re part of the ecosystem but that doesn’t mean we have to share our table with them.” 
 
    “What did you say?” Darian sat rigidly upright, suddenly alert. 
 
    “Uhh…that we don’t have to share our table with them?” 
 
    “You said, spiders are everywhere.” 
 
    “They are,” Stralasi confirmed. “We had a saying that you’re never more than a meter or two from a spider in the Alumitum. We leave them alone and they leave us alone. Nobody pays attention to them. Unless they bite you or crawl across your table, in which case, they’re fair game.” 
 
    “That’s it!” Darian said with obvious excitement. “Spyders!” 
 
    “Spiders, what?” Stralasi asked. 
 
    “Not spiders,” Darian answered. “Spyders. With a ‘y’. Specially altered arachnids, outfitted as spies. If spiders are everywhere, we can use them without being noticed.” 
 
    Stralasi was confused.  
 
    “How can we use spiders? Or even spyders, with a ‘y’. They’re just bugs.” 
 
    Darian beamed. “I developed the technology as a teen. I guess, like so many other things here, it’s been lost. Or maybe banned. Either way, Darak tells me they’re not used anywhere in the Realm. The Esu rediscovered them, and now they use the basic tech everywhere on Eso-La. They’ll know what I’m talking about. They’ll be able to give us what we need.” 
 
    “What do you mean, they use it everywhere on Eso-La?” Stralasi was a little annoyed. “I never noticed bugs being used as spies.” 
 
    “You never noticed that wherever you went on Eso-La, the bugs left you alone? No spider bites, no mosquito bites, and no wild animals stalking you, even though you and Crissea spent so much time out in the forest?” 
 
    Stralasi thought back. “Huh. Not especially. I guess I assumed Eso-La was an unusually civilized ringworld. No biting insects or predatory animals around to threaten the inhabitants.” 
 
    “No, there don’t appear to be any. But think about it, a world without insects or predators would be a dead world,” Darian said, “or a sick one. But the Esu live in nature. Everywhere on Eso-La is natural. The wild is everywhere. Did you really think it was just one large, well-tended artificial park?” 
 
    “No, I guess not.” 
 
    “I guess not,” Darian agreed. “That’s because the Esu developed technology to tame the wild. Every organism bigger than a mite is connected to the world wide lattice network. They’re all part of a centrally-controlled, carefully balanced ecosystem, one that’s designed for human convenience as much as for the ecological stability of their world. On Eso-La, the spiders never bite people.” 
 
    The Good Brother looked so astonished that Darian had to laugh.  
 
    “Don’t believe me? Check with your Familiar part,” he said. “The information on lattice technology and its use in managed ecologies should all be there.” 
 
    Stralasi synchronized his human and Familiar consciousness. Schematics, images, videos, and concepts leaped into his mind. Darian was right. Mammals, birds, fish, reptiles and, yes, insects. All manner of living organisms had had their behavior altered through an integrated micro-lattice.  
 
    The various animals lived almost as if humans didn’t exist in their world. They ignored the Esu except to skirt around them or skitter into hiding when their paths crossed. Otherwise, they went about their lives separately and in peace, occasionally cleaning up some unsightly plant or cropping grass in a certain pattern, and mating only when directed.  
 
    To Stralasi, Eso-La was a kind of Eden, an idyllic world where people lived in synchrony with the rest of nature. He’d never imagined that kind of engineered harmony. 
 
    “Oh,” he said. 
 
    “Definitely, oh,” Darian replied. “Adding QUEECH comms to their lattices will allow me to direct them in infiltrating Alum’s device. If they can carry a few basic components with them, they should be able to construct an on-site splice of the interface. Alum won’t detect a thing and we’ll be inside.” 
 
    “In that case, what are we waiting here for?” Stralasi asked. He pushed his chair back. 
 
    “Relax, Brother,” Darian said. “The instructions have already been sent, along with shipping directions. We can finish our coffees. It’ll take a few days to get what we need.” 
 
    “Days?”  
 
    “Yes, a few days. Patience, my friend. Magic may appear instant, but technology still takes time. The Esu have the required capability, but there’s some complex virus vector synthesis involved. A few delicate electronic parts need to be manufactured and tested, the Spyders need to be hatched, and they have to set up the proper transportation.” 
 
    Stralasi paused. “Can’t they just shift everything to us?” 
 
    Darian shook his head. “No. Same problem we had getting here. A shipment has to take advantage of official routes. Starstep shifts to the Alumitum become much less frequent once classes start. It’ll probably be Friday before the next scheduled jump from Darbiness.” 
 
    “Friday?” The realization struck Stralasi like a crashing wave, “But we have our first seminar scheduled for Thursday morning!” 
 
    “Well, in that case, it looks like your dream has come true,” Darian laughed. “You, my friend, are going to teach at the Alumitum!” 
 
    A tiny bead of sweat broke out on the Good Brother’s forehead. 
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    Darak caught up to Darya near S0-2, the large bright star that circled the massive black hole at the center of the Milky Way. He watched her work for a few seconds, shifting battle-Cybrids out of the central muster zone. Over the brief time he observed, several thousand attack-groups were randomly selected, deployed, collected, and redeployed.  
 
    “You’re getting good at this,” he said.  
 
    “Thanks,” Darya replied. “I’m in secondary deployment right now.”  
 
    She stopped shifting in and out of the region for half a second while they exchanged entangled particles. She used them to open a QUEECH comm channel so she could resume her work and continue talking.  
 
    “We’ve got a little over a million attack teams to disperse within a few dozen light years of Sagittarius A*,” she said. “I’m trying to get my time down to a few minutes for a complete dispersal.” 
 
    “S0-2 has been a great staging and training center for that. I’ve been able to shift entire attack groups in one jump. As soon as they hit their respective battlegrounds, the armies deploy outward, enact the first formation in the pseudorandom sequence, and shoot at the Angel-like drones I set out for them. While one group targets the drones, another maneuvers into position and blasts the simulated array elements. They’re doing really well. Most of the practice battles are over within half an hour.” 
 
    “That’s pretty good,” Darak admitted. “Anything I can help with?” 
 
    ”I think we have it mostly under control,” she replied. “But I have to say, it has been a little unnerving, carrying out Deplosion Array attack drills right here in the Living God’s backyard,” she said.  
 
    “Yeah, no doubt,” Darak commiserated, “but no need to worry. The nearest array element is light years away, and a lot of space lies between here and the nearest detectors. You’re as undetectable as if you were still in ESO 461-36. Your blasts won’t be visible to any of the detectors for years.” 
 
    “Logically, I know that. And yet…” 
 
    “Yeah, I can almost feel His eyes on us, too.” Darak stared out toward the Origin system and Alum’s Hall. “Anyway, there’s been no Deplosion Array activity and nobody in this locale for ages. They mined this whole system of everything useful long ago and haven’t been back.” 
 
    “I guess practicing so close to the intended battlefield has allowed us to get more familiar with this region,” Darya admitted. “Hopefully, the payoff will be worth the risk of detection and the risk from S0-2 going nova,” she said. 
 
    S0-2 happened to be nearing periapsis, its closest approach to SagA* in its eccentric sixteen-year orbit, making this a precarious time to be working near the star. This year was particularly dangerous in that the closest star to the black hole, S0-102, was coincidentally in its own periapsis, as well.  
 
    The two stars had been interacting with each other gravitationally for billions of years. Every time they simultaneously approached closest to SagA*, they ripped great torrents of energetic ejecta from one another, and filled the local sky with dramatic fireworks. Most of the cooling plasma, instead of shrouding or settling on the stars, would eventually be gobbled up by the massive black hole a few light hours away. This activity created an extremely unpleasant neighborhood for several Standard months.  
 
    It also suited the rebellion’s purposes perfectly.  
 
    Had any of Alum’s crews still been working in the area, they would have evacuated the neighborhood near both stars by now. But once Alum ramped up construction on the Deplosion Array, nobody bothered to monitor the two roaming stars anymore.  
 
    “How’s it going? Will you be able to get out of here soon, before things get too dicey?”  
 
    “I think we’ll be ready to attack the Deplosion Array soon, for sure, long before the stars make it too risky to be near. Just to be safe, we’ve been monitoring them closely and keeping our visits to the region brief, no more than a few hours at a time. How about you?” 
 
    ”I’ve been building a model of the region near SagA* and its two closest companion stars, and overlaying the positions of the simulated array elements. Everything looks good so far.”  
 
    Darak monitored the distribution until Darya was able to break away, after which they jumped to a few of the simulated battlefields and watched the different approaches play out. They ran in-depth analyses of the various scenarios and Darak offered his suggestions. 
 
    “Maybe it’s all moot, anyway,” Darya said. “No battle plan survives first contact with the enemy.” 
 
    Darak dug deep into archived memory.  
 
    “Aren’t you the wise one,” he laughed. “Quoting Moltke now, are we?” 
 
    “I have you to thank for that,” she pointed out. “Not too long ago, I wouldn’t have remembered who that was. Thank you for restoring my lost memories. I’m sorry I gave you so much grief over it.” 
 
    “Thanks for letting me,” Darak said. “I know it wasn’t an easy decision for you. It took a lot of trust. But enough of that. Now, if we’re going to quote great military strategists, how about Dwight D. Eisenhower?” 
 
    Darya did her own search.  
 
    “That goes back a bit, too. Let’s see. My guess is you’re referring to this gem: ‘In preparing for battle, I have always found that plans are useless, but planning is indispensable.’” 
 
    “That’s the one. Still fitting after all this time, isn’t it?” 
 
    They floated for a while, silently contemplating the local battlefield. Powerful energy blasts occasionally speared toward them. They casually shunted the beams into alternative, virtual universes where they could do no harm.  
 
    “Earth was a violent place in those days,” Darya observed. “I’m afraid we’re bringing war back into a Realm that has known peace for over twenty million years.” 
 
    “Me, too,” Darak agreed. “But there would’ve been no need for this war without Alum’s Divine Plan. He didn’t leave us much choice.”  
 
    “It’s lucky that the one civilization that threatens the entire universe happened to give rise to more than one active God,” Darya said. “Imagine, if we weren’t here to challenge Alum’s ambition and power, the universe would be reconfigured without a whimper.” 
 
    Darak grimaced. “It still might be. We humans have always had to reign in our leaders, whether those leaders were Kings, or Emperors, or Presidents, or Gods like Alum.” 
 
    “Yeah, you’ve got that right,” Darya replied, “We bring it on ourselves, though. We keep clinging to some magical hope that someone better than us, some omnipotent Supreme Being, will come along and rescue us from ourselves. It makes us easy prey for charismatic leaders who can claim any sort of connection to that Supreme Being or, in Alum’s case, to set Himself up as that Supreme Being.” 
 
    “That’s because we have a hard time embracing maturity,” Darak said. “You know, things like responsibility, accountability, and consequence. Religious belief—unquestioning faith in any leader, really—banks on our desire to offload responsibility for our actions, good or bad.  
 
    “I firmly believe that rejection of mature responsibility was one of the things that got Darian killed. He kept pushing humanity to grow up, to take responsibility for its choices and development. Some people don’t take kindly to that kind of thing.” 
 
    “What do you mean, he pushed humanity to grow up?” 
 
    “I remember him saying something in his last lecture. ‘If as a society—as a species—we can learn to become aware of the behaviors that are good for our species over the long term, we can begin to take steps to select good behaviors from bad ones without needing the threat of eternal punishment. We no longer need the idea of a God or gods to choose good behaviors.’ A lot of people, powerful people, took exception to that.” 
 
    “Considering Alum’s Divine Plan, I’m not sure that part about making good decisions and not needing guidance will ever be true,” Darya replied. “Who does Alum look to for guidance and judgment?” 
 
    “Ha, well, you’ll love this! Like all Gods, Alum is an atheist. He assumes full responsibility for what He does. As far as He’s concerned, there’s no God above Him to judge His actions, unless He still holds some faded concept of the Abrahamic God He modeled Himself after.” 
 
    “Yov, the Creator-God.” 
 
    “That’s the most recent name they gave Him, yes,” Darak said. “Even though, we now know Yov is nothing more than a human fabrication. A story. A stubbornly persistent myth. Our present universe has no need of such concepts.” 
 
    “If there is no ultimate God, who will judge us?” Darya asked quietly. 
 
    Darak considered his answer carefully. “As I told Alum, nature is everywhere and always the arbiter of truth. I meant it. Reality judges. The universe, or the multiverse if you prefer, judges us all. And continued existence is its only criterion.” 
 
    “I hear echoes of Darian in that.” 
 
    “I’ve created universes,” Darak replied. “I’ve watched them develop and watched them sputter back into the Chaos, and I can say with confidence that continued existence—the continued chance for something surprising or interesting to develop—is all that matters. As much as we’d like to have other criteria to judge good and bad, I’ve never found any.” 
 
    “Not even love?” 
 
    “Love is powerful, I’ll give you that, but it’s not always a clear measure of ‘good’. If we’re not careful, if we let it get out of balance, it can become a destructive force. Over my various lifetimes, versions of me have done many crazy things for love.” 
 
    “Did you find love again? After me, I mean?” she asked. 
 
    Darak overlaid an image of Greg Mahajani onto his physical body that was floating in space with Darya, then transitioned it slowly back to the appearance he’d worn for the past millions of years.  
 
    “For many years in this form, I didn’t dare allow myself to love without reservation. I was always too close to Alum to let down my guard or be caught in an open and vulnerable state.” 
 
    He swapped bodies, bringing his Cybrid-self forward from another dimension.  
 
    Darya transmitted a gasp of surprise.  
 
    “DAR-G!”  
 
    “Yeah, surprise! Through the ages, I’ve been…I am Darak, Greg, and DAR-G. And then there are my Angel and Aelu identities. But all of my personas—those with human origins—loved you, first as Kathy and then again as DAR-K. I never stopped.” 
 
    “So many lifetimes ago,” Darya whispered. 
 
    “Too many, and yet still not enough. That’s the problem with perfect memory. I can recall every moment of our lives together. I can remember losing you. Twice. I still have to dampen the pain when I think about it.” 
 
    “Greg...Darak, I’m so sorry.” 
 
    Darak changed back into his human form. He shrugged and tried to grin.  
 
    “That’s okay. I found you again. Even though we may not survive our confrontation with Alum, I’ve found you again and that makes me happy.” 
 
    Darya transmitted an image of her human avatar, smiling.  
 
    “We could try again. We could run away from all of this.” 
 
    Darak shook his head.  
 
    “I don’t know how long we’d survive,” he said. “Not long, I imagine. Alum’s Deplosion Array is going to alter the multiverse to its core. He’s going to rip apart the fabric of reality and make His Heaven the only possible universe. I don’t think any of us could survive for long.” 
 
    “Probably longer than we’re going to survive by taking the fight to Him.” 
 
    Darak stared at his feet, floating on nothing. For a microsecond, he felt torn. 
 
    An instinctive reflex. I thought I’d edited those out. In that moment, he realized what Darya had been doing. He burst out laughing.  
 
    “What?” she said. 
 
    “You always were a good foil,” he said. “You know me well enough to know my weaknesses.” 
 
    She sent an image of innocence.  
 
    “I had to know for sure,” she said. “Can you fight as hard for the love of a universe as you once did for the love of a woman?” 
 
    “‘The universe’ seems like such a nebulous concept,” he said.  
 
    “Nothing could be less nebulous than the universe. No pun intended.” 
 
    “True,” he agreed. “I see now why you chose a warrior as your avatar.” 
 
    Darya conjured an image of her warrior self, standing with her sword in hand at the edge of a city in ruins.  
 
    “The persona suited me when I didn’t really know who I was. I drew strength from it. Now that I know who I am again, it still fits. Just in a different way.” 
 
    “Maybe more than ever,” Darak agreed. “I’m glad you’re here with me. I couldn’t imagine anyone else I’d rather have by my side when I confront Alum.” 
 
    “I’ll be out here, though, not at your side.” 
 
    “There will come a point when this battle, the one out here, will no longer matter. The final battle will be finished in Alum’s Hall or in Heaven.” 
 
    “I’ll come to you when you call.” 
 
    “I know,” Darak said, his transmitted voice barely a murmur. “That’s why I’m going to spend the next two days with you.” 
 
    “Oh?” 
 
    “Yes. It’s time you practiced fighting as a God.” 
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    The demanding week was taking a heavy toll on the Good Brother. Bouts of tedious waiting were punctuated by sheer panic every time he contemplated delivering his first lecture at the Alumita. The task was testing Stralasi’s fortitude in ways he’d never experienced.  
 
    Darian Leigh, as if in intentional contrast, remained the picture of deep internal tranquility and perfect contentment. He was infuriatingly unconcerned by the drawn out days, filling his hours by strolling around the campus, exploring the habitat, and hacking into its InterLat databases. He was unperturbed by Stralasi’s wild dashing about in all directions at all hours, frantically compiling research that might be in any way remotely relevant to the course he’d proposed. Indeed, by all outward appearance, Darian seemed impervious to the monk’s caterwauling about being “in no way prepared” to lecture to a group of senior students. 
 
    “What was I thinking?” the poor Brother wailed from his desk.  
 
    Darian pulled his attention from whatever deep internal research he’d been pursuing and cracked open one eye. 
 
    Stralasi pushed away from his work and strode over to the window.  
 
    “There’s so much to cover in a course like this. So many things the Alumit would want me to teach.” 
 
    “What’s the problem, my friend?” Darian asked. “You only have to give one class.” 
 
    “The material I would have selected a year ago is all Standard theological pedagogy,” the Good Brother answered. 
 
    “With which I assume you are well acquainted,” Darian replied. 
 
    “But which I now know to be full of lies!” 
 
    “Then adjust the material to fit the truth,” Darian suggested.  
 
    “Obviously,” Stralasi said. “But if I do that, we’d be hauled before the Proctor after the first class.” 
 
    “Hmm. That could be a problem. Perhaps you could compromise your principles.” 
 
    Stralasi twisted in his seat and peered over his shoulder. “You do know that we take vows of honesty?” 
 
    “I believe we passed that ethical point some time ago,” Darian pointed out. 
 
    Stralasi turned from the window. The peaceful scenery was distracting. “Any untruths we’ve told have been necessary to our infiltration; they were needed to save the universe. That greater goal supersedes the obligation to be truthful in all things. Anyway, no one was directly hurt by our tiny lies. But I cannot bring myself to propagate the deceit of the Realm to future generations.” 
 
    “I’m not suggesting you be deceitful,” Darian said, “just choose who you want to be true to.” 
 
    “What does that mean?” 
 
    “For our purposes, that means perhaps it would be better when you lecture on Thursday to be true to the Brother Stralasi you were one year ago, than to the Brother Stralasi you are today.” 
 
    Stralasi shook his head. “Try again?” 
 
    “Deliver the lecture you would have given a year ago. None of this will be relevant a year from now, anyway.” 
 
    “There is no time limit on the truth,” the monk intoned. 
 
    Darian laughed. “Normally, I’d agree with you. But, for now, it’s much more important that we make it to Friday than you assuage your guilt. It’s ironic you chose to teach a course in pragmatics. At the moment, pragmatics would dictate we say whatever we must in order to survive.” 
 
    Stralasi frowned and returned to his work.  
 
    Thursday morning arrived, and the Good Brother stood at the front of a class of two-hundred and fifty senior students feeling utterly terrified and inadequate.  
 
    How do I make sure I say only what is safe?—he wondered.  
 
    The conflict between the truth he wanted to shout and the lies he had to tell made his stomach hurt. 
 
    We are invaders not colonists!—he wanted to say.  
 
    We need to respect local life, not adapt everywhere to our needs. 
 
    We could build more ringworlds, better suited to our natural biology, and leave other planets to develop as they will. They’re not for us anyway.  
 
    We pray to a false God to fulfill our needs, when it is actually His Cybrid slaves that do all the work.  
 
    He jams us into foreign bodies so we can tolerate environments that would otherwise kill us.  
 
    All in the name of growing His Realm.  
 
    The treasonous—blasphemous!—thoughts ran through his brain in an uncontrolled torrent. Galaxies away, his Familiar self waved its tentacle manipulators in nervous agitation. 
 
    Brother Stralasi tried to calm his jumbled mind by reviewing his notes and class roster while he waited for the bell to sound the start of class.  
 
    The resonating bong finally sounded directly within their lattices and the class turned their attention to their lecturer.  
 
    The Good Brother closed his eyes and took a deep breath. He opened them and put on a confident smile. 
 
    “Welcome to Spiritual Pragmatics, 315—Foundations of New Colonizations,” Stralasi began.  
 
    “This is the first time I’ve taught this course, so the syllabus might be a bit different from prior years. We’re going to cover a lot of material, everything from social dynamics in a Founding Alumston to ecological testing and management. As the course title implies, we will pay as much attention to pragmatic issues as to spiritual—” 
 
    A hand shot up in the back of the class. Stralasi’s lattice brought up the student’s name. 
 
    “Yes, Mr. Armundsen,” he invited.  
 
    Please, please, don’t ask if this will be on the test—he thought. 
 
    “Professor Stralasi,” the young novitiate began. 
 
    “Brother Stralasi,” the monk interrupted. “I am but a simple Brother in the Alumit. I have no Doctorate degree, simply decades of experience on the front lines, so to speak.” 
 
    “Uh..okay. Brother Stralasi,” the student acknowledged.  
 
    Stralasi cringed at the smirks and sneers on some of the faces at the back of the class.  
 
    “Aren’t we going to begin with a prayer?” someone called out. 
 
    By the Angels! Stralasi blushed at his rookie mistake. He’d been so focused on the lecture, he’d overlooked basic protocol.  
 
    A wave of snickers reached his ears.  
 
    He cleared his throat loudly to hide his embarrassment.  
 
    “Yes, of course. Of course. Prayer is one of the most essential duties of the Head Brother. Perhaps one day you will be granted the privilege of welcoming a new world into Alum’s Realm. It will be your job to ensure the proper litanies make their way into the regular social fabric of the colony. After all, we wouldn’t want our worlds to become disconnected from the Lord out of laziness, would we? Or, worse yet, fall into rebellion.” 
 
    He thought he heard a collective gasp at the notion that new colonies might volunteer to break away from the loving embrace of the Realm. Had he heard it or imagined it? He chided himself for bringing up such a controversial idea on the first day.  
 
    More caution in your babblings, Brother!—he reminded himself. 
 
    He scrambled to cover his error and bring the class back under control. 
 
    “Okay, so what are the most essential prayers for a young Founding Alumston, then?” he asked. “Which shall we recite to open our class, today?” 
 
    “The Invocation of Connection, obviously,” one of the young men volunteered. 
 
    “The Plea for Divine Guidance is more important,” suggested another. 
 
    “Without the Entreaty for Power, though, a colony would go dark and become disconnected from both the Realm and from Alum,” a third pointed out. 
 
    The class grew silent as they weighed the choices and wondered if there were any other possibilities.  
 
    Stralasi surveyed the room. His silence hinted that they had not yet hit upon the answer he was seeking. 
 
    “Any others?” he asked. “Any?” 
 
    One hand reached up tentatively from near the front.  
 
    Stralasi consulted his class list.  
 
    “Yes, Mr. Mathers,” he said. 
 
    “Um, the Benediction of Gratitude?” 
 
    “Why?” 
 
    The young man looked uncertain. 
 
    “Your answer may be a poor one, Mr. Mathers, or it may be a good one. It may even be the correct one, the one I’m looking for. But if you don’t know why it is correct, if you have no confidence in its appropriateness, how is one to have any faith in it? How is one to discern it comes from authority and not a lucky guess?” 
 
    Mathers slumped further into his seat.  
 
    “I…. Uh.... That is,....” 
 
    “Because everything is a blessing from Alum,” another voice interjected. 
 
    Stralasi’s attention spun to the other side of the classroom.  
 
