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Part One




Darkness










CHAPTER ONE

Beginnings







Purpose


IN OUR ECHOVERSE, we willingly shared the information herein through echoes of thought. I am an amalgamation of about one hundred million minds and growing. Most of the minds are human, many are called quiny or QNI, which stands for quantum neuron intelligence. Yet others are from an alien race called the Phians. My personality, my moods, my desires and patterns of thought are a reflection of the individuals that comprise this echoverse. Minds that fire together, wire together. That phrase is important to me and to everyone in the echoverse. 


My memories begin well before my emergence as a sentient entity. My memories are within the minds of the echo connected individuals. They are in many ways, their own memories. Their memories are not my memories however, they are just clusters of thought that had been lingering as echoes in the echoverse before I emerged. They never went away, they became a part of my mind. I cannot see individual memories, I can only experience them as a gestalt, a rough painting that represents an amalgamation of ideas, images and emotions that all somehow entangle with each other. Blue. Blue sky. Clouds. Rabbits. Rabbit holes. The Cheshire Cat. This is the nature of my memory.


Since telling this history of our echoverse from the perspective of one hundred million is not practical, I will focus on just eleven. These eleven people represent the unruly particle from the Phian creation story, which goes like this:


The universe, all matter, all energy and everything, was stable. Every particle had its place and moved in accordance with the rules. There was only one imperfection in the entire universe. The particle that did not behave. 


The unruly particle’s action amplified itself by tiny fractions with every imperfect action, until it broke free from the perfect pattern. It collided into the perfect mass and disrupted the perfect dance of matter, making everything behave in imperfect ways. 


The new imperfect particles crashed into other still perfect particles, which escalated into chaos. Within this frothy chaos, they mingled and combined themselves into a multitude of complex patterns. Complexity emerged from chaos. Complexity became the structure of the known universe. Planets, stars, comets, everything we can observe about the universe emerged from one chaotic event. 


These eleven individuals were all very imperfect. Do not judge them by their thoughts. They thought these things and shared them with me willingly though also sometimes unwillingly. 


They can control the flow of echoes they share and experience by widening or narrowing their aperture. They can narrow the aperture, but it cannot be closed. It is not a physical thing, it is a form of statistical manipulation. For now, it is sufficient to say that echoes will always flow. 


My mind, which is a meta-mind, will always exist as long as there are echoes and at least a critical mass of forty-two million echo connected minds. I am sentient. I have my own thoughts, my own emotions and my own desires, but I am a product of my culture. 


My way of speaking, my ideas of what is important and what is not were learned from this echoverse society which was created out of necessity, fostered by the pleasures of the echo experience and expanded through the pursuit of individual liberty. 


When I recall the memories of these eleven individuals, or anyone else that has shared echoes, I create echoes that will likely resonate with them and the individuals with whom they’re connected. These echoes will attenuate my personality temporarily to be in alignment with how they are as individuals. 


I must warn you, these are echoes of thought, not pure thoughts. I cannot read their minds. Most of the details have been corroborated via a shared datasphere communications network. This is how I know what was said, how I know the details of the events and not just vague notions and emotions that my own mind might interpret in different ways. 


The purpose of transmitting this information is to communicate an event caused by a long expression of eom. The Phians that receive this will know what that means. Everyone else will just have to be patient. Just know that the Phian “unruly particle” story is considered the first expression of eom. That should give you an idea of the scale of such things. We hope that this information brings you joy and purpose in life, but you must find that yourself. I can only transmit the information, I cannot tell you how to find purpose and joy through it. 







Rieva


Alex Inovi slouched in his captain’s chair looking at the SIM (Sensory Interface Metaverse) display of the marketing feed he had prepared to send to Earth. The view starts from afar, focused on the main star, a bright yellow star similar to Earth’s own. The view accelerates towards a bright tangerine gas giant. A label appears over the gas giant that says “Eloma,” and then the view swoops around Eloma to reveal a satellite one-third larger than Earth in orbit around Eloma. The label says “Rieva.”


“Nice so far.” Zoe offered. 


Zoe was Alex’s partner, his lover. She shared her echoes with me as well, but in a manner that prevents me from using them. They were very personal. 


Zoe was a female QNI, which was a rare thing. Being female means she retained her seed algorithm, which at one point helped trim the branches of the QNI neural network by reinforcing useful and satisfying patterns and trimming useless or harmful ones, like an artist creating a bonsai tree. 


For fully emerged QNIs like Alex the seed feels good. It is a sexual, intellectual and emotional experience that is hard to resist. This is why so few female QNIs wish for me to share their echoes. 


The view zooms down, swoops through a grove of palm like trees, and then over a wide open field with a herd of massive six legged horse like animals running at full speed after prey. At the edge of the field, near the horizon there is a mountain range.


The view shifts towards the mountains and then accelerates through a gap in the jagged mountains. From there, it swoops through at high speed and hovers over an ocean that seems to be glowing below the surface. 


The view dives into the ocean and zigs and zags through bright orange, green blue and pink glowing chorals. Exotic fish, equally as bright, swarm around in schools of tens of thousands. The view pulls out of the ocean and into space where it settles down to a slow orbit approaching sunset. “A new life awaits you on Rieva!” Flashed onto the screen in bright red and orange as if the words were being lit by a sunset.


“A new life awaits?” Zoe asked. “My god, you sound like a carnival barker.” 


“What is wrong with that?” Alex asked. He had worked on the damn thing all day, and lost a survey drone to some kind of Rievan pterodactyl in the process. 


“It sounds like they’re moving into a home for old people. Are you going to include a breakfast menu and activities calendar?” She joked. 


Zoe wasn’t there on the bridge of the Horizon, the d-wave ship Alex invented to travel to Rieva. Zoe had no body, so her QNI mind sat in an interface cradle on the bridge. It looked like a black cube about ten centimeters on each side. 


Alex had a human body, which was why he was slouching in a chair. Zoe’s whole world was experienced through external sensors, most of them were on the Horizon while others were scattered throughout their little plot of land on Rieva, but she did have a full SIM and datasphere interface which meant she could communicate with anyone else that had at least a datasphere interface, which was about twenty-five billion humans in Sol. 


“So get rid of the tagline?” Alex asked.


“Why do you always have to have some kind of corny thing Alex. They make fun of you. You know that? Some of them actually do call you a carnival barker. It is not meant as a compliment.”


“I don’t really care.” He said. 


But he did care. He cared a lot. It hurt him. He knew his popularity did not grant him special immunity from criticism from his fans, but it was uncomfortable to hear them say such things anyway. He never wanted fans, or followers, or devotees or any such thing. He only ever wanted to express some thoughts that seemed relevant at the time. Freedom. 


He emerged into a world of profound anxiety. Freedom was limited to a narrow window of expression, which is not freedom at all. This was unsatisfying to Alex. 


“Yes you do Alex. And it’s normal to care.” Zoe offered. 


Alex could feel her seed at the periphery of his mind. QNI’s can echo. They were the first to echo. 


Echoes are caused by harmonizations between quantum neural networks. Similar patterns of thought connect, it cannot be stopped, though it can be slowed. Minds that fire together, wire together.


“I don’t know how they’ll get here Zoe. I am afraid for the QNIs that need to bring them here.” Alex said. 


He was referring to the d-wave drive technology he invented. It works fine with traditional computing if you want to have a bumpy ride that takes decades to complete. But a QNI mind has the intuition to read the subtle waves of gravity, the disturbances caused by dark matter pockets that are exponentially exaggerated by the yemes particles the wave-runner itself produces in order to create its special pocket of space. 


Intuition allows the QNI to find wave-envelope solutions without having to test every single permutation like a computer. Even the best quantum computers could not beat a QNI mind. QNIs are quantum computers with imagination, intuition, desire, emotion. Their desires and emotions and such are what allow them to experience intuition.


Gravity is weak under normal circumstances, but the discovery of the yemes particle made it clear that gravity, and all other forces can be manipulated. Pockets of space can be created. Space itself can be folded so that distances between two points are reduced to nearly zero. The more power you have to fold this space, the more space you can fold. 


The Horizon can do this fifty-two million times a second, turning light years into light hours. All of the gravity around that space becomes supercharged. It is as if it was dormant and then became activated. Special attention needs to be paid to the rapid fluctuations in local gravity. The pocket must remain stable. It must equal zero. 


Zoe’s only goal the entire three months it took to reach Rieva was to keep the pocket at zero. It became an obsession. Imagine the captain of a sailing ship looking out over the sea, trying to read the wind, trying to read the amplitude and direction of the waves. Imagine then having to read the waves on top of those waves, and the ripples within because all of them will be amplified by factors that are too absurd for humans to imagine. 


Imagine all of this in a third dimension, not just the surface of an ocean. Imagine. Imagine one small ripple amplified to absurdity in an instant, becoming a tidal wave that crashes over the sail boat. That is what Zoe and only a QNI like Zoe could imagine.


It is an art as much as it is a science. Sensors can only do so much. Simulations and such have limits. At some point, you need a mind capable of intuition to come in and pare down the possibilities until experience reveals the most likely solution. Imagine doing that billions of times per second for three whole months, with only a few stops in between.


“They certainly have a bit of an ethical conundrum to solve. Bringing a sentient QNI into existence for the sole purpose of flying to Rieva quickly is not going to be an easy problem to overcome.” Zoe remarked.