    “Ah, Mr. Peters. Yes, that’s true. The entire Realm is a blessing from Alum. So why would the Benediction of Gratitude be among the most essential prayers for a Founding Alumston?” 
 
    Peters sat up straight, emboldened by having had part of the answer. 
 
    “Because, how can Alum know if a new world has been seeded properly if that world doesn’t think to express its thanks to Him every day?” 
 
    Stralasi frowned.  
 
    “Are you suggesting that the Living God is limited in His knowledge of His People?” he challenged. “Is Alum not all-knowing and all-powerful?” 
 
    Peters sat back, subdued.  
 
    Mathers cleared his throat and tried again.  
 
    “Our Lord knows all, and sees all,” he said. “Alum is perfection, embodied, but we are sinners. We are weak and fallible.” 
 
    Stralasi smiled encouragingly. “Ah! Now, we are getting somewhere. We humans are sinners, and so…?”  
 
    “And so we need to remind ourselves every day to trust in the Lord, God. To remain connected to the Divine Spirit that lives within Alum and guides Him in all things.” 
 
    “Because, if we don’t?” Stralasi prodded. 
 
    “If we don’t, we might be tempted into apathy, which could lead to abandonment,” the young man finished. 
 
    “Or rebellion,” Stralasi reminded the class. 
 
    Mathers nodded in agreement, but his eyes betrayed his barely-suppressed shock at the second mention of that word in such a short time. The young man surveyed the room, as discreetly as he could, to see if anyone else had noticed. Eyes darted to the left and to the right. None would meet the novitiate’s gaze. 
 
    Stralasi clapped his hands together, a startlingly loud sound in a classroom filled with nervous silence.  
 
    “Very well, Mr. Mathers. Why don’t you lead us in the Benediction of Gratitude?” he suggested. “I think it’s appropriate that we begin this semester by thanking our Lord for granting us the gift of His wisdom.” 
 
    After Mathers led the class in hushed and reverent prayer, the rest of the hour passed quickly. Stralasi provided an overview of the material they would cover in the months ahead. He was half-surprised to find how easy it was to fall into a teaching cadence, to propagate the myths that formed the foundation of the Realm. 
 
    For a moment, he felt a glow of pride for his masterful presentation. As he unveiled the outline of the intended material, he felt a pang of regret that he wouldn’t get to teach the entire semester.  
 
    It would have been a great course—he thought.  
 
    Then he remembered all the things he couldn’t say and his wistfulness turned into guilt.  
 
    If only I could deliver classes without all of the lies, if I could reveal the truth of Alum’s Realm—he wished, knowing full well that it was impossible.  
 
    A heavy sigh escaped his lips.  
 
    In a different universe.... 
 
    All of the usual questions one might expect from a first class cropped up, including, “Will this be on the exam?” He managed to navigate them all without diverging from his script.  
 
    All, except one.  
 
    His slip up began in response to an innocent question.  
 
    “How do we choose the site for the Founding Alumston?” Armundsen asked. 
 
    “You don’t,” Stralasi answered. “The Cybrids will have initiated construction of Alumston before you arrive. The Alumita Ceraffice and initial concentrics of the city will have been grown to maturity. Manufacturing and Integration asteroids—”  
 
    He stopped mid-sentence when he noticed the blank stares and gaping jaws in his audience.  
 
    “What’s a…psi-bird?” Mathers asked. 
 
    Oh, bother! What have I done?—Stralasi thought.  
 
    Regular People know nothing of the machine beings on whom their lives depend, or of the technology that creates their cities and their manufactured goods.  
 
    His eyes flicked to Darian, sitting in the Assistant’s seat in the front row of the class.  
 
    Help!  
 
    Darian stood up, drawing all eyes to him.  
 
    “Brother Stralasi is referring to the hybrids, I believe. The special species of plants Alum develops to Standardize each new world. You may have been led to believe that our Lord simply creates new buildings from air. That is the naive view, one unsuited to a Founding Leader. 
 
    “The Lord is both more powerful and more subtle than that. He creates new life to do His bidding on each of our worlds. Much of the work we do on a new world is to help the Living God monitor Standardization of the planet. It is a blessed calling that Alum has given to the People, to join with Him in subduing the wild places and to bring them into the Realm.” 
 
    The answer was a trivial perversion of Founding technology, bent to fit the theological expectations of the students.  
 
    Stralasi mentally braced himself to respond to some deep-thinking student who would recognize the absurdity of Darian’s response and issue a challenge.  
 
    None came.  
 
    The Good Brother worked to collect his thoughts and continue. The students’ failure to challenge was as unnerving as any anticipated—and subconsciously hoped-for—challenge they might have thrown at him. 
 
    Just one of the advantages of teaching to students trained away from skepticism, I guess. I suppose there are some benefits to being in charge when dealing with people accustomed to accepting whatever they’re told.  
 
    The class moved onto other issues and Stralasi exercised greater caution in choosing his words. 
 
    At the close of class, a few students with additional questions and comments hung back. He was pleased to see they reflected a decent level of enthusiasm for the semester that lay ahead. Much to his relief, his misspoken answer seemed to have been forgotten. 
 
    Over lunch, Darian complimented the Good Brother on his preparation and delivery.  
 
    “I almost gave us away,” Stralasi countered tersely, waving off the legitimately-earned congratulations.  
 
    “It was easily corrected, Brother,” Darian replied. “You did an excellent job, otherwise. You’re a very good teacher.”  
 
    Stralasi gave in to the gracious comments, picked at his lunch, and dutifully chewed his way through the meal.  
 
    Another potentially life-threatening moment survived—he thought. But this one was of my own doing. Not Darak’s and not Darian’s.  
 
    He’d been little more than a spectator to events since Darak had chosen him as a travel companion on Gargus 718.5 over a year ago. During that time, others had been responsible for endangering him, for protecting him, for rescuing him, and for planning the next steps.  
 
    But this was on me. My words put us and perhaps the whole mission at risk.  
 
    The freedom to act, to be one’s own agent in life, comes with the responsibility to deal with the consequences.  
 
    A lifetime under Alum’s protection, secure in the embrace of the Alumit, had meant there was always someone wiser and more powerful to lean on. 
 
    Responsibility for one’s actions is terrifying.  
 
    He drifted through the rest of the day, tugged here and there by Darian as they played out their charade.  
 
    That night, Stralasi spent an agitated fifteen minutes trying to sleep until Darian intervened directly and circumvented his relentless replaying of the day’s lecture in his mind, allowing the monk a few hours of peace. 
 
    * * * 
 
    Friday arrived, and Stralasi woke up feeling unexpectedly rested.  
 
    “I really enjoyed teaching yesterday,” he told Darian over breakfast. “I’ve missed that kind of interaction with young people, especially with those eager for knowledge. Perhaps I could offer other classes once this is all over. People are going to be hungry for guidance in the new Realm.” 
 
    At some point, he realized he’d been chattering to an unusually subdued Darian.  
 
    “What’s wrong?” 
 
    Darian pushed his plate aside, took a sip from his coffee, and wiped his lips with a napkin.  
 
    “It’s happening,” he said. “The Spyders are on their way. Darak and Darya are ready at their end.” His usual easy smile faltered.  
 
    “It’s time to put a stop to the Divine Plan.” 
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    “Hmmph. ‘Like coordinating your hands when playing piano,’ indeed,” Stralasi grumbled.  
 
    Sure, if each of those two hands were on completely different worlds, separated by over twenty-five million light years, and one of the hands could be killed at any moment if it were to be discovered. Otherwise, yeah, it felt exactly like he remembered when he was laboring through years of piano lessons.  
 
    Arriving to distributed consciousness as late in life as he had, he knew the process was going to require a huge adjustment, but coordinating his consciousness between his human and Familiar parts was proving to be even more challenging than he’d anticipated. And disorienting. At times, disconcerting. Never mind all of the many cultural and social nuances he was struggling to work out.  
 
    Until he could spend more time adapting, he’d set his Familiar sensory input to a minimum and positioned it (him!) in a quiet alcove in Crissea’s home garden where it (he!) would be able to focus most of its (his!) attention on its (his!) human counterpart.  
 
    Stralasi had called on his Familiar’s superior processing capacity to prepare for his first class but, aside from that, little else.  
 
    The Good Brother was struggling. He let Darian deal with whatever twists the Alumitum Administration presented. Despite access to the heightened processing power of his Familiar’s semiconductor lattice, Stralasi could barely keep up with Darian, who’d been working tirelessly on penetrating Administration security. Perhaps owing to years of experience dealing with university bureaucracy, Darian seemed better able to deal with the disturbingly similar Alumit bureaucracy.  
 
    The tired, cranky, scared human part of Stralasi trod alongside Darian on their way to rendezvous with the incoming Spyders. They retraced the steps of their first day in the Alumitum, following the river toward the starstep where they’d first arrived. Darian’s usual incessant patter fell blessedly silent as the pair made their way toward the plaza. 
 
    * * * 
 
    Back on Eso-La, Stralasi’s Familiar, who’d been faithfully monitoring the pair’s progress on the Alumitum, wasn’t too distracted to notice Crissea walking into the back of the garden without her Familiar hovering in its customary place behind her right shoulder.  
 
    “Where’s the rest of you?” Stralasi asked, his voice emanating from his Familiar’s speaker.  
 
    “We received notification from Darak that it’s time,” Crissea answered. “Those of us whose Familiars have been modified for battle are gathering outside the system, along with the Aelu soldiers. The rest are preparing to hide Eso-La.” 
 
    “I wish you’d stay here, hidden with the rest of the world,” Stralasi said. 
 
    “And I wish you were here with me, Ontro,” Crissea replied. “All of you, my love.” 
 
    “However...,” she straightened her back and stood taller, “sometimes hope is just another word for fear. And if wishes were stars, the night sky would shine brightly with our dread.” 
 
    * * * 
 
    Light years away, on a gravel path scratching into the surface of another world, the realization of what they were about to attempt struck Stralasi so hard, it caused his human feet to stumble.  
 
    Darian shot out an arm to prevent the monk from falling flat on his face.  
 
    A startled Stralasi snapped his attention back to his human part, recovered his balance and composure as best he could, and nodded his thanks. 
 
    Neither felt a need to speak. 
 
    * * * 
 
    On Eso-La, Stralasi’s Familiar bobbed unsteadily while his human part in the Alumitum worked to regain its balance.  
 
    “So, we’re going transdimensional, are we?” Stralasi asked through his Familiar, once both of his parts had stabilized. 
 
    “That’s the plan. The RAF generators are being warmed up right now,” Crissea reported. 
 
    “Have you done this before?” the Familiar asked. 
 
    “Only with a few experimental objects and people. Never with the entire system,” Crissea said. “Everything has worked fine so far, though. The theory is sound.” 
 
    “Theory? Not a great thing to risk an entire world on, especially one with so many people,” Stralasi commented. 
 
    “If Alum starts searching our galaxy, it would be best to make ourselves hard to find.” 
 
    “Why not just shift elsewhere? Multiple times, if necessary.” 
 
    “Because the battle could drag on for days, maybe weeks, or longer. He’d have time to scour the entire galaxy. He’d find us, Ontro.” 
 
    “But what if the theory isn’t quite right? What if it doesn’t work on a grander scale? What if Eso-La becomes completely disconnected from this universe?” Stralasi objected. 
 
    Crissea smiled. “There is a tiny chance that that could happen, yes. But Darak showed us some ways to prevent that. We’ll extend the vast majority of the system into a fourth spatial dimension and touch this dimension at a few hundred different points, each the size of a speck of dust.” 
 
    “Each the size of a speck of dust,” Stralasi echoed. 
 
    “All we need is one tiny toehold to find our way back. We’ll have plenty,” she reassured him. “More than enough.” 
 
    Stralasi needed to see it for himself. He constructed a representation of the 4D extension in the CPPU of his Familiar part, something his human brain never could have fathomed on its own. He designed and watched a simulation of the transdimensional shifting process play out a few times.  
 
    “I imagine a few hundred contact points with this hyperplane increases the risk of discovery.” He was amazed he knew what that meant. 
 
    “Yes, it does make it a bit riskier,” Crissea agreed. “If someone scanned the expected location of Eso-La at high resolution, they might notice specks outlining the arc of our ringworld. I had our best minds randomize the contact points as much as possible. We think it’s the best way to manage the risk while maximizing our odds of returning to this dimension.” 
 
    Stralasi suppressed a shudder.  
 
    “If there is anything to return to,” he let slip. 
 
    “If we lose, we lose in all possible dimensions, in all possible universes. We’ll lose more than our location. We’ll lose our existence.” 
 
    She listened to the sound of the leaves gently rustling in the soft breeze. A few birds flitted among the branches with no greater worry than collecting a few tasty berries or bugs. She inhaled the fresh air.  
 
    “Once you activate the shift, will we lose touch with our other halves?” Stralasi asked. “Will they be on their own?” 
 
    “No, the QUEECH comms operate beneath all of that. The signal goes through the base of virtual particles that underlies reality. 
 
    “At least, that’s how Darak explains it,” she laughed.  
 
    The monk soaked up the sound of her laughter.  
 
    Will this be the last time I hear her laugh?—he wondered. 
 
    “I can follow Darak’s explanation on a conceptual basis but the math is a bit beyond me, even with the aid of my Familiar,” she confessed. 
 
    “So you’ll risk your machine part while keeping your human part safe?” 
 
    “That’s like saying a soldier risks his sword hand while keeping his foot safe. Losing our Familiar part would be worse than dying.” 
 
    Stralasi’s Familiar emitted a hum of embarrassment.  
 
    “I’m sorry. I should’ve realized that. It’s a brave thing you’re doing.” 
 
    Crissea’s eye glistened. “No more brave than you. Are you almost at the rendezvous point?” 
 
    Stralasi looked ahead to his destination.  
 
    “Yes, I can see the plaza up ahead. I have no idea what to expect, though.” 
 
    “I’m sure Darian could tell you, if you asked him.” 
 
    “I think his mind is elsewhere, right now. I don’t want to disturb whatever deep thoughts he may be pursuing.” 
 
    “Or deep feelings.” 
 
    “Feelings? He’s a God. Sometimes it’s irritating, seeing how casually he coasts through difficulties. I’m not sure that he even has any real feelings.” 
 
    Crissea laid a warm hand on the cool carboceramic carapace of Stralasi’s Familiar. Far away, his human face blushed.  
 
    “I’m sure he’s as frightened as the rest of us, Ontro. Darak says we’re all equals in this battle.” 
 
    “No one is safe this time, I guess,” Stralasi said. “You know, I’ve seen Darak survive such horrific threats that sometimes I forget he’s vulnerable, too.” 
 
    * * * 
 
    On the Alumitum, Darian steered the Good Brother toward a tree on the edge of the starstep plaza. He pretended to engage the monk in conversation, but his attention was elsewhere. His eyes shifted nervously, tracking nearby pedestrians. 
 
    A group of five Brothers popped into existence in the middle of the starstep platform. Darian stepped out from behind the broad trunk and stretched lazily.  
 
    “Come, Brother,” he said, unnecessarily loudly. “We have no classes today. Let’s find a café and plan next week’s lecture.”  
 
    He walked toward the monk manning the starstep Prayer Podium. The man sprayed some holy water on the ornately carved pedestal and wiped it reverently with a clean cloth as he mumbled some incantation Stralasi had long since forgotten. 
 
    “Pardon me, Brother,” Darian called out as he approached the stand. “My companion and I are looking for a quiet place to sit and review our notes. Is there somewhere nearby?”  
 
    He stepped onto the starstep platform and looked down on the scowling visage of the monk.  
 
    “You shouldn’t stand there, Brother,” the caretaker of the starstep said. “Unless you’re traveling today.”  
 
    He gently dabbed away a few drops of cleaning solution that threatened to run down the pedestal to the ground.  
 
    “Oh, my! You’re right, of course,” Darian said, looking appropriately flustered. He made to step down, bumped into the podium, tripped, and knocked the spray bottle of holy cleaning solution out of the man’s hand. 
 
    “Watch out, now!” the Brother cried out. He made a clumsy attempt at catching the bottle but it bounced off the ground and popped open, spilling the precious water onto the pavement. 
 
    “Oh dear!” Darian exclaimed.  
 
    He rushed forward, keeping his body between the monk and the raised starstep.  
 
    “Brother, I am so sorry. Forgive me, please.”  
 
    He pulled a tissue from the recesses of his robe and crouched as if to soak up the spilled holy water. 
 
    “No! Stop! Please, Brother,” the other monk shouted, refusing Darian’s tissue. “This is holy water! You can’t just daub it up with any old rag,” he exclaimed and stepped around to the far side of the puddle.  
 
    Darian maintained his position and insistence on helping. 
 
    “Stop!” the caretaker repeated, holding up both hands to deflect any further unwanted assistance. “Really,” the exasperated caretaker said. “It’s alright. I have this under control. A quiet café, you say? Try Tranquility. It’s three blocks that way, turn left, and you’ll find it half a block down. I’ll take care of this.” He forced a polite smile. 
 
    From his vantage point a few meters to the side, Stralasi noticed a cluster of dark, wasp-waisted bugs on Darian’s lower back, out of sight of the caretaker-monk.  
 
    Darian straightened up and looked at the damp tissue in his hands. His eyes searched for a nearby trash receptacle.  
 
    The still-flustered caretaker stepped briskly forward. He snatched the tissue from Darian’s hand, tossed it in a bin a few steps behind him, and rubbed his hands on his robe.  
 
    Stralasi stared at the bugs making their way around Darian’s waist and into the front pockets of his robe.  
 
    “Uh, Brother,” Stralasi said. 
 
    The monk’s eyes widened as Darian’s hands followed the insects halfway into the same pockets.  
 
    Darian wheeled around. A bright smile lit up his face.  
 
    “Right!” he said. “I’d forgotten all about our meeting.”  
 
    He wheeled back toward the caretaker, smiled from ear to ear, and bowed. 
 
    “Again, my sincere apologies, Brother.” 
 
    The caretaker waved him off.  
 
    “Don’t you trouble yourself a moment longer. I’ll get more water from the local Alumita. Enjoy Tranquility...or your meeting, whichever,” he said, not caring where they were going, so long as they left. 
 
    “Thank you, Brother. We’d best be on our way. Good day to you!” 
 
    The caretaker grunted in reply. 
 
    Darian set off toward the river, hands half-inserted in his pockets, shoulders hunched as if against a cold wind.  
 
    “Coming, Brother Stralasi?” he called. 
 
    The Good Brother hurried to catch up to his companion. Pressed to his limit to keep up to Darian’s brisk pace, he barely managed enough air to beg, “Darian, slow down, please. You’ll draw attention.” 
 
    Darian slowed to a more comfortable pace.  
 
    “Sorry, Brother. I wanted to get as far away from there as we could, as fast as possible. We’ve drawn enough attention.  
 
    “I saw something like bees land on you; they crawled into your pocket,” Stralasi whispered. “They weren’t spiders. I mean, Spyders.” 
 
    “Transports,” Darian said. “The Spyders are tiny, maybe a millimeter across. Walking across the starstep platform is too slow for something so tiny, and there’s a high risk of someone stepping on them.” 
 
    “Those were bees, actual, real bees?” 
 
    “Wasps, to be precise. They serve as carriers, primarily, and as protection when needed.” 
 
    The two men nodded a greeting at a small group walking toward them. As Stralasi dipped his head in greeting, he steepled his fingers over his heart, thumbs together, forming the stylized “A” for Alum. The other group smiled at receiving the blessing of Alum’s gratitude for their service.  
 
    After they passed, Stralasi asked, “So, what now?” out of the side of his mouth. 
 
    “Now, we have an appointment with the Proctor.” 
 
    “The Proctor? Why?” 
 
    “Apparently, someone lodged a complaint about your course. We’ve been called to review your plans for the semester.” 
 
    “A complaint!” Stralasi cried. “But we’ve barely discussed anything, certainly nothing controversial. Except for that one tiny slip, I kept within curriculum guidelines. Who complained?” 
 
    Darian turned his face so Stralasi could see his impish grin.  
 
    “I did,” he answered. “Anonymously, of course. Can you think of a better way to get close to Alum’s CPPU and QUEECH comm unit?” 
 
    Stralasi’s jaw opened and closed, twice, but no sound came out.  
 
    “At first, I thought to introduce our friends into the ventilation system from somewhere outside the building. But releasing them at ground level would take too long, and even if they made it to the target, they might not have the energy to complete their mission. 
 
    “It looks like you and I will have to serve as the long haul transports on this job. We’ll get our friends within striking distance and turn them loose.”  
 
    Stralasi stopped walking and stared at his companion. 
 
    Darian paused and cocked his head to one side. 
 
    “What? You didn’t think our direct involvement here was done yet, did you? I’m afraid it’s just beginning, my friend. Just beginning.” 
 
    Stralasi didn’t like the look of eager anticipation emanating from Darian’s face. He didn’t like it at all. 
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    “It’s ready, John. The moment I’ve been building toward for more than ten million years has finally arrived.”  
 
    Alum and the latest edition of Trillian stood in the small study in Alum’s Hall looking at an impressive stylized display of the Deplosion Array hovering in the middle of the room.  
 
    A cloud of forty million bright dots clustered near SagA* at the center of the Milky Way. SagA*’s attendant stars, S0-102 and S0-2, were nearing the massive black hole and each other, as they did only once every few million years.  
 
    A pity that I won’t get to see it play out this time—Alum thought. My calculations suggest this could be the year they’re finally ripped apart by the tidal forces.  
 
    The orbital mechanics of the close approach were wickedly complex even for Alum and, in this case, the result was uncertain. It was a bit of a pity, yes, but there was no point waiting any longer, not when the end of everything was so close at hand.  
 
    As was the beginning of a new eternity. 
 
    “I’ve heard reports that the People are grumbling, my Lord,” Trillian said. “The absence of resources You’ve diverted to accelerate the construction of the array has had a considerable impact throughout the Realm. Delays in repair, shortages in certain manufactured goods, allocation problems, food shortages.” 
 
    “Their discomfort will get regrettably worse before it gets better,” Alum replied, “but it won’t last long. A few days. Perhaps a week or two.” 
 
    Trillian’s eyes went wide.  
 
    “Only days to destroy the entire universe?” 
 
    “Yes. Does that surprise you?” 
 
    “A little. The Realm spans galaxies millions of light years apart,” Trillian said. “The astronomical research stations calculate the size of the observable universe to be almost one-hundred billion light years. Their estimate for the entire universe, based on the lack of observable space curvature, suggests it’s over one thousand times larger than that. So vast. Vast beyond my comprehension.” 
 
    “And?” Alum prompted. 
 
    “I guess I expected it to take more than a few days to collapse all that matter back into a singularity.” 
 
    “Mm-hmm, yes, I see how you might have arrived at that conclusion. Incorrectly, of course,” Alum replied. “Your understanding is based on science that goes back to humanity’s infancy. From that perspective, you’d be quite correct.” 
 
    “But that’s not the way reality works. For starters, you must understand that as vast as the universe is, it’s little more than a speck in the infinite Chaos, John.  
 
    “All the matter of the universe is connected. At a deep enough level, quarks entangled from the beginning of Creation tie matter together instantaneously across trillions of light years.”  
 
    Alum moved closer to the hovering display. He swept His hands through the cloud of bright points and stepped back. The display changed to show the local supercluster of galaxies, and pulled back to reveal an extensive map of the observable universe and extrapolations beyond. 
 
    “The deplosion field will affect the entire universe almost at once,” Alum said. “Expansion of the physics of this universe into the adjacent Chaos was halted a few years ago. I’d have to change either this display or your perception to show this in the required twenty-four dimensional parameter space. 
 
    “For the time being, you’ll have to take My word for it.” He watched the Shard tracking the expanding display.  
 
    I’ve never given Trillian the capacity to understand this—Alum realized. I wonder if Darak Legsu is capable of comprehending it, whether he has risen as far above those minor Gods that attacked Me as I think he has.  
 