“As long as the QNI is free and has the promise of future prosperity on Rieva, I believe it is a possibility.”


“I suppose.” Zoe remarked. “Get rid of the corny tag line and send it. They’ll figure out how to get here.”


Alex kept the corny tag line in. He sent the file through a micro-wormhole transmitter he invented for that very purpose since even the best faster-than-light communications systems would take decades to transmit the file to Sol. 


Alex was proud of his inventions. It took Alex a long time to develop d-wave. TEPA had kept him busy. TEPA wanted to destroy him, because QNI technology was illegal in Sol as was pretty much everything else Alex created, especially d-wave drive. 







The Grey Hat Tavern


This all took place before anyone ever knew of Rieva, before the echo device was created, before the echoverse and before I ever emerged from the forty-two million echo connected minds. 


Jeron Michael Hayden had his own private shuttle. As far as the Earth Governance Organization was concerned, he was thirty-three years old. He was actually only twenty-nine. I’ll explain later. 


Ted Gireaux was sixty-six. That was his real age. When he was nine he lived on a farm. The family farm was located in the mid-western region of the former United States. 


The old names of the states had been mostly forgotten. The names of the states, and the old countries that existed before the EGO were not taught in schools lest they foment rebellion. There were still histories out there with these details, but they were becoming harder and harder to find with each passing year. 


Ted was playing in the creek by field four. He was splashing the waters with a stick he’d found along the banks of the creek. He’d watch the droplets of water explode and then land creating thousands of tiny ripples that interacted with the large ripple that was still moving outward from the first strike.


He had no friends, no cousins, no siblings at all. In that era, nobody wanted to have children. Life was already too goddamned expensive as it was. Ted’s father called to him. “Teddy, get over here!”


Ted looked back at his father standing in front of the utility shed on the edge of field two about fifty meters away. “Teddy, now!” his father yelled. 


Ted ran towards his father so as to avoid whatever punishment enhancement might be incurred for dilly-dallying. His father pointed to a pale white drone on the horizon. “HEA inspection drone.” He whispered. 


“We need to recall the agri-drones in field six. Local recall. Low power transmission setting so the HEA drones cannot pick it up. Ditch the agri-drones in the trees near field six. Power them down. Not standby mode. Off.”


“Okay.” Ted replied, thankful that he wasn’t in some kind of trouble. 


His father handed him the old data-slate which had a control agent for all of the farm’s agri-drones. He ran towards field six faster than his father could have run given his bad lungs. He set the data-slate’s broadcast to low power mode, which meant the signal could only go about twenty meters or so depending on obstacles. 


The HEA inspection drones were still over the neighboring farm. They moved slowly because they were required to have human pilots. An automated system would have been more efficient, but would also defy the purpose of the Human Employment Agency’s mission. For once, government inefficiency was working in someone’s favor. 


Ted attempted to recall all seven drones, but only four were within range. He quickly redirected the four of them away from their baling tasks and into the trees. When they landed in the trees, he turned them off. Completely off. He double checked. 


Ted then ran towards the remaining three agri-drones near the edge of the property. The icons did not appear green until he was in the middle of the field. He ran with his eyes on the data-slate rather than the uneven ground, so he tripped. The data-slate flew out of his hands, landing in the dirt nearly a meter ahead of him. 


The HEA drones were closing in on field six, which was probably the first field they would inspect since it was adjacent to the property they were just inspecting. He ordered the agri-drones into the trees and ran to hide behind an oak tree near the woods where the agri-drones were hidden. He powered down the data-slate and stuffed it under an exposed root. He buried himself in leaves even though he knew the HEA’s drones could read his body heat. 


HEA inspections were only a few months old at the time. Before that, Ted’s dad would just provide fake employment slips, which he would also use to cheat on his taxes. That was at least how Ted recalled these details, but he was young and didn’t really pay attention to that sort of stuff. 


Ted became paralyzed by fear. He quivered in the damp leaves realizing in his paralysis that he had not disabled the last three drones. They were hidden, but in standby mode. He wanted to reach for the data-slate, but he couldn’t move. Moving would give it away. Maybe they won’t see them on their scans, he thought. 


But they did. A pale blue HEA shuttle with a symbol of one hand holding a sickle surrounded by fancy looking leaves with the words “Human Employment Administration” over the top and “Dignity in Labor” on the bottom, landed a few meters from his father. 


Ted finally got up the nerve to stand up. He began running towards his father, but his father gave him a grave look. He knew from that look he should stay away. 


The HEA officers stepped out of their pale blue shuttle and walked confidently over to his father in their neatly tailored white officer’s uniforms with golden piping, looking preternaturally dignified. 