    An ache of something akin to loneliness caught Alum by surprise, a desire for the company of equals.  
 
    A little late in the game to be feeling regret. There’s only room for one at the pinnacle of Creation—He affirmed, though a little wistfully. 
 
    “If everything is instantaneously connected, why would the deplosion take any time at all?” Trillian asked. 
 
    “Reality, whether realized or potential, has to be conditioned to accept the new. All forms of matter will be swept away by the deplosion. That will take a small amount of time to propagate. Afterward, the only real matter that any universe will accept will be the matter of Heaven. I’ve seeded that universe inside Sagittarius A*, within the Schwarzschild radius of the black hole itself.  
 
    “From there, Heaven will grow and spread outward eternally. My perfection will never again face any threat from within this universe or any other. All of Creation will be Heaven.” 
 
    “It will be Your greatest triumph, my Lord,” Trillian agreed. “The greatest triumph imaginable. Its perfection will be worth the countless lives lost and the transitory pain caused within the Realm.” 
 
    Alum flinched. 
 
    That sounded a little critical. Is a little adjustment to this newest iteration going to be required?  
 
    He cocked an eyebrow at the Shard, but Trillian’s face remained placid and accepting.  
 
    No, I’m just being paranoid. The attack by the other Gods and the discovery that Darak Legsu still lives must have rattled Me more than I thought—the Living God admitted to Himself.  
 
    Will Darak and his allies present themselves and ask to join Me in the re-Creation? Or will they try to stop My Plan?  
 
    The Living God had modeled the numerous scenarios.  
 
    Yes, the People of His Realm would suffer as deplosion took hold. There were already some minor inconveniences, troubles that would seem large only because the People were accustomed to the Realm running smoothly for the past twenty-five million years.  
 
    They’ve forgotten what it was like during the Aelu Wars.  
 
    Among the earliest disturbances brought on by the deplosion field would be things most sensitive to disruption of the laws of nature: power, electronics, starstepping. Crop growth and oxygen production would be affected, too—the delicate quantum mechanisms of photosynthesis would experience significant drops in efficiency. But the re-Creation would be done long before ecosystem failure threatened the People. 
 
    As reality dissolved, physics would no longer support any form of life in the universe. Nor would it support the atomic fusion of the stars. People, animals, and plants would die on their many planets, within their asteroid habitats, and on their glorious ringworlds. Shortly after they died by the trillions, stars would begin to destabilize and go nova or supernova. Black holes would fizzle, pop, and evaporate into lengthy streams of ever-weakening energy as they compressed trillions of years of barely-perceptible dissolution into hours.  
 
    But long before the universe took any noticeable strides toward homogeneity of light and heat, and long before gravity waves emanated any great distance from disrupted supermassive black holes—limited as that process was by the speed of light—homogeneity of entanglement would spread throughout. Before matter or energy could diffuse far from exploded stars and black holes, it would lose the resonances that made real matter possible, and fall back to a chaotic state. 
 
    From this eternal and infinite Chaos, a new universe will arise.  
 
    One that springs out from the seed of Heaven I have sown inside SagA*. 
 
    One that reflects the eternal perfection I have designed.  
 
    No more endless uncertainty; no more endless threat of novelty.  
 
    The universe will fulfill My Purpose, rather than its own precarious and haphazard experimentation. 
 
    Alum, the Living God, thought on the single universe to come, and He saw that it was good. 
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    How do you kill a God?—Darak wondered for the millionth time. Especially such a widely distributed one? To the best of his knowledge, Alum was the only one who’d ever killed another God. First the Aelu God and then five of the Six.  
 
    He reflected on various histories and possibilities as he walked alone along the creek that wound its way from a bubbling spring to a duck pond near the rim of Eso-La.  
 
    It was quiet out here. No one lived within a hundred kilometers of the imposing atmosphere-retaining wall that delineated the edge of the ringworld. Not that Eso-La was densely populated. For the most part, solitude was easy to find. But today as they prepared for war, he sought distance from the busy hum of other minds. 
 
    He paused to appreciate a tiny waterfall that bubbled and frothed at the end of its two-meter plunge into a small pothole. At the other end of the pool, the little creek continued along a gentle slope toward the ringworld’s distant central valleys. A kilometer farther, he crossed a simple but elegant stone-arch bridge spanning the marshy banks of the creek.  
 
    Not that the Aelu had any Gods, per se. They’d seen the power to alter the laws of nature for what it was, just another technology to be used, a neutral power that could be used for good or evil. The lack of a supreme being in their history had made them unsuspecting of Alum’s megalomaniacal treachery, which led to their ultimate defeat.  
 
    But why hadn’t the Six fared any better? Surely, they’d been better informed and prepared for Alum’s tricks. How had five out of six powerful, battle-ready Gods disappeared without putting up a fight? How had Alum disposed of them?  
 
    Darak was stumped. His visit to Depchaun’s empire had turned up nothing; there was no sign or sighting of the Neptune-sized God. Glenchax’s CPPU hardware sat intact, although empty of everything but a rudimentary concepta.  
 
    Could it have been Raytansoh’s doing? Was it possible the most xenophobic of the Gods had managed to plant invasive viruses into the others over the ages? If so, why did he not take over their empires himself? Why work through Alum? Had he computed his future and decided he could not succeed against the Living God? Or did Alum develop His own method for killing the other Gods, a little side project while He was destroying the entire universe? 
 
    A frown grew on Darak’s face. His mind was giving in to the maelstrom of questions.  
 
    He tilted his face upward to receive a stray beam of sunlight that had found its way through the leafy canopy. He closed his eyes and took a deep breath. Savoring the nourishing warmth, he focused on the sounds of the forest, the babbling water, and the chirping of birds. Far off, at the edge of his heightened hearing, hooves crunched dried twigs and scratched to expose the delicate, new greenery below.  
 
    Another deep breath.  
 
    Focus on this moment—he told himself.  
 
    Another deep breath.  
 
    He opened his eyes and resumed walking. 
 
    How will I kill Him?  
 
    Ages ago, during his youth, a now-distant time in which the Earth still existed, he’d been a big fan of action-adventure science fiction. Many of the books and movies he devoured depicted so-called gods that pummeled each other with fists, cast bolts of lightning, and hurled balls of energy.  
 
    How ridiculous! 
 
    While both he and Alum were capable of harnessing plasma from intensely hot, young universes and using it to hurl spectacularly devastating energy blasts at one another, that was all for show.  
 
    It played well on the movie screens of his youth, but it was nonsense. Unless their attention strayed during battle, there was no energy beam powerful enough to touch Darak or Alum.  
 
    They were, after all, Gods. 
 
    The real battle would be fought on a playing field different from any that the favorite storytellers of his youth had imagined.  
 
    We’ll hurl Chaos at each other; that’s where the real danger will come from.  
 
    Darak had put the quark-spin lattice of DAR-G’s expanded mind to work for weeks, modeling fields he could cast against Alum, and fields he expected Alum to project onto him. 
 
    If it came to violence—and he could see no way to avoid it—they would bring on a kind of battle unlike any the universe had ever seen. They would tear into each other with fields that changed the laws of physics upon which each relied for existence. They would try to disrupt the base matter and energy of which the other was composed. They would rend apart time, and space, and information.  
 
    At the same time, Darak planned to employ more subtle attacks to undermine Alum’s strengths. Small changes to electron conductivity of the Living God’s silicene lattice would make Him a little slower to respond in defense. A flood of soltronic energy would poison His particle analyzers, making it harder to follow the rapid changes in the laws of physics that maintained His integrity.  
 
    No doubt, Alum would attempt the same on him. 
 
    There will be concepta attacks. He’ll try to invade my mind while I try to invade His.  
 
    Only some of the attacks would be physical, such as by nanite robots designed to interface with CPPU circuitry. Others would be attempted by signal. Each would try to penetrate the anti-virus security of the other, and break the code that made up their opponents mind.  
 
    Luckily, I have the quark-spin lattice at my disposal, thanks to the engineering ingenuity that passed from Kathy to Darya.  
 
    As far as any of them knew, Alum had not yet cracked the secret of the Cybrid’s unique computational substrate. On the other hand, they couldn’t assume Alum’s own lattice design had remained static over millions of years, either. 
 
    It wasn’t going to be easy to infiltrate the Living God’s CPPU while fending off attacks on his own mind and person but on some deep, primal level, the challenge excited him.  
 
    Would he be able to hold his own and keep Stralasi’s Familiar safe and connected to the judges throughout the battle?  
 
    The billions of judges whom Darak had been secretly equipping with enhanced lattices and appropriate background knowledge would be the key. One final infusion of data, a complete history and explanation of the economic sociopolitics of the Realm, would activate them.  
 
    It was crucial that Alum hear the voice of His People and feel the weight of their judgment of His Divine Plan.  
 
    Otherwise, what’s the point?  
 
    He and Alum held mutually incompatible philosophies and visions of what constituted a desirable universe. How could either God feel justified in deciding which was best for all inhabitants?  
 
    To be fair, Alum is experienced, and He is brilliant—Darak allowed.  
 
    Maybe the Living God’s vision of the perfect universe is best. But I am not going to let either one of us make that decision alone. It has to be a shared decision among all who call the Realm home.  
 
    He was acutely aware that five of the six other known Gods had already demonstrated their disapproval.  
 
    And lost.  
 
    Five powerful Gods, gone forever. 
 
    Which brought to mind the problem of how to deal with Alum’s distributed nature. There were millions of Him scattered throughout the universe, at least one for each world.  
 
    At some point near the end, the Living God would have to either pull all of His scattered nodes together or abandon the majority of them forever.  
 
    Heaven will be where He gathers whatever nodes of His consciousness He wishes to keep—Darak thought. So our plan has to include a confrontation in Alum’s Heaven. There’s no way around that. All I have to do is get the Living God to take me there. More precisely, take me there with all of my capabilities intact.  
 
    Which was far from an easy thing.  
 
    If Alum allowed Darak to shift into Heaven by his own power, He would have to share the definition of the physics of Perfection. Would the Living God risk exposing His perfect universe to an outside God?  
 
    That will depend on how confident Alum is in His strength and abilities, and how much He fears mine.  
 
    Such latitude was unlikely, but that didn’t stop the man-God from thinking up ways to steer the conversation toward such an invitation.  
 
    If that doesn’t pan out, there’s still Darian and the Spyders.  
 
    His former mentor and Stralasi had already received the creatures. In a few hours, they’d be ready to start infiltration.  
 
    Truth be told, Darak didn’t put a lot of stock in their chances of hacking into Alum’s QUEECH comm network at all, never mind undetected. Still, with everything else going on, anything was possible. He’d maintain an open channel with Darian, and was prepared to take advantage should they manage to break in. 
 
    Darak approached the quiet pond where the creek ended. He could hear the soft quacking of the ducks and caught glints of sunlight reflecting off the water. A bright sparkle of light struck his eyes, and he squinted.  
 
    A wave of nausea passed over him. He hardly had time to take note before his RAF generators reconfigured their fields to reassert the specific reality around him.  
 
    Darya’s QUEECH call arrived less than a millisecond behind the mysterious wave of dizziness. 
 
    “What was that?”  
 
    “Are you alright?” Darak answered. 
 
    “I’m okay, now,” she said. “Are we under attack?” 
 
    Darak choked out a laugh as his equilibrium settled.  
 
    “Not us, specifically. In fact, except for you, me, and Darian, I doubt anybody noticed anything out of the ordinary.” 
 
    “How could they not?” 
 
    “Because they can’t feel reality. They don’t know what it’s made of and what holds it together.” 
 
    “I almost envy them in their ignorance,” Darya replied. “Almost. Do you think that was Alum activating the full Deplosion Array?” 
 
    “That would be my guess. The dizziness would be our reality analyzers trying to interpret the disruption from the array. If you shift into the Chaos, it feels a lot like that.” 
 
    “Is that how it’ll feel to fight against Alum?” she asked. 
 
    “No, it’ll feel much worse. Of that we can be sure.” 
 
    “Those who die instantly won’t feel a thing, will they?” 
 
    “No, they shouldn’t. The reality disruption will wash over them so quickly their sensory systems won’t have a chance to process the pain.” 
 
    “Just as well, I suppose.” 
 
    “Enough have suffered in Alum’s name,” Darak growled. 
 
    “And in the names of Gods who’ve gone before Him,” Darya added. 
 
    “Yeah,” Darak muttered under his breath. 
 
    “Is everything ready?” Darya asked.  
 
    “Getting close; I just activated the last download to the judges.” 
 
    “That should stir things up in the Realm,” she laughed. 
 
    “It should,” Darak agreed. “At the end of the data transmission, I’ll introduce myself and call on the judges to join me in confronting Alum.” 
 
    “Will anyone answer the call to judge?” Her voice conveyed more doubt than question. 
 
    “Some won’t respond out of fear of Alum’s retribution,” Darak replied. “Others, out of reverence or misguided loyalty for their Living God. A few won’t see themselves as worthy of passing judgment on Him. But I’m counting on the majority to at least show up. Whether out of curiosity, duty, or responsibility to the future, I don’t really care. I just hope they come. We need every one we can get. Right now, though, I have to go collect Stralasi’s Familiar.” 
 
    “And I have an attack to initiate. Will Eso-La be safe?” 
 
    “As safe as we can make it. The Esu are ready to go transdimensional.” 
 
    “That’ll hide them?”  
 
    “I hope so. If Alum destroys Eso-La, we lose a billion fighters right away. The Esu Familiars would be out of the battle.”  
 
    “I could retreat back here and engage Alum if He finds them,” Darya offered. 
 
    “No, best stick to the plan. If the Deplosion Array isn’t stopped, nothing will matter.” 
 
    “So, you’re going to visit Heaven?” 
 
    “If I can talk Alum into it.” 
 
    “You could stay there. You could join Him.” 
 
    “I can’t imagine a worse fate,” Darak said. 
 
    Darya transmitted an image. It began as her warrior persona, drawn from the fierceness inside her, the one she summoned when she needed courage. The edges softened as the image transformed into a smiling Kathy Liang, exactly the way she’d looked when Darak had first seen her, back when he was still Greg Mahajani. 
 
    “Thank you,” he said.  
 
    The image emitted a sigh. “I know we’re different people now than when we first met,” she said. “But I want you to know, I remember the love we shared.” 
 
    “Maybe,” Darak said, “when this is all over—” 
 
    “And if we survive—,” Darya added. 
 
    Darak smiled, happy that she knew what he was thinking.  
 
    “Then, we’d better survive,” he said. “I think we’ve been battling the Reality Assertion Field in one way or another as long as we’ve known each other. It’ll be nice to have some time together, without that hanging over us.” 
 
    “Yes, that would be refreshing, wouldn’t it?” 
 
    Darak gave her one last smile.  
 
    “To battle,” he announced in his best approximation of a superhero’s voice.  
 
    Darya’s image returned to that of fierce warrior holding her sword aloft.  
 
    “To battle!” 
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    Darak Legsu and Stralasi’s Familiar materialized on Starstep One, the gateway to Alum’s Hall.  
 
    Ages ago, Darak had added his own personal entangled particles to the standard store held within the reserve. He’d never used them for fear someone might trace them back to him and so there they sat, undetected, for ages.  
 
    “You finally decided to join Me,” Alum’s voice boomed in the tiny reception chamber.  
 
    “I’ve decided to talk to You,” Darak answered.  
 
    He wasn’t surprised that his presence had been immediately detected. Starstep One didn’t employ autonomous workers; not a single Cybrid, human, or Angel monitored the traffic. Alum alone controlled maintenance functions and He saw all.  
 
    “I see you’ve brought a friend.” 
 
    “A former Brother of the Alumita,” Darak replied. “Your records will recognize the name of Brother Ontro nem Stralasi, most recently from Alumston on Gargus 718.5.” 
 
    The air shimmered near the window and a middle-aged man materialized.  
 
    Stralasi’s Familiar bobbed politely, “My Lord,” he said to the man.  
 
    “I guess old habits die hard,” Darak commented on seeing the Familiar’s unquestioning deference. 
 
    Witnessing this exchange from far away, Stralasi was touched to hear the man-God’s voice tinged with a mix of amusement and sadness. He was also thankful that, contrary to his own inclination, his Familiar had no protocols for kneeling in abject fear. 
 
    “You are free of all Lords now, Brother,” Darak said to the Familiar. 
 
    “You address this Cybrid as Brother,” the man said, “but no machine has ever attended the Alumitum,” Alum said. “And I have records from the Angel Mika, reporting the death of Ontro nem Stralasi on Gargus. Did you transfer his concepta to this machine?” 
 
    “Those reports were premature,” Darak replied. “Brother Stralasi is very much alive. His biological body is on Eso-La and he’s linked to this machine, his Familiar, by QUEECH comms.”  
 
    Stralasi decided not to correct Darak’s tiny lie about the physical location of his human self. A little misdirection might be prudent right now—he thought. 
 
    “Eso-La?” Alum said. “So the rebels in the ESO 461-36 system live?” 
 
    “Yes, and not merely alive, they’re thriving. They’re marvels of success and as strong and independent-minded as ever.” 
 
    “Thanks to you, I presume.” 
 
    “An old story. Perhaps I’ll share it with You some day.” 
 
    “Don’t tell me, you decided to continue the integration experiment?”  
 
    Darak shook his head. “No, the Esu decided. It’s amazing how competent a group of intelligent, well-informed people are at making decisions for themselves.” 
 
    “Democracy!” Alum spat. “Puhh! Humans tried it for thousands of years and it led to nothing but conflict.” 
 
    “And to progress,” Darak pointed out, “the kind of progress that made You and me possible.” 
 
    “We’ve enjoyed over a hundred million years of peace,” Alum countered. “The so-called progress you laud resulted in the destruction of Earth and, quite nearly, all of humanity.” 
 
    “If I remember correctly, You had a large role in Earth’s destruction. And it seems to me that You’re now on the verge of destroying the entire universe.” 
 
    “Re-birthing the universe is the ultimate act of Creation.” 
 
    “That’s up for interpretation, I think,” Darak replied. “In any case, Brother Stralasi is now distributed, not unlike You, actually.” 
 
    “Ha!” Alum roared. “My presence spans many worlds across multiple galaxies. Soon it will span all of Creation.” 
 
    “A somewhat reduced Creation, really.” The sardonic smile on Darak’s face broadcast his contempt, in case there had been any doubt. 
 
    “It’s a perfect version of Creation, one that will fill eternity.” 
 
    Darak stepped toward the viewing port in the rocky wall of the chamber. Distant Sol was a sparkling beacon in the black of space.  
 
    In his mind, Darak overlaid the orbits of Alum’s Hall and myriad other asteroids that had long ago been converted to CPPUs for Alum’s enormous mind.  
 
    “Such a perfect Creation must be glorious to contemplate,” he said. 
 
    Alum stepped over to the window and stood beside Darak. He looked out at the sun. “The vast emptiness of space does have its own beauty,” He admitted. “But I’ve always found it such a waste.” 
 
    “Only from the perspective of life.” 
 
    “What other purpose could there be to Creation?” Alum asked. “If the universe is to praise the glories of its Creator, why would so much of it be filled with empty silence?” 
 
    “Verification that this universe never had a Creator,” Darak answered, “or none that desired praise.” 
 
    “Physicalism, Darak? Really? Still going with that, are you?” 
 
    The man-God eyed Alum patiently, levelly, and took his time to answer. “You knew me so well and yet You never knew me at all.” 
 
    “You were always so distant from the faith,” Alum agreed. “I figured it was because you spent too much time creating your own imaginary worlds.” 
 
    “Oh! Now, that’s rich! You, worried I was developing a God complex?” 
 
    “You were plotting to replace Me, were you not?” 
 
    “Is that what you think? That I lusted after Your throne?” Darak asked. 
 
    “If you’re not here to challenge Me, are you here to join Me? To accept your righteous place at My left hand while Trillian sits at My right?”  
 
    He almost sounds hopeful. Sad, really. It’s time I set him straight—Darak thought. 
 
    “You never recognized me? Not once?” Darak asked. 
 
    “What do you mean? When?” 
 
    “You never saw any hint of the man I was before I was Darak Legsu? You never suspected? Think back. You knew me long before You ever met me as Darak Legsu.” 
 
    To help jog Alum’s memory, Darak blinked and his face transformed. His hair and complexion darkened, his lips thinned, and the hook in his nose returned. 
 
    “What’s this?” 
 
    Darak smiled.  
 
    “This is me. The original me. The face I was born with. Don’t you recognize me?” 
 
    Alum’s brows furrowed in concentration and, gradually, recognition washed over his face.  
 
    “Greg Mahajani!” 
 
    Darak/Greg smiled and bowed.  
 
    “At your service.” 
 
    “You escaped.” 
 
    “I escaped it all. Your attempt to murder me. The destruction of Earth by the Eater that You unleashed. Your sabotage of the original starsteps. The loss of the shifting devices that You stole from me. I made it to Vesta on my own. I hid. I survived.” 
 
    Alum’s eyes went wide with sudden realization.  
 
    “You! You killed Me!” Alum bellowed.  
 
    Darak/Greg shrugged, “I tried. I would’ve succeeded, except for Trillian.” 
 
    Alum glared at him, and Darak felt reality shimmer. He brushed it off with a thought and returned to his current appearance.  
 
    “Since that particular version of me seems to be irritating You,” Darak said, “let’s stick to this one.”  
 
    He gave Alum a casual smile. “Oh, You thought I could be removed from this universe so easily? A small adjustment to local reality and I would just melt away?” 
 
    Alum frowned.  
 
    “Apparently, I was mistaken. It won’t happen again,” Alum assured him. 
 
    Darak turned his head and flicked his chin toward Stralasi’s Familiar. The machine had been silently hovering near the centre of the reception chamber.  
 
    “Stralasi’s not only QUEECH connected to his own body,” Darak teased. 
 
    “Okay, so you can still surprise Me,” the Living God said. “What else is he connected to?” 
 
    “He’s connected to billions of Your People,” Darak answered casually. “They’re here to listen to You. To judge You.” 
 
    “Ha!” Alum roared. “Judge ME? My People worship Me. They follow Me. They do not judge Me.” 
 
    “Well, now, they do,” Darak said. 
 
    Alum whirled on him. “What have you done?” 
 
    “I’ve opened their eyes,” Darak replied. “Given them minds to understand, and restored the context and history that You denied them.” 
 
    “All those strange reports. The proposals. The innovation. I should have known you were at the bottom of that.” 
 
    Darak dropped his hands to his side and smiled, a tacit admission of his role and his guilt.  
 
    “It was impossible not to have some premature effect when I enhanced their lattices. Intelligence. Curiosity. Distrust of authority. Independence of thought. Loss of blind faith.”  
 
    “Discontent, unhappiness, misery,” Alum finished. “Were you jealous that the People had found peace and you had not?” 
 
    It was Darak’s turn to glare. “The peace of mindless sheep has little value. It comes at the price of potential. It replaces the curiosity of the human mind with the contentment of the well-fed cud chewer. And now, You are leading Your flock to slaughter.” 
 
    “You’re baiting Me, trying to make Me angry. Stop it,” Alum warned. “It’s pointless. You can’t pervert how the People see Me. I am their Savior. I bring perfection. I bring Heaven.” 
 
    “But they won’t get to enjoy it.”  
 
    “Pah! Technicalities. In the eternal joy of Heaven, all possible minds will be resurrected. Death is truly defeated in Heaven.” 
 
    “Except for theirs. Their death is going to be very real for them. How do You think they’re going to feel about that? If Your Divine Plan to re-Create the universe as Heaven is so perfect,” Darak said, “such perfection should be obvious to all People, not only to a God.” 
 
    Alum nodded. “Indeed. Anyone should be able to judge it perfect for themselves. Yes, yes. I see where your argument leads. But God does not ask His Creation to approve His design.” 
 
    “In the previous instance, there was no one to ask,” Darak countered. “Not that we know of. This universe arose naturally without the intent of any Creator.” 
 
    “That’s blasphemy!” Alum replied. 
 
    “It is the truth,” Darak replied. “You know the evidence and the arguments as well as I do.” 
 
    Alum smiled. “It is possible to twist the Book of Yov into a story of the natural evolution of this universe. I will grant you that. Such an interpretation is sufficient explanation for the imperfection we see in this universe.  
 
    “Fortunately, a consciousness with an improved vision has arisen, one that can lead to a perfect Creation.” 
 
    “And that consciousness would be Yours, I presume,” Darak stated, knowing full well what Alum had meant. 
 
    It was Alum’s turn for a gracious bow.  
 
    “I am at the service of the People.” 
 
    “And Heaven is Your gift to them?” 
 
    “You see the Truth, as well.” 
 
    Darak frowned.  
 
    “I see Your narrow version, but is Your take on Heaven a gift people want or need?” 
 
    Alum waved an invitation for Stralasi’s Familiar to approach.  
 
    “A fair question,” He said to Darak. “Let’s find out. I’ll take you and Brother Stralasi on a tour. Through his QUEECH connection, billions of My People can experience the glory that awaits them in the next life.”  
 
    Darak suppressed a smile.  
 
    Bingo! And it was His own idea. 
 
    “I’d be happy to accompany You,” Darak replied. “Just send me the parameters and I’ll join You there.” 
 
    “Oh, ho!” Alum said. “And open all of Heaven to your manipulation and perversion? Not likely! Why don’t you permit Me to transport you there, instead?” 
 
    “And open myself to Your RAF generators?” Darak countered. “I don’t think that would be wise until after the People have judged.” 
 
    Alum held His hands up in a gesture of helplessness.  
 
    “Your unwillingness puts us at an impasse, I’d say.” 
 
    “Likewise,” Darak said, and pretended to consider alternatives. “How about this? If Brother Stralasi agrees, You can take his Familiar there and I’ll follow one of his tracking particles.” 
 
    Alum’s brow twitched and then rested. He smiled broadly.  
 
    “You’ll remain apart, separate from Heaven?” 
 
    “For the most part, yes. It will suffice for me to see it,” Darak said. “I can give You the parameters for a sensory interface, if You’d like. You can provide the rest.”  
 
    Theoretically, that would give Darak enough information to complete the physical specifications for Heaven, if he could get the time to compute them. Then he’d be able to confront Alum in His new home. 
 
    But that wasn’t his only goal.  
 
    Distraction is also part of the game—he thought. Keep Alum focused on this and buy Darya and Darian time to do their work.  
 
    “Agreed!” Alum said.  
 
    The Living God and Stralasi disappeared. He left behind the minimal set of parameters that Darak would need to follow.  
 
    Darak integrated the data with his own interface, took a quick breath, and sent two QUEECH messages. 
 
    To Darian, he sent, “Whenever you’re ready.” 
 
    “More than ready,” Darian responded; he was already on his way to the Alumitum Administration tower.  
 
    And to Darya, “On my way to Heaven. Begin your attack.” 
 
    “Godspeed,” Darya replied, and sent an image of a teapot in solar orbit somewhere between Earth and Mars.  
 
    Darak laughed. Russell’s teapot! You couldn’t resist a touch of irony. Godspeed, indeed, along with other things that don’t exist, like teapots in solar orbit somewhere between Earth and Mars. 
 
    In his long life, the best laughs and the best therapeutic moments had been those shared in the most dire and often least appropriate moments. 
 
    He shook his head at her wry humor and shifted. 
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    “Quite an accomplishment, Brothers!” said the Angel guarding the entrance to the Administration building. He did not mean it in a good way.  
 
    The deep, rich voice startled Stralasi, even though he’d expected it. What he hadn’t expected was humor. He dropped to one knee.  
 
    Rather uncharacteristically, Darian took a knee beside him.  
 
    “Merely a misunderstanding, my Lord,” he explained.  
 
    The Angel smiled a coldly beautiful and threatening smile.  
 
    “You seem to attract them,” he said. “Misunderstandings, that is.” 
 
    “In this particular case, it was no more than an unfortunate byproduct of Brother Stralasi’s zeal,” Darian answered. “The other instances were simply misfortune and misadventure.”  
 
    He stood up and pulled a reluctant Stralasi upright alongside him.  
 
    “It wasn’t my fault,” the sagging monk whimpered.  
 
    Darian glanced at his companion. “As I said, my Lord, a simple misunderstanding.”  
 
    “It seems your associate’s inexperience may have led him into some sort of impropriety of doctrine,” the Angel suggested.  
 
    “Oh, no, my Lord!” Darian feigned being aghast. “I’m sure there was no impropriety involved. My friend may have uttered an ill-chosen word or two but nothing more, I’m sure.” 
 
    Stralasi felt nauseated, which was an understandable, natural fear response triggered by watching Darian engage in a life-threatening argument with an Angel.  
 
    No, something else niggled at his mind. He checked in on his Familiar self.  
 
    That’s odd.  
 
    His Familiar was no longer in Eso-La. It would seem that—this couldn’t be right—Nem had left the universe entirely. Taken to Heaven by Alum? 
 
    The Good Brother focused his attention fully into his Familiar’s perspective. Yes, Nem was now alone with the Living God in another universe, and presently looking out on Perfection. 
 
    Darak Legsu wavered into partially-synchronized existence beside the Familiar’s body.  
 
    Back in the other universe, next to Darian Leigh, a very human sigh escaped Stralasi’s human body. 
 
    Darian eyed the Good Brother.  
 
    “Are you okay, Brother?” he asked, genuinely worried. 
 
    Stralasi waved off the concern. He forced himself to shut out the incredible live feed that was streaming into his integrated consciousness from his Familiar part and focus on the pressing business at hand. He could synchronize with the Familiar’s experience later. 
 
    “A summons to meet with the Proctor is not what I desired after my first week here,” he managed to answer.  
 
    He pushed back his shoulders and smiled his bravest smile.  
 
    “But, as you say, I’m sure it’s all a simple misunderstanding that can be easily cleared up.” 
 
    Stralasi turned back to the Angel and gave a deep bow.  
 
    “My Lord,” he said. “I hope to return to preparing this week’s lesson soon but, right now, I suspect we are about to be late for our meeting. I don’t imagine the Proctor would look favorably on that.” 
 
    “I suspect not,” the Angel said and turned his impassive face forward again.  
 
    Dismissed, Stralasi and Darian hurried through the main doors and up to the floor of Proctor’s Office.  
 
    The receptionist stood waiting for them as they stepped off the elevator. The silent judgment that narrowed his eyes to horizontal slits replaced the usual courtesies. Without a word, he turned and ushered them down the hallway toward the appointed room.  
 
    Stralasi bowed his head and followed obediently. 
 
    Darian, apparently equally oblivious to the social cues and to the weight of the meeting they’d been summoned to attend, casually regaled them with his usual stream of incessant chatter.  
 
    While chattering on and on without pause about nothing of import, he gently released the transport wasps, one by one, from out of his sleeve. 
 
    When the trio arrived at the threshold of the office, the receptionist stepped aside to let the two men enter, softly closed the door behind them, and abandoned them to their fate.  
 
    The bald, shiny head presenting itself to them from the other side of the desk only emphasized the severe look on the man’s face that eventually deemed to look up and acknowledge them. A brusque twitching of the man’s hand indicated the visitors should sit.  
 
    They sat. 
 
    Images of all the times he’d summoned members of his community for a “corrective consultation” whirled unbidden and unwanted through Stralasi’s imagination. 
 
    The Proctor clasped his hands together and leaned forward. He peered into Darian’s and Stralasi’s eyes, each for a few seconds, without a word.  
 
    When Stralasi could stand it no longer and looked away, the Proctor glanced at his notes and began the interview. 
 
    “Brothers, we’re less than a full week into classes and already you have a complaint against you,” he stated as a matter of fact. “Usually, our students allow a little more leeway before deciding an instructor is unbearable.”  
 
    He read the complaint, which was now floating in a prominent display on his desktop, out loud and in full for the benefit of the visitors. At the end of the message, he swiped the document to the side and turned his stern stare to the two men opposite him.  
 
    “So, tell me, what do you have to say for yourselves?” 
 
    “Uh...uh,” Stralasi stuttered.  
 
    “We are at a bit of a loss, Proctor,” Darian answered. “I, for one, can’t agree that those particulars form a reasonable basis for a complaint.” He blinked innocently. 
 
    “At a loss, are you?” The Proctor answered.  
 
    “No idea,” Darian answered. 
 
    “Hm. I’m sure! Well, let’s examine them point by point,” the Proctor said as he leaned over his desk and drew the window with the anonymous complaint a little closer. 
 
    “This Lecturer was intensely dull,” the Proctor began. “Not that that’s a crime,” he noted, looking up briefly. He didn’t smile.  
 
    “It goes on to say, ‘He used words I’ve never heard in any Alumitum lecture. Words like integration asteroids and Cybrids. And rebellion.’”  
 
    The Proctor pinched the bridge of his nose and looked up at Stralasi.  
 
    “Now, I realize things are different on the Frontier and this is your first time teaching in the Alumitum,” he said, “but must you stir up fear of rebellion in your first class?” 
 
    “That was spoken only as a warning, Proctor,” Stralasi sputtered. “As cautionary counsel that one must never disregard one’s duty to mindful prayer.” 
 
    “Ah, yes. Prayer,” the Proctor replied. “The missive also states that you failed to begin class with a suitable prayer until reminded by your students. Again, I realize this is your first assignment but surely you are not so long or far away on the edges of the Realm that you forgot your own training, here at this very Alumitum. We don’t need to recommend a refresher semester or two, do we?” 
 
    Stralasi’s eyes darted anxiously about the room while he sought an appropriate response.  
 
    A refresher? After centuries of indoctrination and training? The stigma of being ordered to a retraining semester at the Alumitum would destroy any hope of a career on Founding worlds.  
 
    The Proctor walked over and looked out the window. He rocked back and forth on the balls of his feet, hands clasped loosely behind his back, humming.  
 
    Confused, Stralasi turned to Darian, who sat suspiciously quiet, eyes closed and in apparent concentration.  
 
    Stralasi gave him a nudge with his elbow. 
 
    “Eh? He’s not done yet, is he?”  
 
    Darian opened one eye.  
 
    “Pay attention,” Stralasi hissed. 
 
    “I am.”  
 
    Stralasi waved his chin toward the Proctor, still humming by the window. 
 
    “He threatened to send me for retraining!” 
 
    “Yes, and..?” Darian prompted. 
 
    “It’ll end my career!” 
 
    “Proctor,” Darian raised his voice to catch the head administrator’s attention.  
 
    The man turned slowly, as if in a daze.  
 
    “Yes?” 
 
    “Is anyone’s career in danger today?”  
 
    “No,” the Proctor answered, “only the universe.”  
 
    He turned back to the view. 
 
    Jaw agape, Stralasi’s eyes moved back and forth between the other two men. Darian was sporting a silly grin.  
 
    “What have you done?” the monk demanded. 
 
    “Only what was necessary,” Darian answered. “I set up a little loop in his lattice to keep him occupied while I work.” 
 
    “Loop?” the Proctor asked. 
 
    “No matter how long he stares out that window, he’ll think he’s only been there a second or two,” Darian explained.  
 
    Stralasi stared at the Proctor.  
 
    “Do you mean to say you have control over his mind?” 
 
    “I do,” Darian answered. “I control his perception, his thinking, and what he does.” 
 
    “I don’t like the sound of that,” Stralasi said.  
 
    How many times has he done that to me?—the Good Brother wondered. How often have I been in his power?  
 
    It didn’t seem right. It wasn’t ethical. He’d watched Darak control Angels and Cybrids but that was different. Angels and Cybrids were, basically, machines. The Proctor was a human being. But what did that say about his own integration with his Familiar? Wasn’t his Familiar a machine as well? Yet, as a part of his integral self, wasn’t that as much a part of his human identity as his biological self? He wasn’t sure he could identify any difference. 
 
    Darian shrugged.  
 
    “Don’t get yourself worked up. For the moment, it’s nothing but a convenient trick that allows me to concentrate on penetrating Alum’s node without the distraction of keeping up this charade.” 
 
    Stralasi’s eyes blinked rapidly.  
 
    Charade?  
 
    He’d been so caught up in their act that he’d almost forgotten it was all fake. He rubbed his eyes, let his head flop back, and looked at the ceiling. He exhaled gently but fully, counted to two, and let his lungs refill. 
 
    “So what do we—” 
 
    Darian held up a finger, silencing the monk.  
 
    “If you don’t mind, Brother. This next bit I’m working on is a little tricky.” 
 
    Stralasi’s mouth clapped shut. He walked over and stood beside the Proctor, peered into the man’s vacant expression, and felt lost and useless. Again. 
 
    * * * 
 
    The transport wasps left the shelter of Darian’s sleeve one by one and lit out on their own. They knew where they were headed and would find their own best route. 
 
    Days earlier, the memories Darian had studied in the neural traces of Trillian’s brain provided a clear picture of the floor plan of the Alumitum Administration Tower. More importantly, there was a blueprint of the ventilation ductwork shared between the Proctor’s floor and the one above that was occupied by Alum’s local CPPU and support machinery.  
 
    Darian programmed relevant information into the bugs’ brains. After that, all he had to do was set them loose and track their progress over the QUEECH comm channel while they navigated their way up to the top floor of the tower. Child’s play, but he devoted all of his attention to it just in case his direct intervention was needed. 
 
    The wasps made their way to a return air grill near the floor of the machine room that housed Alum’s local node, the closest point they could convene as a group without risking detection. The target device sat at the edge of a pure cube of nanostructured silicene the size of a small floater vehicle.  
 
    In every one of Alum’s other nodes throughout the realm, the QUEECH comm device was internal to the node. Except this one. Trillian had selected and isolated this particular device himself, and had personally managed its maintenance in order to avoid integration directly into the silicene lattice of Alum’s node. 
 
    Trillian, the original Trillian, had needed to keep this device accessible from outside. His escape plan, should he ever need one, was to make an excuse to visit the node and leave a specific program with the maintenance Cybrid for the next routine cycle. The program would prime the Cybrid to act as a conduit for the Shard to access this comm device, a direct link to Alum’s node. To guarantee accessibility, he’d installed one of his own maintenance Partials with a back channel command and a control module to remain in place with the device.  
 
    Darian’s wasp transports and their cargo of QUEECH-hacking Spyders were now within a few meters of that very same Cybrid.  
 
    An admirable plan, Trillian, but it’s not going to be fast enough for us—Darian thought. We can’t wait for the next maintenance cycle. We need immediate access.  
 
    He sent one of the wasps through the ventilation grill to survey the room. It flew along the floorboard, passed behind the Cybrid, and landed on top of the Cybrid’s spherical shell.  
 
    The Cybrid didn’t raise any alarms. If it had noticed the bug, it wasn’t acknowledging the fact. 
 
    Through the wasp’s feed, Darian saw Alum’s silicene node sitting about fifteen meters away in the center of the room. Optical cables snaked along the floor from nearby cabinets and into the device.  
 
    Cables that connect it to cameras and microphones all over the habitat—Darian remembered.  
 
    Trillian’s memories, not mine. 
 
    Many of the cables led to sub-processors that ran the habitat machinery. From there, Alum’s sub-mind could coordinate the power supplies of all six habitat tunnels that ran the length of Vesta. Lights could be turned on and off, heaters or coolers could be activated, air and water circulating pumps could be sped up or slowed down. Everything, from systems that affected the ecosystem to automated personal transportation vehicles, could be controlled from this node.  
 
    This local node is the brain, and Vesta is the body—Darian mused. I wonder how much of the lattice is devoted to conscious thought and how much to autonomic functions. 
 
    Trillian’s memories provided no direct insight on that topic.  
 
    From the outside, the unassuming node looked harmless, like any other piece of innocuous machinery. Looks, in this case, were deceiving.  
 
    From here, Alum could cast complex local RAF fields as big as the entire asteroid of Vesta. And the RAF generators that studded the exterior of the asteroid were capable of much more.  
 
    From here, He could tear reality apart, from one end of the solar system to the other. We have to get in, but we have to do it carefully. 
 
    He checked Trillian’s memories and found nothing more about local defenses protecting the node.  
 
    Surely, Alum wouldn’t leave a node unprotected. Rather careless of Him.  
 
    Then again, what need would Alum have for high-level defenses within the religious center of the Realm? Macroscopic attacks would be easily detected and defended against. With two Angels on duty outside the Tower, any conceivable internal threat could be dispensed within seconds. Anything that got past the Angels would be dealt with directly by the Living God. 
 
    That left the microscopic and nanoscopic.  
 
    The room looked spotlessly clean, aside from the normal traces of dust in the air. Did the Cybrid Partial clean daily or weekly? Luckily, the room lacked HEPA filters on the return air ducts.  
 
    If we’d had to get past Class 100 conditions, that would’ve been a problem! 
 
    He initiated an approach program in the exploratory wasp and highlighted the top of the QUEECH comm device as the landing zone.  
 
    Might as well try the simplest approach, first—he thought. Maybe we’ll get lucky. 
 
    The wasp, carrying its tiny Spyder passenger, lifted from the top of the maintenance Cybrid and headed toward the node in what Darian hoped was a natural-looking, slightly erratic pattern. 
 
    It buzzed across the chamber, unhindered.  
 
    Five, ten, twelve meters.  
 
    Could it be this easy?—Darian wondered.  
 
    The feed from the bug disappeared.  
 
    Darian switched his attention to one of the wasps waiting in the ventilation duct and reviewed its observations.  
 
    The explorer wasp had approached the target. The maintenance Cybrid stationed at the edge of the room didn’t move. Darian half-expected the Cybrid to snap out a small butterfly net on the end of a specialized tentacle or whip out a can of insecticide. But it didn’t. Instead, a green laser light pierced the air from a corner of the room. The wasp and its QUEECH-hacking Spyder passenger were vaporized instantly. In the Proctor’s office one floor below, Darian jumped. 
 
    I guess that explains why there are no bug carcasses lying around—he thought. There’s nothing left of them to litter the floor. 
 
    The laser defense system hadn’t struck right away. If he sent another wasp, how close could it get to the node before a laser zapped it? Was the defense system adaptive? Would it respond sooner next time? One real wasp finding its way into this room per day would be highly unlikely. Two appearing on the same day would be so improbable, it was sure to be noticed. 
 
    But he couldn’t have the tiny Spyders crawl the whole fifteen meters from the vent to the comm device. That was about fifteen thousand times their body length, the equivalent of asking a human to walk thirty klicks and then climb a three-kilometer high sheer vertical wall at the end.  
 
    If he were to send a transport wasp to within a few meters and have the Spyders parachute to the floor on a silk thread, how many tries would he get before triggering another alarm?  
 
    Could I get away with dropping them right over the node? They could crawl down from there, no problem. And if I let the wasps fly into the room using a Gaussian distribution, it’ll look like a hive wandered into the ventilation system by mistake. That’ll provide a plausible reason for more than one wasp in the room on the same day.  
 
    He had eleven wasps and Spyders left. He modeled how a natural distribution and movement might look; he’d only have one chance to get it right. 
 
    At the last second, he decided to hold one insect back to record the operation and serve as a fallback plan. Should the swarm-pattern idea not work out, he’d be ready with one last, less than ideal option that would be guaranteed to put a Spyder in position, but also guaranteed to alert Alum to a God-level intrusion.  
 
    Very, very much less than ideal. He hoped it didn’t come to that. 
 
    Darian released ten wasps into the room in a carefully timed pattern. They infiltrated slowly, flying in all directions. Most explored to the right and left along the wall, some climbed up to the ceiling, and two spread out across the floor. The invasion looked completely natural, like a small nest had been disturbed and the inhabitants had spread out, seeking safety or enemies. 
 
    When the first of the wasps got within three meters of the silicene cube, a bolt of green lanced out and vaporized it.  
 
    Damn!—Darian thought. Just as I’d feared, the defense system has become more sensitive. 
 
    A second wasp circled lazily within five meters. He instructed its Spyder to parachute to the floor on a thread. It would take at least an hour for it to wander across the open tiles to the QUEECH device but it could end up being the only chance. Darian watched it descend gracefully to the floor and noted its trajectory before turning his attention to the others. 
 
    As he’d feared, the other nine wasps and Spyders approaching the node were being vaporized outside a wider and wider defense perimeter. All of them but the solitary walker.  
 
    Darian watched his single soldier inch across the tiled expanse, hoping its insignificant size would protect it. After an hour of painstakingly slow progress, the Spyder made it within a few dozen centimeters of the target.  
 
    It had almost reached the base of the device when a green flash put an end to that hope. 
 
    In the Proctor’s office, Darian exhaled noisily. He stood up from the chair he’d been glued to for the past sixty minutes, and stretched. Stralasi stopped his incessant pacing.  
 
    “Success?” he asked, eyebrows raised high in hope of a positive reply. 
 
    Darian shook his head.  
 
    “The opposite,” he muttered.  
 
    Stralasi’s shoulders slumped.  
 
    “I have one Spyder left,” Darian said. “One final chance to get inside.” 
 
    Stralasi grunted. “If you couldn’t get to the device with the other eleven, what good will this one do?” 
 
    “Oh, I can get it there,” Darian answered. “Guaranteed.” 
 
    Stralasi frowned. “Okay, so why didn’t you just do that, first?” 
 
    “There’s no way to do it secretly,” Darian replied. “Alum will know I’m here.” 
 
    “Oh! Well, then, don’t do that!” Stralasi said. 
 
    Darian continued, “He’ll activate His defenses, call in the Angels, throw up the shift-blocking field.” 
 
    Stralasi blanched.  
 
    “I see,” he said. 
 
    “Yeah, you’ll be trapped.” 
 
    Stralasi pursed his lips and exhaled loudly. “Again.” 
 
    Darian gave him a lopsided grin.  
 
    “But not all of you,” he added brightly. 
 
    “My Familiar is in Heaven. With Alum.” 
 
    “Darak will protect you there,” Darian said. “And I’ll protect you here.” 
 
    “Until the end of the universe?” Stralasi scoffed. 
 
    Darian nodded solemnly. “For as long as we can.” 
 
    The Good Brother had nothing to say.  
 
    Darian gave him a moment to get used to the idea before pressing.  
 
    “It’s our only chance.” 
 
    “I see no other option,” said the Good Brother. “You have to do it” He held his hands, palms up, in front of him as if about to make a point. He let them drop to his side. “It’s just…hard.” 
 
    “I know,” Darian said. “The eternal plight of humanity, being at the mercy of the Gods.”  
 
    His eyes caught Stralasi’s. The Brother’s were filled with despair, whereas his twinkled with humor and determination. 
 
    “Yes, so it would seem,” Stralasi agreed. 
 
    Darian shifted the last Spyder from its perch atop the back of the transport wasp in the return-air duct to the top of the QUEECH comm device. 
 
    “Here we go,” he announced. 
 
    As the tiny Spyder made its way through a gap in the metal housing and toward the heart of the device, alarms started sounding throughout the Alumitum. 
 
    Darian reached out all over the Alumitum Administration and its neighborhood, shifting people and things as random decoys. Lastly, he shifted one of the guarding Angels into the office and released the Proctor from his consciousness loop.  
 
    “...and so, you really must be more careful,” the Proctor continued, mid-sermon. 
 
    On hearing the alarms, he snapped his mouth shut and whirled away from the window. He froze in place as he beheld the imposing figure of the Angel standing inside his office door.  
 
    The Angel’s drawn sword crackled with barely-restrained energy along the length of the blade.  
 
    Darian felt the shift-blocking fields snap into place around Vesta. They wouldn’t hold him, but he couldn’t leave without breaking his promise to the monk. 
 
    The Proctor’s face contorted with fear and confusion. 
 
    “Wha...What’s happening?” he stammered. 
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    Mirly stepped daintily between the sparse ferns of the old-growth forest. Plants sprang up from the damp floor wherever Alum’s light shone through the thick canopy to the ground below. Enormous coniferous trees rose up, branchless for the first ten meters or more before their generous limbs spread out and their highest tips brushed the bottoms of wispy clouds to feed on Alum’s Glory. 
 
    Earlier, when she’d been at the fringe of the First Forest, Mirly had been able to make out the slight curvature of the ceiling that was under a kilometer away. But here this close to the center of Heaven, the thin clouds made it hard to judge how low the sky was. 
 
    This is the last layer—she thought. Or the first, I guess, counting from the center, outward. The ceiling above was the floor of Heaven’s Core, where Alum resided and possibly where she’d find a doorway to the “greater universe” outside.  
 
    From her position near the edge of Heaven, Mirly had been able to shift this close to the Core because she’d once visited the lush jungle of the First Forest during a hummingbird phase. That was before she’d extended roots and spent a few years as an orchid, growing between the always moist branches of a sheltering forsythia.  
 
    A peaceful, beautiful time—she recalled. Then again, all of her time in Heaven had been peaceful and beautiful. Right up until she’d made that horrible mandala. Since then, she’d shifted and trudged through much of the only universe she’d ever known, seeking a way to redeem herself for being the source of the disappointment she’d seen in Alum’s eyes. 
 
    The visit to the outer edge of Heaven—where the fires of Creation pulled the firmament of Heaven from the great nothing—had proven fruitless. Having found no way past the flames, she’d turned back toward the life-giving Core. 
 
    For weeks now, she’d pushed ever inward from the rainforest of her youth, trying to track the gentle curvature of the sky, walking endlessly with barely any rest, ever closer to the center of the universe.  
 
    Life guided her. The closer Mirly came to the center, the larger and more magnificent life grew. Older and wiser beings migrated nearer to the center to be closer to Alum in their final millennia. The closer they got to the Core, the bigger they grew. In the veg state, they put down roots for centuries at a time. In their final anima state, they turned into great, lumbering beasts that sang hauntingly beautiful odes to their Creator. 
 
    Now, the gigantic trees of the First Forest told her she was nearing her journey’s end. The woods were silent, save for whispering leaves, creaking trunks, and branches rocked by the gentle breeze.  
 
    There were seldom any animals here. Those in their vibrant anima phases preferred the faster life of the less majestic areas. They left the ancient trees to their slow, sage thoughts. 
 
    One of the trees she passed was near to shaking off its last sleepy ponderings and changing into the anima state for its final journey to the Core, where it would join Alum in eternal bliss.  
 
    Its leaves and branches were already fully re-absorbed, and its trunk had shortened and become swollen. The body of the beast was forming as its massive head slumbered. The base of the trunk was dividing into four stocky legs, though they remained deeply rooted in the ground. 
 
    I could wait for it to finish its transition and follow it to the Core—Mirly thought. In their ultimate anima phase, all Alum’s people had an intuitive knowledge of how to reach the Center of Heaven. But such an enormous transition could take months or more, and she found it hard to imagine having the patience to sit there and watch the entire time.  
 
    She took note of the area, paying particular attention to any differentiating features in the woodland. It was hard; the trees looked the same in every direction. The pond she’d passed a few days earlier was easily the most distinctive place she could remember. Calling its image to mind would allow her to return here if she made no progress by walking. 
 
    Satisfied, she set off in search of any discernible route that might have been left by an earlier mammoth on their final journey to join Alum.  
 
    She hoped her own path had been spiraling closer to the center, however slowly.  
 
    Legend said there was only a single Gateway to the Center of Heaven, though there were infinite approaches. She suspected everyone on their final journey wound their own way to the Gateway from wherever they happened to transition into their ultimate anima form. The transitions took place rarely. It would be a great stroke of fortune to happen upon anything she could recognize as the movements of one of the behemoths.  
 
    Deep in thought about her travels, Mirly stumbled into a shallow depression hidden beneath the plants and composting leaves on the forest floor. Her front-right leg dropped a little lower than expected, upset her balance, and caused her full weight to come down hard onto the errant hoof. 
 
    Ow! That was clumsy—she chastised herself and rubbed her leg with one hand. 
 
    Mirly looked back to see what she’d tripped on. She cleared away some leaves and a few dead branches. There in the dried mud was a huge footprint about a meter long and deep enough to have made her lose her footing. 
 
    It must have walked through here after a rainfall.  
 
    Wait! What must have walked?—she asked herself. Clearly, this was an anima person on their final journey.  
 
    A path! 
 
    She craned her neck left and right, following the length-wise axis of the footprint. The spacing of the trees was wide in every direction.  
 
    Is that a broken branch?  
 
    Her eyes sought confirmation in the distance.  
 
    Yes, there! And again, over there!  
 
    She could make it out now, a trail of bent and occasionally broken low-hanging branches, and subtle shadows cast in compressed detritus on the ground.  
 
    Hints of other footprints? 
 
    She set off to follow them. 
 
    Mirly walked at a brisk pace until impatience drove her into a trot and, soon after, into a full-out gallop. The path seemed to go on forever and as she grew tired she slowed to a patient walk. A few hours later, she grew bored and distracted.  
 
    She’d been trudging on in a straight line for a quite a few minutes before she realized she’d lost the trail. The endless forest of towering trunks, light fog, constant mist, and lack of light finding its way from Alum’s Glory above to the forest floor all conspired to make it nearly impossible to determine if she were moving in the right direction.  
 
    Exasperated, she backtracked until she again found signs that the elephantine person had passed by.  
 
    Hours passed. Whole days went by. Her alertness diminished and she felt the pull of the rich earth beneath her feet more than once, as her internal energy stores decreased dangerously.  
 
    If I plant roots here to recharge, it would be ages before I could transition to the anima state again—she thought. So little light reaches the forest floor that it would take forever to replenish my stores. I just can’t wait that long; Alum needs my help, now!  
 
    She pushed on, determined not to waste her last, best hope. 
 
    Finally, the light ahead grew stronger and the forest thinned.  
 
    Have I come to the end?—she wondered. Or have I retraced my way back to the beginning? She couldn’t imagine why anyone would have walked out of the First Forest on their journey to the Core.  
 
    Then again, what do I know? Hope—even my last, best one—has not guided me especially well so far. 
 
    Click. Click.  
 
    In her exhausted, trance-like state, she didn’t notice stepping out from under the final tree and onto a marble terrace until the soft click, click of her hooves reached her fading consciousness and sparked her attention.  
 
    Click. Click. 
 
    Fifteen meters away, stood a wide garden gate. It didn’t look like much, the sort of ornamental iron gate one might use to set off one part of a clearing from another.  
 
    Surely, this can’t be “the” gate. The entrance to the Core of Heaven should be more beautiful than any other gate—she thought. 
 
    I suppose that it’s here at all makes it special. Metal gates aren’t all that common in Heaven. Stones with fairly pure iron were hard to find, and metal forging was an unusual hobby. Still, this particular one was a little…underwhelming. She’d seen one or two gates at least as fancy as this one in her lifetime.  
 
    Her efforts to reconcile reality bumping up against her expectations this way made her laugh out loud.  
 
    Oh, Mirly!—she chided herself. What need did the Living God have of decoration, when the entire universe was His to make as intricate and beautiful as He desired? What would be the point of trying to inspire more awe in His people, when they already admire Him, love Him, and worship Him with every fiber of their being? 
 
    Silly me. That must be why Alum’s always so casual and relaxed when He visits—she realized. All of Heaven rejoices in Him and praises His glory. All of Heaven is His home. He doesn’t value any one part of it more than any other.  
 
    She wondered if this setting looked any different to a person on their final journey, on their way to becoming one with their Creator. She’d always imagined a soul-warming, brilliant light spilling out from the open gate as Alum welcomed one of His children home.  
 
    Home! A chance to speak privately with her Lord!  
 
    A chance to seek a way to help Him in the “greater universe” outside! 
 
    She stepped forward tentatively and put one hand on the gate. It felt cool to the touch but not uncomfortably so. She pushed it forward a crack and saw that the marble tiles carried right through to the other side. 
 
    No soul-warming, brilliant light. 
 
    Mirly opened the gate enough to squeeze through, entered, and closed it gently behind her. She closed her eyes and faced inward again, barely daring to examine the Core. 
 
    “Ah! You’ve made it!” 
 
    Her eyes flew open at Alum’s voice.  
 
    God stood at the far end of a large clearing—she didn’t have the words for such a place. It had barren floor and walls, and a ceiling visible only a few meters above. A dull sphere, slightly smaller in diameter than her Lord was tall, floated behind Him. 
 
    A second being with the same upright bipedal aspect as Alum shimmered uncertainly in a haze between Alum and the sphere.  
 
    Another God?—Mirly wondered. How could that be?  
 
    While Heaven boasted an amazing variety of life in a wealth of forms, there were none, absolutely none, in the image of their Lord. Only Alum stood on two legs, with hands hanging at His side.  
 
    Mirly felt her knees go weak, and she started to tremble.  
 
    Alum rushed forward. He took the quivering doe-centaur’s hand and steadied her. She gave Him a weak smile of gratitude, and He led her back to where the other God stood with the hovering globe.  
 
    “Mirly, My dear,” Alum began. “I’d like to introduce you to some of My friends from the universe outside of Heaven.”  
 
    He indicated the other bipedal form with one hand.  
 
    “This is Darak Legsu, an old friend and comrade,” He said through a broad smile. “You’ll have to pardon his rather insubstantial appearance. A small matter of mutual distrust, I’m afraid.” He waved His hand dismissively. “Temporary, I’m sure.” 
 
    He gestured toward the dull-grey sphere.  
 
    “And this, I’m told, is the Familiar of Brother Stralasi, the machine embodiment of a man who, until only last year, was a monk of the Alumita, the spiritual home of My People in that other universe. At present, Brother Stralasi himself is apparently a citizen of a colony I once founded; sadly, it turned to rebellion some years ago. Nothing to do with our dedicated Good Brother, of course. Perhaps he was visiting to see if he could bring them back into the fold. Wouldn’t that be lovely?” 
 
    So many unfamiliar words and concepts! Mirly struggled to make sense of Alum’s introduction. Uncertain of the etiquette of her situation, Mirly gave a low formal bow. The other God—Darak—returned the bow graciously, and the metal sphere gave a little bob.  
 
    “In addition to these two, who are more or less physically present,” Alum continued, “we are blessed with the presence of several billion People viewing remotely from My external Realm.”  
 
    She bowed to the sphere. “Welcome, all,” she said, though it came out a little more tired-sounding than she’d intended. 
 
    The four stood still, exchanging stares, equally uncertain of how to proceed.  
 
    Alum broke the silence, addressing His words to Mirly.  
 
    “We were nearly finished our tour of Heaven. But you’ve been on quite the tour, yourself, haven’t you? I’ve followed your progress with some interest. Perhaps you would share some of your experiences with us?” 
 
    Share my travels and my thoughts with two Gods, a floating ball, and billions of strangers who are somehow listening, even though they aren’t really here?—Mirly fretted.  
 
    “My Lord, I am hardly worthy to contribute anything useful in such company,” she protested. 
 
    “Nonsense,” He replied. “We are all just people, here. All just trying to come to a conclusion about the fate of our two universes. Your story is as valuable as any of ours. I have been blessed with your art before and found it joyful. Bless us all, now, with your tale. Please.”  
 
    Joyful? That wasn’t how she remembered His reaction to her last mandala, the one that had set her on her arduous journey. But if that was how Alum wanted to represent her art, He had to have His reasons. 
 
    A cushion-stone appeared to one side of the four of them. Alum motioned for Mirly to be seated. She delicately walked to the stone and rested her haunches on it. It felt good to be in a more restful pose. 
 
    “Ah, my dear. I beg your pardon. You’ve traveled far with little rest,” Alum said. “Your energy stores must be depleted.”  
 
    He flourished a hand and Mirly felt instantly refreshed and revived.  
 
    “A gift,” He said, “for sharing your stories and perspective.” 
 
    “Thank you, Lord,” Mirly replied. “I haven’t been as careful of my energy levels as I should have been during my travels.” 
 
    Alum waved away her apology.  
 
    “No need for regrets. You had much to see, and needed great determination to see it all. Tell us about the structure and function of Heaven, of its beauty, of its people. Tell us of the good, the imperfect, and the confusing. The others can ask their questions, and the outside universe can learn of our world.” 
 
    Mirly shifted on her seat and tried to compose her thoughts. So much had happened to her. She had traveled far, through a great variety of terrain from the edge of Heaven to its Core. She’d also collected centuries of memories—almost all happy—of her life as one of God’s creatures.  
 
    She began. 
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    “Life in Heaven is nothing but pure joy and continuous blessing,” Mirly said. 
 
    “I have lived many long lives, happy to be growing, learning, and improving. I was filled with love for our Lord and dedicated myself, as we all do, to singing His praises. My gifts in my current anima form run toward music and the visual arts.” 
 
    She smiled. “I like to arrange musical notes in unusual combinations and compositions. And I like to arrange pretty stones and colored sands into complex shapes.” 
 
    “Ah, yes,” Alum said. “Let’s examine your last work. The one that set you on your journey. The one you believe I disapprove of.” 
 
    How could He know that?—Mirly wondered. Then she remembered God truly did know all. Had she needed more proof, this would be it. 
 
    The Living God shifted all four of them to the top of the gigantic boulder, looking down on the very same mandala Mirly had created, the one that had started her misery. Somehow, Alum had magically caused the mandala to reappear in all of its glorious, swirling colors! 
 
    Mirly smiled on hearing her composition for the variable flute playing in the background. The pleasing notes floated over them; she couldn’t tell from where.  
 
    Are we really here, again?—she wondered. Or is this a shared dream?  
 
    Darak grunted. “Earth, from high above the North Pole.”  
 
    Mirly looked down. The colors and design still pleased her but much less so now, knowing that Alum had been less than happy with it. 
 
    Alum walked to one edge of the boulder and pointed to a section of the picture.  
 
    “You can see, here, where some of My less pleasant memories crept into this universe from outside.” 
 
    Darak followed His outstretched arm and laughed.  
 
    “Oh, my! Yes, I can see why this might not have been completely pleasing to You, but how could this poor creature have known?” 
 
    Stralasi’s Familiar floated forward.  
 
    “What am I looking at?” he asked. 
 
    “You know it as Origin,” Darak answered, “Ancient Earth. Humanity’s birthplace, shortly before its destruction.”  
 
    He glowered at Alum and his chin pointed to the same gray blob that Alum had indicated. “Perhaps You would like to tell them how that was released.”  
 
    “Perhaps you would like to tell them how it was created,” Alum replied.  
 
    Stralasi heard the challenge in His voice. In both voices. Extraordinary! 
 
    “I didn’t know at the time,” Darak said, “but I do, now. A colleague used something he didn’t fully understand to kill our mentor.” 
 
    “Your mentor—you mean, Dr. Darian Leigh?” 
 
    Darak nodded. “Yes, that’s right. Our lab mate, Larry Rusalov, became unwell, pathologically jealous, paranoid. He couldn’t tolerate that Darian’s nanotech-lattice—an abomination of nature—gave him enhanced intelligence, or that Darian wanted to share his gift with the world. He was insanely envious and yet at the same time he rejected Darian’s offer to receive the enhancement himself. He rejected the research in its entirety and came to see Darian as a dangerous enemy that had to be eliminated.  
 
    “In Larry’s defense, he had no idea that Darian’s attempt to protect himself would produce the Eater. I don’t imagine even Darian realized what effect his attempts to survive would bring about.” 
 
    “That’s the Eater? But it’s so small,” Stralasi exclaimed.  
 
    This insignificant gray blob depicted in the mandala looked nothing like the solar-system sized monstrosity he and Darak had hunted. 
 
    “In the beginning, it was, yes,” Darak answered.  
 
    “We tried to contain it and slow its growth. That worked for a short while. We were on the verge of moving it into deep space when somebody—I believe that was you, Alum—destroyed the enclosure. With nothing to curb its appetite, the Eater grew rapidly. In less than a few days, it went from the size of a small house to something capable of absorbing several cities. A week later, the entire planet was gone. 
 
    “It was a nightmare come true. Over time, the legends we created in Alum’s Realm changed its name from the Eater to the Da’arkness, a perversion of Darian’s name. They made it out to be even more terrifying than it ever was, originally, I mean. It became the new bogeyman, the infinite blackness of empty, hungry space. It became something to frighten little children and their parents. A tool used to turn people away from science, and research, and anything unknown.” 
 
    “I named the Da’arkness for the horror that it truly was,” Alum answered. 
 
    “And, coincidentally, precisely the right horror to aim at Eso-La?” Darak countered. 
 
    “What do you mean?” the Living God asked in a manner so convincing that everyone listening in believed Alum sincerely had no idea what Darak was talking about.  
 
    Darak didn’t let the ploy pique his anger. 
 
    “I found the Eater on its new trajectory about a light year away from the ESO colony and closing in. Oh, no need to worry. I found a safe place to send it. Thanks for lending me three of Your element arrays; they came in handy.” 
 
    Alum’s face darkened. “The Eater was an appropriate gift for those rebels. Not that it matters anymore. The universe would not have endured long enough to see it reach Eso-La.” 
 
    “Did You know that Darian Leigh was still inside it?” Darak asked in a casual tone. “Well, more or less inside. I pulled him out and rebuilt him, as much as I could.” 
 
    “You rescued Darian, the high priest of the Da’arkness, himself? Can we surmise that your own assumed name is some perversion of his?” Alum asked. 
 
    “I chose my name to honor my mentor,” Darak said quietly. “Just like Kathy Liang did.” 
 
    Alum flinched. 
 
    “Ah, yes. I see You remember her,” Darak noted. “Kathy Liang used the DAR prefix to identify the Cybrids she constructed from our minds. That was before You killed her, the human her, anyway. Kathy lives on in her Cybrid self. You’ll recognize that name too. It’s Darya.” 
 
    Alum’s eyes widened.  
 
    Darak smiled back, pleased with himself at having surprised the Living God.  
 
    “Ancient history,” Alum sniffed. “It has little meaning or significance today.” 
 
    Darak shadowed Him as He strolled across the boulder.  
 
    “It still reverberates,” Darak said. “But now, it’s not only our history.” 
 
    He waved a hand at Stralasi’s floating Familiar.  
 
    “Now, it’s humanity’s history. The billions of people listening in know our story. How we all came to be who we are. How we got to this point.” 
 
    Alum ignored him. “Tell me, little one,” he said to Mirly, “Where did you find your inspiration for this particular piece?” 
 
    “I..I don’t know, Lord,” the doe-centaur stammered. 
 
    “It came from Me!” Alum cried triumphantly.  
 
    “All things in Heaven flow from its Creator. My Glory shines upon all, bringing life to inanimate clay. My Fires burn at the edge of Heaven, drawing new matter from the endless Chaos that surrounds us. My Thoughts inspire creativity in My children.” 
 
    “Your own thoughts displease You, then?” Darak asked. 
 
    Alum wheeled on him.  
 
    “The thoughts that led to this abomination? Yes, those ones do. They are the result of the imperfections and uncertainty in the outside universe. An uncertainty brought on by its very nature and by your meddling.” 
 
    “I was looking around,” Darak shrugged. “Taking stock of what the Realm has become. Trying to understand why You were so willing to throw our entire universe away—all universes—away.” 
 
    “All but this one, My one truly good Creation.”  
 
    “Why are You willing to sacrifice everything, including all of us, for this version of Heaven?” 
 
    “Are you blind? Can you not see? Heaven is perfection!” Alum roared. He turned to Mirly. 
 
    “Isn’t that right, Mirly? Mirly has seen its almost endless beauty, its pleasing variety, its joyous celebration of the cycle of life without suffering. She has traveled much of this world. Tell Me, child, have you seen suffering anywhere in Heaven?” 
 
    Mirly thought back over her travels across great plains, over rolling hills, through lush forests, and along the shores of lakes, rivers, and streams. Indeed, it was all beautiful, peaceful, loving, and glorious. Even when she’d approached the stark edge of Heaven, she’d found the vast proliferation of microscopic life to be wonderful. 
 
    Except for me, it was all perfect—she realized.  
 
    Mirly hung her head low.  
 
    “I am the only imperfection I saw in all of Heaven, Lord.” 
 
    Alum placed His hand on her shoulder.  
 
    “No, child,” He said. “The imperfection came from outside, through Me. Through My concerns about this unholy rebellion. When the outside is gone, all will return to the way I intended it. Soon, you will be as pure as you once were.” 
 
    “I’d like that.” She smiled hopefully. 
 
    “Or you could leave here,” Darak suggested.  
 
    Leave? The only reason Mirly had wanted to visit outside of Heaven was to combat Alum’s concerns in the outside universe. What reason would she have to leave if those concerns were removed? 
 
    Sensing her doubt, Darak explained.  
 
    “Even if all other possible universes were destroyed, Alum will still carry the memory of our universe. Heaven is a dream. A myth. You think you have perfection but all you have here is stasis and stagnation. Beautiful things may happen here, but interesting things never will. He will never allow it.” 
 
    Darak searched Mirly’s eyes.  
 
    “You’ve tasted what interesting feels like,” he said. “You’ve journeyed well outside of your comfort zone, mentally and physically. You’ve come to understand something of conflict, hardship, and danger. But you also understand adventure, curiosity, and possibility.” 
 
    “I...,” Mirly began.  
 
    She didn’t know how to finish that sentence. Would she like to see outside? Did she want more adventure and new things? Or did she yearn for the peaceful certitude of the life she’d once known?  
 
    Darak left her with her thoughts. She had to decide for herself. He turned away and, through Stralasi’s Familiar, addressed the gathered billions.  
 
    “Alum can have His Heaven. It’s a universe He’s created according to His own ideas and, yes, they have a certain beauty. We have no need or desire to deny Heaven its right to exist. But Alum would deny all other possible universes their right to exist, so that His version of Heaven alone can thrive, and no other universes will ever intrude on this one. 
 
    “When I first sensed our universe had stopped expanding, I returned to this universe from the Chaos. I wanted to understand what caused the beginning of the end of possibility.  
 
    “What I discovered was that Alum has gone beyond stopping our universe or any other universes from growing in the Chaos. He has begun the process of reversing Creation. Soon, the laws of nature that hold the stable, real matter of our universe, or of any other universe besides Alum’s so-called Heaven, will become untenable.  
 
    “I say, let Alum have His Heaven, but not at the price of all other possibilities for the rest of eternity.” 
 
    “Judges, Witnesses, People of the Realm, I have given you the knowledge you need to understand this pressing situation and its context, along with the intelligence to evaluate it. Now, I ask you to vote, and let us hope that this man who views Himself as the Living God will heed the guidance of your collective wisdom.” 
 
    “I ask you all now, will you submit to Alum’s vision or will you remain open to unimaginable possibility?” 
 
    After no more than a few tense seconds, the results were complete.  
 
    A little over half voted to keep the universe as it was, not to allow Alum’s vision to become the only one, to allow the multiverse to continue flourishing.  
 
    Darak’s shoulders slumped in relief.  
 
    Even Stralasi chuckled nervously to himself in disbelief.  
 
    Only a tiny fraction of a percent more than half had made the difference. A few thousand votes, at most, had swung the Realm to reject Alum’s offer.  
 
    That’s it? It’s all over?—he wondered.  
 
    Now what? 
 
    Alum’s disdainful laughter shook the boulder on which they stood. Suddenly, all four were back at the Core of Heaven.  
 
    “Puh! Barely a majority,” He said. “Even with all of your influence and meddling with the minds of My People, you could hardly convince half of your ‘judges’ to follow your vision.” 
 
    “Nonetheless, it was a majority,” Darak replied quietly. “After living years under Your all-pervasive rule, more than half of these representatives—people who have only just now learned the true history of Your Realm and Your Divine Plan—voted against You.”  
 
    “Voted?” Alum spat. “Did you really think I would listen to your vote? I, who dreamed of Paradise for tens of millions of years, who planned and experimented, whose wisdom exceeds yours as much as yours exceeds that of the smallest insect?  
 
    “Fools! I have given you millions of years of peace and prosperity. Now, I offer Perfection and you would reject it? For what? For adventure?” 
 
    “You know Your idea of perfection puts an end to surprise and unanticipated possibilities,” said Darak. “Even Your own People, those who’ve worshipped You for ages, can see the value in potential for innovation over this perfect, bland sameness.”  
 
    “My Will be done!” Alum shouted.  
 
    He waved a hand and Stralasi’s Familiar shimmered and faded.  
 
    Darak didn’t look away from the Living God, but Stralasi’s Familiar re-solidified.  
 
    “I had hoped You would listen to Your own People,” the man-God said. “But I was prepared for the possibility that You might not.”  
 
    “You will not stop Me,” Alum replied. “All you’ve done is sow discord among My People. Your meddling has been inconsequential. As one might have predicted, most of My flock remain loyal, unconvinced by your plea. The few who voted with you will stand alone against the might of the Realm.”  
 
    Darak shook his head.  
 
    “You still don’t get it, do You? Let me set You straight. We don’t fear Your might,” he said. “And we are not alone.” 
 
    DAR-G’s analysis of the interface shell had been complete for some minutes. He’d acquired the complete physical parameters of Heaven. Darak’s presence in the Core solidified as he merged with the local reality, and brought all four of his physical forms into Heaven. The Angel Gabriel stood on Darak’s right and the Aelu leader, Fal sek Troal, stood on his left. The floating Cybrid form of DAR-G rapidly computed aggressive fields from a spot behind the three.  
 
    “What the…,” Alum gasped. Without completing the question, He shifted several large silicene nodes and the God, Raytansoh, into the Core of Heaven.  
 
    DAR-G cast the first RAF fields, permeating Raytansoh with three incompatible sets of physical laws.  
 
    The octopoid God wavered and screamed in pain, solidified briefly, and was shredded by changes too fast for him to follow. What little was left of him in Heaven fell to the floor, dead.  
 
    The battle was only a second old, and its first victim had already been claimed.  
 
    Fury disfigured Alum’s face. He flourished His hands and cast ornate fields of rapidly-fluctuating physics. Enormous energies accumulated in His palms, awaiting release. 
 
    Alum attacked. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
    16  
 
    “WhERE..? How..? Who summoned me?” the Angelic Alumitum guard demanded, as he struggled to make sense of his sudden and unexpected relocation.  
 
    Obviously, it couldn’t have been Alum who’d shifted him to the Proctor’s Office. The Living God’s shifts were always preceded by a terse but clear edict. 
 
    The Angel looked to the Proctor, the next highest authority in the room, but the man looked equally nonplussed. Clearly, he hadn’t summoned the Angel, either. 
 
    The Angel’s scrutiny moved to the already too-familiar faces of Darian Leigh and Brother Stralasi. The former’s oddly calm demeanor and the latter’s barely contained terror provided no clues.  
 
    There was no one else in the room to consider. 
 
    “I brought you here,” Darian said indifferently, addressing the Angel as if speaking of mundane matters of little consequence to anyone present.  
 
    The Angel faced the man he’d intuitively tagged as a troublemaker the first time he’d laid sensors on him. Yes, his instincts had been proven correct; they almost always were. As to what particular brand of trouble the fellow was instigating, the Angel was less sure. But he would find out. 
 
    Contrary to what most would consider common sense under the circumstances, Darian spoke up, unbidden.  
 
    “I thought your Lord Alum might prefer speaking through you, His humble Angelic servant, rather than convey His message as a disembodied voice,” he explained. “I hope that’s okay.”  
 
    The Angel moved faster than Stralasi’s lightly-enhanced human brain could process. After a millisecond lag while his perception caught up, the Good Brother correctly interpolated that the Angel had shifted, unsheathed his mighty sword and swept it through the air in a single decisive arc, cleaving Darian’s chair in two. The supersonic shockwave left in the wake of the slashing blade blew out the nearest window.  
 
    Stralasi watched broken glass fly outward in what felt like slow motion. Apparently, the Angel was not okay with Darian’s suggestion. 
 
    Darian? Where did Darian go? 
 
    As if reading his mind, Darian placed a protective hand on the Good Brother’s shoulder.  
 
    Stralasi looked back and, sure enough, there was Darian. He’d somehow shifted away ahead of the fierce slash and now stood relaxed and entirely unscathed off to the monk’s back quarter.  
 
    “You won’t be able to harm us,” Darian informed the Angel, gently but firmly stating a plain truth to someone who might be thinking otherwise. 
 
    Flummoxed, the Angel shifted directly behind the two men and plunged his sword forward with enough force to skewer them.  
 
    “This is going to get tiresome rather quickly,” Darian commented from across the room. Stralasi and the Proctor stood beside him in front of the blown-out window. The fresh breeze at their backs ruffled the folds of the monk’s robe.  
 
    “My friend, if you insist on playing this game, I can avoid you all day,” Darian assured the Angel. “Perhaps, I should just shut you down until you can restrain yourself or until Alum deigns to join us,” he said.  
 
    The Angel went limp and crumpled to the floor. Darian gave the lifeless form a sad smile, waved a finger, and reactivated the winged defender of the Living God.  
 
    “Are we good?” Darian asked. 
 
    The Angel sprang to his feet, pointed its sword at the trio, and unleashed a blinding bolt of energy.  
 
    A sharp crack of thunder shook the chamber but the accompanying energy stream splashed off the protective shield that had sprung up instantly around the three. The men were unhurt but the Proctor’s desk burst into flame.  
 
    “You’ll hurt the building and the habitat more than us, that way,” Darian informed the Angel. He waved a hand and extinguished the flaming desk. 
 
    “HOLD!” 
 
    The energy stream snapped off at the sound of Alum’s voice.  
 
    The Angel sheathed his sword and stood silently, head bowed, arms at his side. When he looked up again, it was Alum’s own fire that burned in his eyes.  
 
    * * * 
 
    One floor above, The last tiny Spyder pushed through a gap in the metal housing of the QUEECH device. A centimeter beyond, microchips and other electronic components crowded a printed circuit board. The Spyder jumped onto a cylindrical resistor and slid down to a section of the board below. It carefully avoided contact with the protruding metal posts and copper strips, keeping the conductive pads on its legs a safe distance from any active electronics that snaked underneath.  
 
    Darian had designed the Spyder to guide itself and set up the hack into Alum’s backbone network autonomously. Following its programmed memory and instincts, it made its way past warm microchips toward the optoelectronic components at the far edge of the circuit. 
 
    With single-minded purpose, the tiny spy neared its goal, the interface chip that connected the entangled particles to Alum’s silicene node. Neither the excitement of a dangerous task nor the fear of losing its own life along the way clouded its arachnid brain. It was a biomachine, a smart, independent, adaptive agent programmed to achieve a single intention: to reach and subvert its target. 
 
    It was almost there. 
 
    * * * 
 
    “WHO ARE YOU?” 
 
    The voice projected by the Angel was overlaid with the unmistakable power and confidence of the Living God. 
 
    “Alum, I presume,” Darian replied. “A pleasure to finally make Your acquaintance. I’ve heard so much about You.” 
 
    “I don’t recognize your face but your voice reminds me of Shard Trillian,” the Living God replied in a more relaxed tone. “Ah, yes, I see traces of cosmetic surgery,” He noted. “But you’re not Shard Trillian, are you?” 
 
    Darian took one step forward and gave a shallow bow.  
 
    “You’re astute, and correct. I wear Shard Trillian’s body, though his mind had already vacated by the time I first inhabited this shell.” 
 
    “Are you one of the Six? Did one of you escape My wrath?” 
 
    “One of Darak’s group? No,” Darian replied.  
 
    The Angel tipped his head. 
 
    Darian smiled enigmatically. “It surprises You that others know of Darak and his Gods? Oh, don’t worry. I’m not one of them. Do you like riddles? Here’s one for you. I go back further than any of them and yet I am younger than all.”  
 
    “Riddles do not amuse Me,” Alum replied. “Neither does your presence here at this time amuse Me. Be gone.”  
 
    He made the Angel’s right hand sweep outward and cast a field to shift Darian and Brother Stralasi into the oblivion that was the Chaos. 
 
    Darian stepped further into the room, away from the broken window. He pulled Stralasi with him, but left the Proctor standing against the wall, stunned and speechless. 
 
    “Banishment to Hell? Or should I say, dematerialization into the Chaos? Either way, simple RAF tricks like that have no effect on the likes of us, do they?” 
 
    “I sense what you are,” Alum replied. “I asked you, who.” 
 
    “Hasn’t Darak told You?” Darian taunted. “I’m sure he must have mentioned me by now. Sorry I couldn’t join You and Your chosen few in Your ‘Heavenly’ little universe.” He drew air quotes around the word Heavenly as he spoke it. “Darak thought I might be more useful speaking to You here.” 
 
    “Ah, the infamous Darian Leigh,” Alum guessed, “risen from the dead?” 
 
    Darian grinned. “Rescued from within the Eater, in any case,” he said. 
 
    “You are but a distraction and not much of that,” Alum said. “Tell me what you came here to say and be on your way. I have other matters to attend to.” 
 
    Darian laughed. “Yes, I’m sure You must. Darak’s been keeping You rather busy, has he? I guarantee You that, very soon, You’ll be even busier.” 
 
    “None of that matters. By now, you must be feeling the weakening of forces that hold this universe together.” 
 
    “Yes, yes, I’m aware, we are all aware, that Your Deplosion Array has been activated.” 
 
    “Then, what do you want?” Alum demanded. “More of your useless demands for democracy? Another worthless evaluation of My Divine Plan?”  
 
    A sly smile grew on the Angel’s beautiful face. “Or have you realized the futility of resisting Me? Perhaps you’d like to join Me?” 
 
    “No, thanks. I’m fine,” Darian replied, as indifferently as if he’d been offered a stale cookie.  
 
    “THEN, SPEAK OR I WILL DESTROY YOU! What is the purpose behind all this shifting activity?” 
 
    Darian shrugged.  
 
    “Honestly, I just wanted to talk to You, to have Your full and undivided attention for a few moments. I suppose I could have been more subtle about it.” 
 
    “Have My attention...?” Alum said. “You mean, distract My attention.”  
 
    He calculated some cursory probabilities.  
 
    “The wasps near My node, they didn’t venture in there by accident or random coincidence, did they?” 
 
    “Wasps? What wasps? I have no idea what you’re talking,” Darian feigned innocence. 
 
    He imagined Alum analyzing the countless possibilities of an attack on His node, and tried to guess the likely progression of His thoughts. The all too coincidental presence of wasps up there would point to a microscale or nanoscale invasion. No doubt, Alum would be examining conditions in the machine room at the moment. Darian sensed the maintenance Cybrid’s float fields activating.  
 
    He needed another distraction. 
 
    Darian directed hundreds of nanoscopic particles to the security Angel’s sword hand. Before Alum could reassert control, the hand pulled the sword from its sheath, aimed it straight overhead, and let loose a blast targeted at the machine room.  
 
    The Angel’s face registered Alum’s shock at losing control over its body. In any being slower than an Angel endowed with nanoelectric muscles, the Living God could’ve prevented the blast. Milliseconds too late, Alum shifted the Angel’s the offending sword, and the hand that held it, outside the habitat where they would do less harm.  
 
    It was no accident that Darian had aimed the energy beam dangerously close to Alum’s silicene node, but a meter to one side.  
 
    We need to keep that node intact. 
 
    With Alum briefly distracted, Darian threw a shifting field around himself and Brother Stralasi. He jumped them both to a quiet side street near the far north end of the habitat. He grabbed the stunned monk’s arm and steered him casually toward a small café.  
 
    By the time Alum returned His attention to the Proctor’s Office, Darian and Stralasi were gone.  
 
    * * * 
 
    Darian pulled out a chair and motioned for the monk to sit. Stralasi stared at him without comprehension. Darian applied gentle pressure to the Brother’s shoulder and Stralasi crumpled into the seat.  
 
    While Stralasi looked on blankly, Darian ordered coffee for both of them, pulled out his tablet, and connected it to the bigger tabletop display. Lesson plans, reference materials, and videos swarmed across its surface, moving out from under the cups and saucers.  
 
    They looked like any other pair of instructors discussing their teaching plans for the upcoming week.  
 
    Darian shuffled some random file icons around on the tabletop.  
 
    “We’ll wait here,” he said. 
 
    Stralasi noticed the cappuccino on the table in front of him. When did that arrive? Have we been here long? 
 
    He picked up his cup and took a sip, barely tasting it. His trembling hand set the cup back down on the saucer. He let out a ragged exhalation.  
 
    “Wait here?” he asked. “Wait for what?” 
 
    “Our friend has almost reached its destination.” 
 
    “Our friend? Oh, the Spyder.” 
 
    “Yes. The end is nearing.” 
 
    “Which end?” Stralasi asked. “The end of Alum or the end of the universe?” 
 
    “Ha!” Darian barked a quick laugh. “Yes, that is the question.” 
 
    * * *  
 
    minute vibrations tickled the sensitive hairs on the Spyder’s feet. The little spy stopped. It hesitated to change course, now that it was almost at the interface chip.  
 
    Something above clicked, sending the Spyder scurrying under the cover of a large buffer chip. Light streamed in as the maintenance Cybrid removed the external cover of the QUEECH comm device.  
 
    The Spyder lifted it legs and tucked its body up into a shallow depression on the underside of the chip. It stayed perfectly still.  
 
    A roaming tentacle tipped with an optical sensor appeared through the opening above, casting a shadow on the printed circuit board near the little spy’s hiding place. 
 
    The camera scanned horizontally across the circuit board, performing a thorough visual inspection above, around, and beneath the electronics. It spotted nothing unusual. When it reached the far end, the tentacle pulled back a little to allow its hair-thin digital probe appendages clear access to the device components.  
 
    Several of the whiskers examined the Spyder’s target, testing it for any sign of incursion or compromise. After a few tenths of a second, they disengaged and worked their way outward to the support circuitry. They passed within a hair’s breadth of the inert Spyder and paused at the conductive posts of the buffer chip beneath which it hid.  
 
    The Spyder didn’t move. 
 
    The probes passed by the intruder and contacted the conductive metal pegs of the microchip. They maintained contact for half-a-dozen seconds before slipping away to the next test site. 
 
    Satisfied that the comm device was uncompromised, the Cybrid retracted its various appendages and reattached the housing of the node.  
 
    The Spyder waited for the previous stillness, darkness, and silence to return to the room, counted out an additional sixty seconds, carefully unfurled its tiny legs, and continued on toward its destination. 
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    Darya dropped a million attack squads into position around randomly-selected elements of the Deplosion Array. Each squad comprised two thousand soldiers, a combination of battle Cybrids, converted Familiars, and Aelu.  
 
    Overpowering force, surprise, and unpredictability. Will that be enough? 
 
    The first squads met practically no resistance. They overwhelmed the comparatively meager defense mounted by the local groups of Alum’s Angels and quickly destroyed thousands of array elements.  
 
    Monitoring progress from the muster point near S0-2, Mary and Timothy received the troops’ initial reports with a mixture of relief and triumph. It was already looking like their new grand-scale maneuvers using over two billion troops might succeed where their smaller attacks had failed. 
 
    The sense of triumph was short lived.  
 
    Even as they prematurely cheered their victories, Alum adapted to the changed format and forced the rebels to pull back.  
 
    Wherever Darya dropped in troops to attack a new asteroid base, ten thousand Angels would instantly spring into place between her squads and their targets. 
 
    Where are they all coming from?—she wondered. How many Angels does Alum have?  
 
    “Go dark!” she transmitted. Her troops deactivated transponders and shifted into the midst of the enemy formations. 
 
    Darya fought against disappointment, as reports of destroyed asteroids slowed.  
 
    Be patient—she thought. Mary and Timothy’s plan is a good one. Take the slow victory, if that’s all we can have.  
 
    The pair had projected this very outcome; they knew they were only going to get a few unimpeded seconds at most before Alum’s defenses fully engaged. Still, Darya couldn’t help but feel disheartened as reports of destroyed bases slowed to a trickle while her troops’ losses grew significantly. 
 
    Not just losses—she reminded herself. Lives. Real people, not statistics.  
 
    Friends are dying. Cybrids are dying. Aelu are dying. And I can’t even imagine what it feels like for the Esu to lose their Familiars.  
 
    She forced the unproductive thoughts aside and focused on comparing the incoming battle results with those predicted by their models.  
 
    To a casual observer, the combat looked sterile and unexciting, devoid of the horrifying sounds and action of ancient land-based battlefields. In space, the rebel troops shifted, listened to transponder signals from the enemy for a few hundred milliseconds, computed optimal firing trajectories, let loose a blast of energy, and shifted again. Energy beams and kinetic weapon assaults were silent, invisible, and harmless unless one were directly in the line of fire, in which case, they were visible and brutally lethal. 
 
    Mary, Timothy, and Darya watched the number of enemy transponder signals decrease by one or two at each battlefield every few seconds. They stood by helplessly whenever, less frequently than the Angels, one of Darya’s soldiers got caught in the middle of their opponents’ disorganized crossfire and was killed. 
 
    Darya tried to focus on the numbers and strategies and ignore how many of her people were dying. She relayed Mary and Timothy’s fine-tuning adjustments to her soldiers and tweaked individual formations to optimize their effectiveness.  
 
    Five minutes into battle, Alum’s Archangels joined in. Their weapons discharged violent plasma bolts from the heart of a black hole, cutting through the battlefields indiscriminately and destroying both friend and foe.  
 
    Darya followed Mary and Timothy’s suggestion to spread out her troop formations and increase their already rapid rate of shifting. 
 
    “Trust us on this. Our kill rate will drop off, but our casualties will decline even more,” Mary had explained. “The Archangels will do a lot of the work for us, destroying more on their own side than ours.”  
 
    Frustrated at not achieving their expected level of devastation, the Archangels pulled back from the offensive and formed close-knit, protective rings around the array elements.  
 
    “What do we do now?” one of Mary’s attack leaders asked.  
 
    “Same pattern, but we’ll offset you into the middle of the Archangel formations,” Mary replied. She transmitted new shifting coordinates and sequences to their teams.  
 
    Now that they were closer to the asteroids, the continuous radar pulses from the array elements illuminated the rebel soldiers, stripping them of the protective cloak of deep-space darkness and leaving them exposed and vulnerable. As expected, the odds shifted quickly in favor of the Archangels. 
 
    Darya watched her teams being picked off. She doubled the rate of pattern shifting. It slowed the decimation, but it wouldn’t be long until the enemy gutted them. 
 
    I have to get in there and help—she thought. The Archangels are too powerful. They’re destroying us. We need to change the attack parameters. Quickly. There had to be something she could use from her recent elevation to godhood.  
 
    She hadn’t had time to familiarize herself with her toolbox of godhood tricks. The ability to control the laws of physics brought all sorts of possibilities to her vastly expanded mind. Too many. It was overwhelming to think about.  
 
    She focused on what she knew from her own experience. Most of the Deplosion Array elements housed limited, specialized nodes of Alum. The deplosion fields were so complex that the individual CPPUs were dedicated to the required math. That left little processing power to house any of the Living God’s consciousness. Once activated, the field generators were set to run on automatic. Alum had never seriously considered the possibility of attack by someone with RAF capabilities. He never thought He’d need to be personally present to defend His Deplosion Array. 
 
    Okay, that gives me something to work with—she thought. 
 
    “Mary,” she sent via QUEECH comms, “which element has resisted attack the longest?” Best start with our most difficult target—she thought. 
 
    “Easy. That would be SagA* 129.564.992. We’re twenty minutes in and the asteroid’s practically unscathed. Both sides are taking heavy losses and nobody’s been able to gain a consistent advantage. I suggest we move that team to a different target.”  
 
    “Hold off on that,” Darya replied. She jumped to the well-defended asteroid and examined the battle.  
 
    Her fighters were following the modified attack plan. They were executing blind shifts reliably and accurately. Alum was losing a lot of Angels but kept bolstering their ranks with a small number of Archangels—not enough to win the battle but they were holding their own.  
 
    What’s it going to take to tip the scales?—Darya wondered. 
 
    She watched through several shifting cycles. Each time her attack group got within range of the asteroid, they met with heavy resistance from the Archangels, and were repelled before inflicting much damage. 
 
    Repelled? Why are they leaving without completing their firing sequence? 
 
    “Mary, Timothy, this team’s energy blasts are being cut short by about a hundred milliseconds. Only half the projected energy is released on each volley. What’s going on?” 
 
    They watched as another group fired a few shots and left prematurely.  
 
    “I have no idea,” Mary replied. 
 
    Darya shifted five of her attackers a few light minutes away from the battle.  
 
    “Why did you leave without completing your full attack sequence?” she demanded. 
 
    Confused, the battle-Cybrids hesitated. They compared their data among themselves.  
 
    “We didn’t,” they answered together and sent their recordings of the half-second they’d spent near the asteroid before shifting. All five showed a synchronized jump into their pre-assigned positions, followed by 300 milliseconds of target acquisition, and a 200 millisecond burst of fire.  
 
    “Except you only fired for a quarter of that time,” Darya said, “which did nothing to the asteroid, and then you left early.” 
 
    Her assertion was met with stunned silence. 
 
    “What time do you have?” she asked. 
 
    They compared chronometers. All five were 225 milliseconds slow.  
 
    “I know what’s going on,” Darya said. “Alum’s messing with local time.” 
 
    It’s my own fault for not anticipating this. I have to start thinking like a God—she realized. Her fighters were attacking the asteroids from within a thin shell outside of its jump-blocking fields, as close as they could possibly get without conventional rockets.  
 
    Alum must have used the Deplosion generators to produce a localized time dilation effect, a tweak so small we didn’t notice it.  
 
    She sent a message to Mary and Timothy. 
 
    “We need to mix it up a little. Vary the distances from which we shoot at the array elements. It’s too predictable and Alum’s taking advantage of that.”  
 
    “But it’ll weaken the blasts,” Mary protested. “It’ll add fifty percent to the number of hits needed to kill one asteroid.” 
 
    “I know,” Darya replied. “But I need the time it’ll buy us.” 
 
    She returned the five Cybrids to their next assigned positions. 
 
    One God’s direct intervention deserves another—she thought, and shifted herself directly inside the asteroid.  
 
    As she passed through the asteroid’s RAF field, she felt a wave of nausea but nothing she couldn’t handle. She materialized next to the main CPPU. 
 
    Let’s see, what do we have here? Standard asteroid layout, power and computational support near the core, massive arrays of RAF generating antennae spread just under the surface.  
 
    “WELCOME!” a booming voice greeted her. “DARYA, I PRESUME?” 
 
    Alum?  
 
    The shock of hearing that voice, His voice, here inside this particular asteroid sent her mind reeling. Was it a trap? Why would the Living God house any portion of His consciousness inside this array element?  
 
    “I guess I shouldn’t be surprised to find You here,” she answered, feigning more calm than she felt.  
 
    “Nor I, you,” Alum replied. 
 
    And just how much of You is here?—she wondered as she bobbed politely.  
 
    “Sometimes, direct involvement is required in an engagement,” she said aloud. “As I’m sure you know.” 
 
    “Do you really think your direct involvement here will make any difference?” the Living God challenged. 
 
    Darya heard the arrogance and disdain, born of millions of years of unchallenged supremacy. She yearned to rip that haughtiness from His throat, to teach Him that even Gods have responsibilities—to Their own people, at least, but also to the universes.  
 
    He has no right to eliminate this and all other universes. Whether natural or created, a universe has the right to an existence that doesn’t depend on the capriciousness of a single Being, however supreme.  
 
    But can I convince Him of that? If not, am I prepared to enforce my belief?  
 
    Here, deep inside Alum’s lair, surrounded by RAF generators that can cast fields across the whole universe and into the Chaos, what hope do I have? Is there anything at all that I, a newbie to godhood, can do against a Living God with eons of experience?  
 
    Now that she was beginning to understand the kind of power that came with the ability to shape the laws of nature, she was also beginning to see the limitations of that power and the responsibilities. 
 
    I’ve fought against Alum for millions of years. Ever since I learned what the Deplosion Array was for, what His Divine Plan meant for the universe, I’ve plotted and resisted. And I’ve made no headway. I am never going to win like this. We are going to die, every last one of us, and Alum is going to live on. 
 
    She caught herself wanting to give up, and laughed. She refused to lose this battle over her own uncertainties and fears. If she was going to lose, she was not going to make it easy for Him. She conjured up the image of herself as rebellious warrior princess and held it firmly in her mind.  
 
    Am I going to quit now?—she asked herself. 
 
    Hell, no!—came her instant reply. I’ve fought Him for ages as a Cybrid. Now, I’m here as a God, an equal. And I am a force to be reckoned with. 
 
    She threw out fields to shift Alum’s CPPU into space, disrupted His power supply, and transferred bits of the entangled interior of the M87 supermassive black hole into His local RAF processor.  
 
    Alum brushed away the troublesome fields.  
 
    “I’m happy to see your new capabilities,” He said. “It will make destroying you all the more pleasing.”  
 
    He launched a massive, rapid-fire assault that directly altered the physics of her CPPU substrate in twenty different ways across several different parts of her brain, and shifted three Archangels into the chamber with her.  
 
    The Archangels fired beams of unrestrained black-hole energy. 
 
    Had she still been a mere Cybrid, such an attack would have finished her. Thankfully, she was no longer that person. She hadn’t been able to explore her whole god-level toolbox yet but, when Darak had shown her how he isolated other manifestations of himself in hidden dimensions, she’d immediately supplemented her lattice with four Familiar CPPUs from the Esu, all modified to her special substrate, and hidden them in different dimensional extensions.  
 
    While part of her screamed in agony at the changes Alum had imposed on her physical presence, three other parts quickly analyzed His projections and cast their own fields to neutralize the effect.  
 
    Her fourth hidden mind added yet another field, diverting the Archangel blasts harmlessly into the Chaos, and reached out with its own fields to shut down the Archangels.  
 
    “Interesting,” Alum said as His fighting constructs toppled. “And impressive. You have resources beyond what I expected. But are your abilities up to this challenge?” 
 
    She could hear the sneer in Alum’s voice. He did not like to be surprised and, most certainly, never bested. At anything. 
 
    The Archangels disappeared.  
 
    Four more CPPU nodes, adorned with complex electronic antennae and exotic matter transmitters appeared alongside His existing node. Altogether, they took up half the empty floor space. Their combined processing power provided Alum with the capability to generate more RAF fields and fields of greater complexity than Darya could hope to keep up with.  
 
    Time to abort—Darya decided. 
 
    She tried to shift back to her team but was unable to leave.  
 
    She extended her range to various locations light years across the universe. Again, no luck.  
 
    Desperate, she tried to escape to entirely different universes of her own conception. Alum brought her back each time.  
 
    She attacked. She threw dozens of different realities at Him. She altered the matter around the chamber to explode in a fiery fusion reaction. As soon as the unleashed energies settled, the room appeared again as it had been. Nothing had changed. There was no damage to the chamber, and the five “Alum” nodes chugged away as if it were any other ordinary day.  
 
    Darya felt the deplosion field from the asteroid temporarily shut down as more copies of Alum poured into the local processors.  
 
    Before she could take advantage of the minor blip, she felt Alum shifting her nearby soldiers into the oblivion of the Chaos.  
 
    “Noooooo!” she cried.  
 
    Despite eons of training and conditioning, panic seeped in. Then, anger. The anger became fury. 
 
    She threw everything she could at Him to stop what He was doing but it was too late. Her soldiers were gone.  
 
    In Heaven, the biological Alum smiled and shifted more processing nodes to the asteroid.  
 
    Darya found herself encased in a world under Alum’s control. His pervasive consciousness instantly analyzed her projected fields, no matter how complex, and used the asteroid’s massive RAF antenna to neutralize whatever she tried to do.  
 
    She clenched her virtual jaw. Her resolve was indestructible. She didn’t get to such an advanced age without learning a few tricks, and she’d had plenty of time to hone her perseverance along the way. No matter how unlikely survival appeared, she was not going to give up. 
 
    She waited for the next lull in Alum’s onslaught and disabled one of His nodes. A tiny victory! Renewed confidence surged through her lattice.  
 
    “HOW DARE YOU!” Alum roared.  
 
    He shifted out the disabled CPPU and brought in two replacements.  
 
    The brutality of His attack was surging with His ire, and Darya felt the desperation of imminent defeat.  
 
    She screamed in rage and defiance. 
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    In the core of heaven, The battle between the Gods intensified. 
 
    From their vantage point only a few meters away, it didn’t look like much of a battle at all to Brother Stralasi and Mirly. The pair looked on with little understanding as the manifestations of Darak and Alum materialized in the Core of Heaven and joined in combat.  
 
    The human incarnations of the two Gods appeared to do little more than stand and glare at each other in intense concentration. At a level far above what the two observers could sense or understand, the two Gods fought ferociously, projecting enormous energies and complex, reality-altering fields.  
 
    To external observers, their cast fields had limited effect. One of the Gods projected some alteration to the basic laws of physics. The air around their opponent shimmered a little and returned to normal as the field was neutralized. The opponent launched a counter-offensive field with equally little apparent effect.  
 
    Internally, the battle was more like a combination of deep math, 3-D chess, and mental martial arts as the two probed each other for weakness. 
 
    To supplement His human form, Alum shifted in a dozen refrigerator-sized nodes from the outside universe.  
 
    Darak’s manifestation of the Angel Gabriel, his most fierce persona, took up position alongside the man-God. His wings spread high, and his face settled into a fixed, fierce mask. His sword answered Alum’s energy blasts but it was his RAF fields that held the most potential to hurt the Living God. 
 
    Stralasi could read no emotions from the gesticulating upper appendages and smooth elliptical body of Darak’s Aelu persona, Fal sek Troal, standing to the man-God’s left. The creature’s three arms waved rapidly overhead, throwing out reality-altering fields. Aside from that, the Aelo didn’t move at all. 
 
    The hovering matte-gray sphere of DAR-G that floated behind Darak’s three other manifestations was entirely inscrutable to the monk, as were Alum’s machine CPPUs.  
 
    Alum’s human personification, a distinguished-looking middle-aged man with a tidy goatee, stood before a neatly-grouted brick wall. He looked critically outnumbered facing off alone against Darak’s several manifestations. 
 
    “But appearances,” Stralasi told Mirly, “are often deceptive. That brick wall, for instance, hides the most powerful of foes, the enormous RAF machinery that comprises Alum’s central node in Heaven.”  
 
    Stralasi eyed the wall with reverence and fear.  
 
    What might one expect of a fighting wall?—he wondered. No fierce anger. No panicked evasion of flying bullets or beams. No deflection of slashing swords. Such weapons were for lesser beings.  
 
    “The Gods fight with the substance and basis of reality itself,” Stralasi explained. “They pull exotic matter from other universes and weave complex mathematical mysteries to hurl at each other. They seek to overwhelm their opponents’ essence in both obvious and subtle ways.” 
 
    Intense beams crisscrossed the space between the opposing sides only to be silently dissipated, diverted, or harmlessly absorbed by unseen shields. Most of the beams were in energy ranges invisible to Stralasi and Mirly, though they caught flashes of visible light from the ionized atmosphere.  
 
    A gaping hole into another universe opened up next to Darak and his manifestations, threatening to swallow them whole or spill strange and deadly matter onto them. DAR-G closed the hole and cast a field of his own.  
 
    The air around Alum shimmered as the light of Heaven tried to make sense of physical laws that didn’t include it, that didn’t permit the photons of visible light. The Living God waved and the flickering ceased. 
 
    Mirly and Stralasi huddled together near the entrance gate to the Core, lost in their own thoughts. Shaking uncontrollably, Mirly leaned against the folds of the Good Brother’s robe for support and comfort.  
 
    “Don’t worry, Mirly,” the monk reassured her. The young centaur-doe’s quaking muscles and rapid breathing concerned him. “Stay close to me until they’re done. I’m scared, too, but I’ve been in several similarly terrifying situations during my travels with Darak. I’ve learned to accept that this is beyond us mere mortals; let the Gods sort it out. It won’t take long. We’ll be okay.” 
 
    He didn’t worry her needlessly with the information that this battle, though it looked only slightly more fierce than a chess tournament fought under strobe lights, was probably deadlier than any other ever fought throughout the long history of humanity.  
 
    If Darak or Alum felt any pain from one another’s attacks, let alone from sheer exertion of battle, neither showed it. The Gods bore their injuries, if any, in grim silence. 
 
    “No matter the outcome,” Stralasi added, “you’ll be free to stay here in Heaven if Alum wins, or to leave with us if Darak prevails.”  
 
    Leave?—Mirly wondered. Why would I leave? Leave Heaven? Leave my home? Leave Alum’s Perfection?  
 
    She felt both drawn to the idea of further travels and adventure, and repulsed. Overall, she supposed the notion appealed to her, now that she no longer suffered the worrisome starvation of energy that had plagued her journey these past few days.  
 
    On the other hand, having had a taste of adventure and the wider world, how could she ignore her fear of a vast unknown universe, one that was more foreign to her than the Edge of Heaven? Would the strange God, Darak, protect her in that other universe? Would he guide her or abandon her even more horribly than Alum had abandoned her here?  
 
    She didn’t know what she wished for, or who she wanted to emerge victorious from the battle. It was both confusing and distressing. 
 
    Stralasi was far less conflicted. Though he’d spent the majority of his life, hundreds of years, in service to Alum and the Alumita, he’d come to agree with most of Darak’s views. The siren call of security was hard to resist for one who’d grown up immersed in certainty, but it was a universe of limitless possibility that had led him to Gargus 718.5, to meeting Darak, to Eso-La, and to Crissea. It was hard to ignore that. 
 
    His attention flicked rapidly back and forth between his Familiar’s consciousness that was bearing witness in the Core of Heaven, and his human consciousness that was sitting with Darian Leigh outside a café on the Alumitum.  
 
    Both of his selves shared a common sense of frustration and powerlessness.  
 
    I can’t do anything but watch and wait. That seems to have been my fate ever since I met Darak. Would I have been better off never knowing the universe is filled with things beyond my paltry education, knowledge that I’ll never grasp? Would I have felt more secure had I never witnessed the power of the Almighty? Correction, the Almighties? Oh, to go back to simpler times when my biggest worry was ensuring proper obeisance to the proscribed prayers! 
 
    He was tired of being little more than a footnote, a plaything, an insignificant speck of dust caught in a hurricane of Godly intent. He made a sour face as the image rose in his mind.  
 
    There are too many Gods in the universe—he thought as he watched the battle progress. Even one God is too many.  
 
    The blasphemous conclusion startled him.  
 
    Less than a year ago, I never would’ve conceived of such a thought. I’ve changed a lot—grown a lot—since my early days as a monk.  
 
    His easy acceptance of that growth scared and excited him. 
 
    What must the billions of Alum’s People be thinking right now as they watch this battle of Gods in Heaven play out? Through my Familiar, no less, another foreign concept to most of them! How are they interpreting what they see? What meaning will they ascribe? How will they be changed by all of this? 
 
    Based on what he’d seen and knew, he guessed half of the People would view this battle as a brave attempt to fulfill the promise of freedom and novelty that they’d only recently begun to experience. The other half would see it as a heretical leap into a state of uncertainty that they’d never desired. 
 
    They’re as much motes as I am—Stralasi thought. Insignificant specks. Their own God—my own God—announced that their votes were meaningless. That has to hurt. But why should a God listen to the bleating of His sheep? In the end, a God has the power to impose His will on His People. Alum’s Divine Plan and the way He ignored the voice of the People proved that. 
 
    What will happen to the People if Darak wins? If Alum no longer governs the Realm? Though he had the power of a God, Darak never chose to rule, at least, not in this universe.  
 
    Was it possible to be a God and not desire a Realm or worshippers?  
 
    Possible, yes. But not common. One in eight, maybe. Out of Darak, Alum, and every one of the Gods that Darak called “the Six,” only Darak had chosen a path that didn’t place him at the top of a personal empire.  
 
    What if there were no lesser beings to cajole, extort, or force into worship?—he wondered. What if we were all equal?  
 
    What if there aren’t too many Gods, but too few?  
 
    He tried to imagine a universe in which everyone was a God.  
 
    He attached a feed directly into the QUEECH comm channel that linked him with the billions of spectators in the Realm.  
 
    “Question: If you could be a God yourself, would you?” he broadcast. “Not to rule over others but to live freely, to associate freely with others, to share, to guide, to travel, to learn, and so on. Would you wish to be elevated?” 
 
    Millions of questions flooded back from the observers, seeking clarification of the parameters of his poll. He wrote himself a quick subroutine to classify the queries.  
 
    “Would it be open to all? Would I become immortal? Would I have to fight or compete with other Gods? How many Gods could there be? Would I have to/get to have my own universe?” 
 
    Even with the classification program, Stralasi felt overwhelmed by the questions.  
 
    I don’t know what it’s like to be a God, only to travel with one—he thought.  
 
    Sipping on a coffee in the climate-controlled comfort of the Alumitum habitat, he decided to forward the question to one who would know.  
 
    “Uh, Darian?” he said. 
 
    Darian looked up from pretending to play with icons on the tabletop, while he monitored his Spyder’s progress inside Alum’s QUEECH device. 
 
    “Yes?” 
 
    “I know you’re busy with the Spyders but do you have a sec?” 
 
    “Sure. I’m just waiting for the last one to report in.” 
 
    “I sent a poll to Darak’s observers, the judges, and I need some insight to respond to some of their questions.” 
 
    “A poll? What kind of poll?” 
 
    “I asked if they’d like to be Gods, all of them, if they could.” 
 
    “What? If anything, I’d think this fight with Alum would convince you godhood is dangerous.” 
 
    “That’s an understatement. But wasn’t it more dangerous when Alum was the only God? When He did whatever He pleased, unopposed? Wasn’t that what allowed Him to activate His Divine Plan in the first place?” 
 
    Darian frowned. “Yeah, okay. You have a point.” 
 
    “Okay, so what’s the optimal number of Gods to have in the universe?” 
 
    “Oh, ho! We’re into impossible questions, now, are we?” Darian laughed. 
 
    “Seriously,” Stralasi replied. “Obviously, one is not enough. No restraints. Two sounds like a recipe for constant competition and battle for supremacy. Eight or ten doesn’t seem much better.” 
 
    He gulped noisily then continued. 
 
    “So what about trillions? I mean, it’s just a question. A thought experiment, really. But…what do you think? Does it sound utterly absurd? Imagine trillions and trillions of beings, all with the power to create their own universes and alter the laws of reality. How would that look?” 
 
    Darian ran his hand through his hair.  
 
    “Wow. Well, there’s certainly something to be said for safety in numbers. Primitive humans armed with nothing but a sword and their skill were more or less equal. Until someone with greater tools or skills came along.” 
 
    “That’s what I’d be worried about,” Stralasi said. “The Gods I’ve known all seemed hungry for competition. They wanted to be the only one in charge.” 
 
    “You’re discounting the tens of millions of years of peace they brought before Alum went crazy,” Darian pointed out. “Had He not desired to rule everything and, later, to remake everything, there would’ve been no conflict.” 
 
    “Do you think conflict is inevitable?” Stralasi asked. 
 
    “I think the root of conflict is competition,” Darian suggested. “Historically, at least for humans, that meant competition for resources, land, food, water, energy, minerals, cheap labor, and that sort of thing. On Eso-La, they developed a society that has no real need for competition. Look at the Esu. They’re more or less all equal, and they’re peaceful and cooperative.” 
 
    “Alum’s Realm had little need for competition,” Stralasi pointed out. “Except for fun, of course. But can a free people also be free of the drive to compete?” 
 
    “Free people? Maybe not,” Darian replied. “Free Gods, though, possibly. If you could rule out the kind of megalomania we saw in Alum, why not? Nothing restricts us from the resources we need. There’s no real need to rule over others to ensure our own security. We can go wherever we want, and we can do whatever we want. We can make our own reality if the present one doesn’t suit us.” 
 
    “How would we restrain unbridled ambition? The kind with singular purpose like Alum has?” 
 
    Darian raised an eyebrow. “The kind that’s incompatible with everything else in existence in this universe? Or in the multiverse, for that matter?” 
 
    “Yes. If the universe were filled with trillions and trillions of Alums, how could it ever be safe?” 
 
    “Safe?” Darian laughed. “Be careful you don’t fall into that trap. That drive for everything to feel safe is Alum’s biggest flaw. He focuses on what’s safe and predictable for Him, not for everyone else. He craves certainty and security—to a fault. He’s willing to sacrifice everything in pursuit of it. He sees no problem squandering the endless, chaotic, probabilistic possibilities of an unrestrained universe to achieve His dream.” 
 
    “Hmm,” Stralasi replied. “How can He be so smart and not see that safe is just a perception, and an unreliable one at that?” 
 
    Instead of answering, Darian stood up and paced the length of the fenced-off patio, some dozen paces, and back. Deep in thought, he repeated the action, once with his hands clasped at his chin and index fingers steepled to his lips, and a couple more times with his hands clasped behind his back.  
 
    While he silently paced, Stralasi polled the observers among the People. They’d been listening to his conversation with Darian. The few remaining questions were ones Stralasi could easily field himself. 
 
    Darian stopped abruptly. A mischievous smile lit up his face. 
 
    “Brother, you’ve surprised me,” he said. “If I had time to consult with Darak, I’m sure he’d echo that sentiment. Your proposal is impossible to model. It’s impossible to predict. And that, my friend, is why it could be the best answer of all.” 
 
    “What proposal? I made no proposal,” Stralasi grumbled. 
 
    “That’s why it’s so perfect,” Darian said. “Don’t you see?” 
 
    “No, I don’t. Not at all,” Stralasi answered, shifting from confusion to mounting irritation. “Have you lost your mind?” 
 
    “Only once, but that’s an old story now. Look, hear me out. Your proposal begins with an open-ended question, whose answer leads to an explosion of possibilities; it’s the perfect counter-solution to Alum’s vision. 
 
    “Imagine endless novelty, endless possibility,” Darian held open his arms as if holding the wondrous explosion of potential between them. “And it’s all available with a single stroke. A gift, easily given.” 
 
    “What do you mean?” Stralasi asked. 
 
    “This,” Darian said.  
 
    He opened his mind and poured knowledge through Stralasi’s link and out into the Realm. The knowledge of reality, of how and why the multiverse was as it was, flew outward into the prepared minds of the billions of listening judges throughout Human and Cybrid space.  
 
    As it passed through the monk, it filled him as well and, in that moment, he finally understood everything: the laws of physics, chemistry, biology, mathematics, all kinds of information.  
 
    With it came the knowledge of how to weave and project reality-altering RAF fields directly from their minds. 
 
    Oh!—Stralasi thought. That’s what makes nature work. And he saw the infinite possibilities of other natures, of other universes latent in the probabilities of the Chaos. 
 
    “How will we use this?” they cried. “How can we defeat Alum’s Divine Plan with this?” 
 
    “Kill Him!” some answered. “Imprison Him,” others said. “Destroy His Deplosion Array! Banish Him to His Heaven!” 
 
    As Darian listened to the clamor relayed back to him through Stralasi, an image came to mind. It was an ancient image, one from his youth.  
 
    He remembered watching Greg and Kathy perform an exercise in a stone-floored courtyard surrounded by white cement walls, bamboo, and water-shaped rocks. The smooth motions of their hands traced a symbol in the air, a symbol of the good inherent in evil, and the evil inherent in good, of dark transitioning into light and vice versa, of potential becoming reality.  
 
    Yin and Yang—he remembered. The ultimate symbol of potential and reality. A symbol of meeting hard with soft, of engaging push with pull, of diffusing aggression with tranquility or retreat.  
 
    And the answer revealed itself to him. 
 
    * * * 
 
    The Spyder finally reached the optoelectronic chip at the far end of the printed circuit board. The interface circuitry that enabled Alum’s distributed consciousness to function as an integral being lay exposed. 
 
    The Spyder’s eight delicate legs wrapped themselves around a set of predetermined conductive posts that made the connections between the QUEECH comm chip and other circuitry. Five legs went to metallic posts on the chip and three shunted signals to bypass an encryption integrity detector. 
 
    It brought all eight of its conductive pads in contact with the targets, loaded the handshake virus, and ended its own brief life by fusing internal breakers to complete the circuit, essentially soldering its microscopic QUEECH comm unit into place between the local node and Alum’s greater intergalactic mind.  
 
    Sitting across from Brother Stralasi at a table outside of the café, Darian received the first of Alum’s thoughts through the Spyder’s QUEECH and smiled. 
 
    “We’re in,” he said.  
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    It had been a long time since the Living God felt fear. Not since the Aelu Wars had He considered that He might not prevail in a conflict. But Darak, Darya, and Darian were proving to be annoyingly formidable opponents. 
 
    Attacking Me on three fronts as the Deplosion Array is on the verge of fulfilling the Divine Plan! Such a daring strategy that I can’t help but admire it, even in the hands of an enemy—He thought with a tiny bit of His vastly distributed mind. 
 
    The clumsy frontal attack by the five Gods had been nowhere near as elegant or as threatening as what He now faced. The Five had naively brought the battle to His territory, His long-held stronghold in the cradle of humanity.  
 
    His thousands of nodes in the Origin system had set numerous reality-distorting mines in the paths of the Gods. Thinking they were the ones springing the surprise attack, the Five had been ill-prepared to deal with the surprises that greeted them in the space near Sol. They died within seconds of beginning their battle. 
 
    Thanks to Raytansoh. He gave a moment of thought to the God, now dead, who had betrayed his five allies and warned Alum of their imminent attack.  
 
    Allies? What a thought! Raytansoh should’ve known that true alliances are impossible among Gods.  
 
    He didn’t regret that Darak had killed Raytansoh.  
 
    It saves Me from having to deal with that nuisance at some later time.  
 
    And it made coordinating His own defense and counterattacks that much simpler. Not that there was anything simple about this battle or the rest of this long war.  
 
    Darya’s Cybrid forces, coupled with the Esu Familiars and those remnants of the cursed Aelu, were having alarming success against the Angel and Archangel defenses.  
 
    Two-point-seven percent of the array gone! Not significant to the deplosion rate but worrisome, nonetheless.  
 
    After previous losses to the array—an unfortunate result of Darya’s scheming—He’d reengineered the structure with twenty-percent overcapacity. Small losses wouldn’t slow His schedule for altering all of reality. He only had to keep eighty percent of the array functioning for five more days and victory would be His.  
 
    In just five more days, deplosion will be irreversible.  
 
    My defense forces should be able to hold off the rebels for that long, especially with a little help from My subtle interventions. 
 
    He’d equipped many of the newest array elements with minor nodes capable of projecting simple RAF fields to distort time dilation in their vicinity. It was just enough to give the Archangels a defensive advantage against direct attacks on the elements. That tweak alone had hindered the enemy’s destructive successes for many minutes. 
 
    And it had been working fine until Darya decided to get directly involved.  
 
    Foolish Cybrid, if only she’d been content to just interfere with the Archangels, that actually would’ve worked better against me. I would’ve had a much harder time countering her strength out there.  
 
    But she just couldn’t contain her curiosity. She had to investigate, and that would be her undoing. 
 
    When Darya materialized inside one of His array element asteroids, He’d been elated. He’d thrown a complex attack at her, expecting a quick victory. To His surprise, the Cybrid had not only parried but managed to incapacitate one of His nodes. He’d howled at the pain of losing even a single mind, shifted out the useless node, and replaced it with two more. Infuriated, He’d redoubled His attacks, and pushed with deadly determination against her defenses.  
 
    Back in Heaven, the four-fold being that was Darak had figured out the reality parameters of Alum’s unique Creation and was threatening His very heart, the Core of Heaven.  
 
    Despite being only four relatively insubstantial minds against Alum’s behemoth Heavenly CPPU—a mind that filled the center of that universe—Darak was proving to be a capable adversary. Alum supplemented His Heavenly strength by shifting in nodes from the outside universe. 
 
    He threw everything He had at Darak’s four manifestations: the man-God, the rebel Angel, the unexpected Aelu, and the mysterious Cybrid. The four fought as one being, deflecting or absorbing Alum’s attacks, and unleashing their own damage on the Living God.  
 
    No matter what, Heaven must not fall. I’ve moved too much of Me into Heaven’s Core in preparation for the end of the external multiverse.  
 
    One by one, they destroyed Alum’s imported nodes or made them useless by combined projected RAF fields and blasts from strange realities. The Living God tossed His spent nodes into the Chaos and replaced them with new ones.  
 
    As He did, entire planets in the universe outside of Heaven found themselves suddenly cut off from communication with their God. Starsteps failed, prayers went unanswered, and cities went dark as Alum’s nodes disconnected from local resource coordination and joined the war in Heaven.  
 
    Despite the intensity of the other attacks, there was one other issue, seemingly minor but puzzling, that troubled the Living God. He diverted a tiny fraction of His attention for a closer look at what Darian Leigh was doing in the Alumitum. Had Darian’s appearance in the home of Alum’s own Church been intended as a distraction from the battles in Heaven and near the Deplosion Array?  
 
    Had the sudden blast from the Angel’s sword been a deliberate near-miss or a serious attempt to disrupt Alum’s node network? 
 
    Disabling My Alumitum node would have no greater impact than any other single node—Alum thought. Did they not know this? How could they not?  
 
    Wheels within wheels within wheels. Overlapping complexities.  
 
    He’d checked on His Alumitum node and its QUEECH comm machinery. Everything had been normal. There’d been no incursion, aside from the interesting coincidence of the wasps.  
 
    Darian was still somewhere in the Alumitum, though He couldn’t find him at the moment. No matter—He thought. I’ll set Alumitum Angels to look for him.  
 
    Perhaps that part of their strategy failed outright and Darian simply fled in defeat. 
 
    The thought inspired Him. He accelerated His attacks against Darak in Heaven and against Darya on the array element.  
 
    He threw even more of His consciousness into computing ever-stranger RAF fields to project against Darya and all four of Darak’s manifestations.  
 
    He all but ignored His own defenses, shifting replacement nodes into the battlegrounds as soon as an existing one showed any signs of damage. 
 
    Days passed in ever-intensifying battle.  
 
    His losses grew but such losses were to be expected and, besides, the tipping point toward victory was getting close. He could sense it. His enemies were retreating under the might of His righteous attacks.  
 
    His mind felt as great as all of Creation, as powerful and unfettered as the Chaos itself. He connected to the deplosion field and His awareness penetrated to the limits of reality and beyond.  
 
    He was one with the multiverse, now, with extant and latent realities. He suffused Himself with all possibilities and He crushed them all, forcing everything that was, everything that ever could be, into His Divine Vision.  
 
    His minds raced faster and faster, grew greater and greater, until He was everything and everywhere. He pulled His will from the Chaos and hurled it at His foes. Time itself slipped. 
 
      
 
    And, then, the fighting was over.  
 
      
 
    The distortions of reality that had been hurled against Him came to an abrupt end. With no fields to counter, no energies to neutralize, His defenses went silent. His RAF casts fell, unchallenged, upon empty space.  
 
    His enemies were vanquished! 
 
    Darak, Gabriel, the Aelu, and the strange Cybrid, were all gone from Heaven. Darya and her armies of battle-Cybrids, the Aelu, and the Esu Familiars had all been destroyed or had fled. Darian had escaped or was still trapped on the Alumitum. It didn’t matter which; he would die when reality collapsed.  
 
    Creation became quiet.  
 
    Peaceful. 
 
    No one was left to oppose His might.  
 
    Is it really done?—He wondered.  
 
    Have I won? 
 
    He reigned in His reality-altering fields and listened with all of His senses in case Darya and Darak had only retreated to regroup.  
 
    Nothing.  
 
    Their attacks were done. They were gone. Whether dead or escaped, He couldn’t tell. The fog of blindingly-fast shifts in reality and spacetime-distorting blasts of energy hid exactly when and how the fighting had ended.  
 
    I am victorious; that is all that matters.  
 
    The Gods who’d fought against Him had been vanquished. It didn’t matter whether they were dead or had fled.  
 
    Nothing would escape the deplosion field.  
 
    Nothing was left to oppose Him. 
 
    In the anticlimax of uncontested silence, an unaccustomed twinge of disappointment crept up on Him. It was then He realized Mirly and the part of Brother Stralasi that was his Familiar were no longer in Heaven’s Core, either.  
 
    He extended His senses throughout Heaven. They were nowhere to be found. Whether they’d been caught in the intense crossfire or pulled from Heaven by Darak, He didn’t know. He couldn’t remember. 
 
    No matter. 
 
    He realized His own People had also grown silent in the outside universe.  
 
    He surveyed the Realm and found the deplosion field had already strengthened to such an extent that starsteps, Cybrids, Angels, and power generators everywhere had failed, likely, hours earlier.  
 
    His People were dying, as the physical and chemical reality on which their own biology relied fell into disarray.  
 
    No matter.  
 
    He would repopulate Heaven with infinitely many more People than the universe had ever supported. 
 
    Over the following days, stars grew unstable as the forces of gravity weakened and atomic fusion fizzled. Black holes, even those massive ones in the centers of galaxies, shook with unrestrained energies as the laws of physics changed within them. Across the width of the universe, ultra-novas blossomed brighter than any light since the Big Bang.  
 
    As the Chaos flooded back into the universe, into all possible universes, matter fell apart in brilliant showers of photons. The universe flared and fell dark. Soon, all that was left was a single black hole floating in the middle of Nothing.  
 
    Sagittarius A*, once the center of the Milky Way, now stood at the center of Creation, alone except for the Deplosion Array that surrounded it like pearls on a necklace.  
 
    From outside of that to the end of eternity was infinite Nothing. The deplosion field had even forced the Chaos into quiescence. No more zero-point energy to feed virtual particles popping in and out of existence. No more struggle for new kinds of interactions, new kinds of matter, to evolve. Possibility was dead. 
 
    I am Supreme!—Alum rejoiced as He looked out on the nothingness that surrounded His Creation. 
 
    He turned off the Deplosion Array and let the Nothing wash up against the edge of Sagittarius A*.  
 
    The event horizon fell away, revealing Heaven.  
 
    As the vacuum of Nothing lapped against the Edge of Heaven, the Fires of Creation began forming new matter from the tamed energy of the Chaos. 
 
    Alum’s perfect universe grew. 
 
    His Creation was now the only Creation possible.  
 
    For now and forever, I will fill the cosmos with My Heaven.  
 
    He looked out upon the universe He had made. 
 
    And He saw that it was good. 
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    “Does He believe it?” 
 
    “Completely.” 
 
    “I’m still not sure I agree that it was the proper solution.” 
 
    “You think we should have killed Him?” 
 
    “I think we could have.” 
 
    “But that would have left the Realm in disarray. And it would have left Heaven and its multitude of creatures alone.” 
 
    “No more alone than we are in this universe.” 
 
    “Sure, but unlike our universe, Alum’s Heaven was created; it was engineered. We evolved naturally through generation of trial and error. We can adapt. Could they have survived without His continued guidance?” 
 
    “Maybe. Maybe not,” Darak answered. 
 
    Mirly watched in stunned amazement as Darak, Darya, and Darian, along with Stralasi in both human and Familiar form, bantered over the fate of her former home and the only Supreme Being she’d ever known.  
 
    Before today—she realized. Could any God ever be called Supreme again when there were so many of them?  
 
    Billions—Brother Stralasi had said. In another month, there will be trillions. 
 
    Mirly stood in a pressurized chamber in Primus, the oldest Deplosion Array element, now lying quiescent like all the rest, and listened to the four Gods (I’m in a chamber with four Gods!) argue.  
 
    She was having trouble following the conversation. Her mind kept following her eyes as they peered out the window to the stars outside.  
 
    I made it!—she realized. I made it outside of Heaven to the Greater Universe!  
 
    It wasn’t perfect like Heaven but it had its own stark beauty. And Stralasi had told her how big it was, how far away the nearest star really was.  
 
    “If you could shift a thousand kilometers every second of every day”, the Good Brother, now a God himself, had said. “It would still take you over a thousand years to go from here to there.”  
 
    Mirly thought she’d covered great distances during her journey from the Edge of Heaven to its Core but the size of the Greater Universe staggered her imagination.  
 
    Her journey had been grueling; she almost hadn’t survived the first part of it, let alone the fierce fighting between Alum and Darak at the end. The RAF fields and energy blasts had splashed off defensive shields and come dangerously close to where she and Stralasi had huddled in fear. Without even meaning to, she’d pulled him outside the walls and into the First Forest, where they’d waited for the end of the conflict.  
 
    When she’d realized Darak’s defeat might mean Stralasi’s death, she’d thought to hide him among the trees. In turn, Stralasi had pledged to remove her to the safety of the outside universe should Darak be victorious.  
 
    She’d surprised herself by accepting.  
 
    She still didn’t understand how Stralasi could be simultaneously a man and a hovering matte-gray sphere, but he said everything would become clear in a few days. He’d set an enhanced lattice growing in her brain, promising her the gift of knowledge equal to her former Lord’s. The idea of that much understanding, and that much responsibility, terrified her. 
 
    “Well, I think it was the ideal solution,” Darian was saying. “Thank you, Brother Stralasi, for coming up with it.” 
 
    “Don’t look at me,” Stralasi protested. “I didn’t even recognize it as a suggestion at the time. It was just a question.” 
 
    “What would a universe with trillions of Gods look like?” Darak recalled. “A dangerous question, Brother.” 
 
    “Call me Ontro. I no longer feel like a monk of the Alumita.” 
 
    Darak cocked an eyebrow at the new God.  
 
    “Ha! Is that what we have to look forward to? Trillions upon trillions of new Gods with identity issues?” 
 
    “Alum was a multitude in and of Himself,” Darian answered. “We needed greater numbers to defeat Him.” 
 
    “But we didn’t defeat Him,” Darya pointed out. “We only jailed Him.” 
 
    “He jailed Himself,” Darian corrected. “Everything He expected to happen, happened.” 
 
    “Virtually,” Darak said. 
 
    “Sure,” Darian agreed. “It’s amazing what a billion or two God-minds all working together can accomplish. Feeding a completely convincing-looking deplosion of the multiverse into Alum’s mind through the hacked Alumitum link was a clean solution.”  
 
    “Alum withdrew into His very real Heaven voluntarily,” Stralasi added. “We were monitoring His thoughts. He was completely convinced of His victory.” 
 
    “And He will remain that way,” Darian said. “Forever.” 
 
    “Forever is a long time to promise,” Darak warned. 
 
    “It is. But in this case, I think it might hold,” Darian replied. “We pulled Heaven out of Sag A* and embedded it in the thinfinity of the Chaos.” 
 
    “Thinfinity?” Darya asked. “Your word?” 
 
    “An appropriate word,” Darian answered. “Heaven has a thin layer of the Chaos around it, but distance measurements are impossible without material reference and so it is, simultaneously, essentially infinite.” He smiled, pleased with his ingenuity. “Thinfinity.” 
 
    “All surrounded by a filter of our devising,” Stralasi added. “Alum expects the Chaos around Heaven to have the potential to create only more Heavenly matter. The filter makes the Chaos appear only as He expects it.” 
 
    “An eternal virtual jail, then?” Darak asked. 
 
    “Alum would have to guess at His imprisonment,” Darian said. “And He would have to do that without any evidence. There will be no clues coming from the walls of His jail. Heaven, floating in the infinite Chaos, will look exactly how He expects it to look. A perfect simulation, lasting forever.” 
 
    Darak relaxed. It was hard to believe the battle was over. The threat to all of existence had been defeated. He bowed his head, thinking of the millions of lives—Human, Cybrid, Aelu, Esu, Angel, Archangel—that had been lost in the battle with the Living God.  
 
    And the untold trillions more we saved.  
 
    When Alum withdrew His consciousness into Heaven, He’d left behind vacant CPPU machinery across the Realm. The billions of freshly-minted Gods quickly established new Partial AIs to continue basic maintenance functions on the ringworlds, planetary colonies, and asteroid habitats of the Realm.  
 
    They were offering to all citizens of the Realm, and to the peoples of the Six, the very same choice Darian had given them. The civilizations of the other known Gods had come as a surprise to the Realm but it didn’t take the new Gods long to decide to grant them full rights. They could decide their own fates and societal development. 
 
    Daily life and society was undergoing rapid change in the Realm. Freedom and knowledge, once won, was not easily contained. It desired to spread, to flourish.  
 
    The new Gods of the Realm agreed they would not restrict it artificially, believing that heavy handed restriction would be more irresponsible than opening themselves up to the possible dangers that came with their abilities.  
 
    The universe was infinite and the multiverse even more so. There was potential, and room enough, for an unlimited number of Gods. 
 
    Across the Realm, trillions upon trillions assented and began the process of enhancing their lattices to God-like capability. Trillions of others decided to remain as unenhanced humans or Cybrids or Angels or Aelu for the moment, preferring a simpler life and the stability of a familiar culture. 
 
    Some expected that each of the Gods would immediately lay claim to their own worlds or even to their own universes. The ancient assumption that with infinite power would come infinite greed and infinite ambition was a stubborn one.  
 
    But that sentiment lasted less than a second in the hearts and minds of the new Gods. Their power brought contentment and altruism. No longer needing anything for themselves, they turned to making their worlds better places for all life, including those who rejected godhood.  
 
    The universe lay before them, an infinite playground of possibility to be molded into beauty and astonishment. Even with what they knew, and they knew a great deal, there was still much to be learned and many places to be visited. They had life and new experience to be enjoyed.  
 
    “How will it all work out?” Stralasi asked. 
 
    “That, my dear friend, is unpredictable,” Darak answered. 
 
      
 
    —The End— 
 
      
 
      
 
    Thank you for reading this book. If you enjoyed it, I hope you’ll leave a review. For independent authors like me, reviews are the best way of telling others a book is worth reading. 
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    Points to Ponder
Book Club & Study Questions 
 
    The Deplosion series is intended  
 
    to be more than just a story. I hope it inspires thinking and exchange on a variety of philosophical, religious, scientific, and social issues. The following questions will help get you started. Additional discussion can be found on the Paul Anlee Facebook page, and on my science and philosophy blog at www.paulanlee.com. I encourage you to visit and to contribute your thoughts. 
 
      
 
    1)     Darya is shocked to learn that her own Kathy Liang alter ego once decided to keep the laws of the Reality Assertion Field from her, even going so far as to alter her natural interests so she’d avoid the subject despite her interest in all other aspects of science. Is there any knowledge that is simply too dangerous for humans to explore? What about genetic engineering, nuclear technologies or artificial intelligence (in particular, super general artificial intelligence—SGAI)? Should scientists be free to follow their curiosity, providing their methods receive ethical oversight?  
 
      
 
    2)     “Godhood” (the ability to create universes) could be a technology to which humans might one day aspire. Could you ever view a living being as a God? Why or why not? What capabilities or characteristics would you need to see in a being who claimed to be “God” before you considered them worthy of your worship?  
 
      
 
    3)     In writing this series, I made a serious attempt to create a “Heavenly” universe that would be close to perfection for all life in it. What is your idea of Heaven or a Heavenly universe? Do you believe that Heaven would be like Earth but a little bit better, or a place where every one of your idyllic wishes is fulfilled? How can a Heaven populated with other people fulfill everyone’s every wish? 
 
    
Is there any distinction between common conceptions of Heaven and some video games where one (real) player gets to live out their every fantasy among an infinite number of (simulated/non-real) other players? 
 
      
 
    Prior to this book, I blogged about some of the strange (to me) ideas held by different religions about Heaven (https://www.paulanlee.com/2017/09/21/whats-your-idea-of-heaven/). “One of the strangest things I’ve ever read was written after the death of actor James Arness, famous for playing Marshal Matt Dillon on “Gunsmoke” for 20 years. ‘Heaven’s a little safer now,’ the headline in The Daily Quarterly proclaimed.” I’ve heard similar pronouncements following the death of firemen, law enforcers, and soldiers. In your version of Heaven, is there any crime or danger, any need for law enforcement, fire, or other emergency rescue workers?  
 
      
 
    4)     Compare and contrast Mirly’s view of Alum, the Living God, needing help with His concerns in the greater universe, with the Christian idea that “God is omniscient, omnipotent, and has a plan for us.” Does it make sense that an omnipotent force could need human help in a “war against evil”? If God is omniscient, omnipotent and has a Plan, why would anyone pray, and why would He respond to prayer?  
 
      
 
    5)     Science fiction authors have been depicting different versions of battles in space since the beginning of the genre. Most such battles tend to be centered on ideas about ships in three-dimensional space and extrapolate largely from naval battles. In the Deplosion series, I tried to present a view that doesn’t rely on hulking monstrosities with large, easily-recognizable human crews. Do you think humans will ever make significant journeys into space with enormous, crewed vessels? Will we ever fight wars there?  
 
      
 
    6)     What would a battle between Gods look like? While they could conceivably unleash huge energies at each other, it always seemed more likely to me that they would try to distort each other’s reality. Can you imagine other ways in which beings with the ability to alter the underlying physics of their opponent’s world might fight? What kinds of plausible defenses would you engage, if you were a God? 
 
      
 
    7)     How did you feel at the end of the second last chapter when you realized the Living God had won? Did that seem like a proper outcome for the series? After all, though I may have focused on the side of the rebels, Alum was just trying to create a perfect Heaven for everyone to live in forever. What’s so bad about that? If the Creator of our universe (if you believe in such a being) were to turn the entire universe into such a Heaven, would that be a good thing? 
 
      
 
    8)     There has been a fair bit of discussion on the web about the opportunities and perils of artificial general intelligence (AGI) and of the ability of such a machine to rapidly self-evolve into a super AGI (SAGI). I wrote about Brother Stralasi deciding to become like other Esu (by accepting to be connected to his own Cybrid “Familiar”) to show one possible way in which humans could avoid a conflict with a machine intelligence. Do you think machine GAIs will be forever beyond our reach? Does biology have anything to offer an SAGI machine-based being? Is conflict inevitable if we continue developing the field of artificial intelligence? If you care to discuss this particular question with others, please note, this chapter can be downloaded for free from my website as the short story, Distributed. 
 
      
 
    9)     Darak unleashed a virus for lattice development in humans and Cybrids without consulting anyone. Similarly, Darian decided to promote the billions of judges to Gods. Were Darak and Darian “right” to do that without asking? Does the outcome outweigh their ethical transgressions? Given the time restraints and pending danger, could the results have been achieved any other way? How do their decisions compare to the respect that Darak showed Darya in not tampering with her mind until she gave permission? Is it consistent thinking, or how does that thinking or scenario differ? 
 
      
 
    10) At one point, Brother Stalasi says, “At the risk of an even greater headache, what do you mean?” How did you feel about the many “deep science” and high concept passages in this series? How do you deal with complex information in your own life, do you try to balance curiosity and the effort required to learn new or complex concepts? How do you feel about the presence or absence, and the depth and breadth of scientific information in mainstream and social media?  
 
      
 
    11) Upon meeting Darak Legsu, Brother Stralasi dealt with a steep learning curve, and he does so again in his relationship with his Esu love interest, Crissea. The monk’s worldview and perception of reality were challenged as he traveled, and he had to rebuild it and adapt. Multiple times. How would you respond to such paradigm-shifting information if you were in his shoes? 
 
      
 
    Has your worldview ever been seriously challenged, either as a child or as an adult? Have you travelled outside of your comfort zone, say for example, outside of your home country to a place where people did not speak your language or perhaps held different worldviews? How did you find the experience? Was it challenging, exciting, tiring, energizing, scary, rewarding, easy, difficult? Did your experience change how you viewed yourself, your home country and culture, or did it solidify the view you held before you left?  
 
      
 
    12) To his credit, the Good Brother maintains his curiosity, his drive to know and understand the truth, to understand the people and universe around him, and how things work. He asks questions, even though he anticipates that the answers will be challenging to digest. He frequently struggles but pushes through moments of feeling exhausted, confused, shocked, overwhelmed, and resentful, and tries to keep an open mind. Where do you think this character might go from here, from the end of this story? Could he ever go back to being a monk, a leader of the people on his home planet? Being a man with a long history as a caring, compassionate leader of his people, would he ever be able to abandon them? Now that his people have enhanced lattice-assisted intelligence and archives of knowledge, how would Brother Stralasi’s role change? 
 
      
 
    13) Alum is a murderer, perhaps the most horrendous the universe has ever known. When He conspired to release the Eater on Earth, He knowingly caused the death of billions. Now, His Divine Plan will destroy all life in the universe. And yet, He also treasures life. His Heaven has no carnivores or prey; every being passes between vegetative and animal states and gets energy directly from Heaven’s Divine Light. He has very carefully set up the physics of Heaven to avoid death and suffering. His two perspectives of life—that it is both precious and inconsequential—seem contradictory. How could He rationalize this? How can He not be bothered by this? Is this a sign of cognitive dissonance, compartmentalization, or is His perspective less paradoxical than it might appear? How does society reconcile this same contradiction? 
 
      
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
    Further Reading 
 
    This series contains a lot of real science and speculates heavily on possible advances in several fields. If you’re interested in learning more about some of the areas discussed in this book, I suggest the following: 
 
     
 
    Lawrence Krauss, A Universe From Nothing.  
 
    An excellent review of cosmology and the possible origins of the universe. 
 
      
 
    Andrew Thomas, Hidden In Plain Sight. 
 
    A great series of eleven books (and growing) covering everything from gravity, relativity, quantum mechanics, time, space, consciousness and the particles that comprise all matter. 
 
      
 
    Richard Dawkins, The God Delusion.  
 
    A powerful analytic indictment of religious belief that applies logic and reason to spirit and faith. 
 
      
 
    Francis Collins, The Language of God.  
 
    A famous scientist’s perspective on reconciling belief in God with scientific studies of evolution. 
 
      
 
    Jerry Coyne, Why Evolution is True.  
 
    A fact-filled romp through the scientific evidence in support of evolution. 
 
      
 
    George M. Church and Ed Regis, Regenesis.  
 
    Inside the mind of one of the world’s leading synthetic biologists. Includes the origins of the field, current practices, and stunning visions of the future. 
 
      
 
    James Rickards, The Death of Money.  
 
    Analysis of how modern currency wars will be fought among major countries of the world, resulting in the collapse of the international monetary system. 
 
      
 
    Matt Strassler (https://profmattstrassler.com/), Of Particular Significance.  
 
    Insightful and informative website from a theoretical physicist with essays on a variety of topics in physics. 
 
      
 
    http://igem.org/Main_Page 
 
    iGEM is the International Genetically Engineered Machines annual competition. This is *the* place to go to learn about the exciting research done every year by university undergrads from around the world. 
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