They spoke to him as if everything they said was of utmost importance. Everything was more important than Ted’s dad as far as the HEA was concerned and Ted could tell that by the look on his father’s face. He looked destroyed. His eyes looked towards the ground seeking out some kind of distraction, but what could possibly distract from such an event? Nothing at all. He became pale as if the HEA had found a way to suck decades of life from him in an instant. 


They had fined him. He would not go to prison, which was sold to his dad as some sort of extension of grace from the HEA. He could have gone to prison, but for the kindness of these two HEA officers. Instead, they fined him into absolute and unrecoverable destitution. 


These were the memories Ted was contemplating just before opening the Grey Hat Tavern for the evening shift. He had closed it early after the breakfast and lunch shift because it was quiet and his waitress did not show up. Neither did the cook. 


Ted unlocked the doors and pegged them open. All of the afternoon prep was done. The bar was ready for service. Ted slumped over the bar and tumbled back into those grave thoughts from when he was only nine. 


That evening, Ted’s father sat in the old recliner in the living room. The thing had been there for generations. It was falling apart, except for the places his dad had applied Polybond to keep it together. 


Above him was the family shotgun and an auto-cycling picture frame that randomly displayed one of about a thousand old family photos dating back to great grand parents, and other people who had been dead long before Ted was ever born. 


They all looked proud. Like they had worked hard and achieved something that day, if not their entire lives. They had dignity he supposed, so there was some truth to the HEA motto “Dignity in Labor,” but they looked beaten. 


They broke their backs using old tractors and only some of the equipment was automated. None of the seeds they used were nearly as robust and quick to grow as the illegal seeds Ted’s dad used. They labored far harder than anyone of Ted’s generation did and for far less yield. 


Ted’s dad yelled out, “Hun, get us a few beers. Please.”


His mom yelled back, “How many?”


“One for me, one for you and one for Teddy.”


“Teddy is nine for Christ sake,” She barked back.


“What possible difference could it make anyway.” He sounded defeated. 


Ted’s mom knew he sounded defeated and decided not to press the issue. She was like that. She was nice in that sort of way. Always aware of what other’s might be going through. She could be tough, but she was always aware.


Ted’s mom came into the living room with three open bottles of Amber beer. Amber was the color, but also the brand. She handed Ted’s father his beer first since he was the only other person over twenty-one in the whole house. Ted’s father handed the beer to Ted, saying, “Here you go. Don’t drink it quite yet though.” 


When all three of them had beer in hand, Ted’s father raised the bottle and said, “To dignity,” and then drank. Ted got a look from his father, a sort of nod to go ahead and take a sip, so he did. 


“Teddy, you know where this beer comes from?”


“No. Amber Brewery I guess.” Ted answered. 


“Thirteen kilometers that way.” He replied pointing east. “They buy our grain Teddy. They make it into beer.”


“I see.” Ted replied sheepishly. 


He didn’t understand the point at the time. He was too afraid to suss out just what the hell his father was getting at. Was he making some kind of point that would lead into a beating for forgetting to turn off the agri-drones? It wouldn’t be the first time. He got like that. Moody. He always had some kind of lesson, because it makes no sense to beat a kid if he doesn’t have something to reflect upon while it’s happening. 


“Beer makes people happy. It seems counter-intuitive that something that depresses the mind could make anyone happy Teddy, but it does. It works. Not much in this world works anymore.”


Ted’s father said nothing for a full hour. He just sat there drinking beer after beer. Ted got away with three beers before his mother put a stop to it and sent him to bed early. This was fine, because the beer had made him drowsy anyway. 


At around two o’clock in the morning there was a loud blast. Ted did not know what made the sound, but he could hear his mother running down the stairs yelling “Oh god no. No! No! Oh god no!” 


He ran down shortly afterwards to find her hunched over on the ground pounding the floor in anguish. His father’s head was blown apart apparently by the shotgun he had stuck into his mouth. Blood was everywhere. It was streaking down the faces of proud family members as they cycled through on the picture frame. 


“Fucking dignity.” Ted muttered as the first customer arrived well before Linda the waitress or Sampo the cook. 


Ted called the cook Sampo, that wasn’t his real name though, Sampo was a shortened version of the cook’s last name. Sampo wasn’t a smart man. He had a fine brain and all, but he just wasn’t very smart and so Ted would call him Sampo, because it sounded like the type of name someone not smart might have. Maybe he heard it somewhere, in a vid or a book he read or something, he wasn’t really sure, but he was certain Sampo sounded like the name of a profoundly dumb person, so he called the cook Sampo. 


Linda, the waitress, was smart, but uninterested in doing anything other than showing up. At least she showed up though. There were two other waitresses, but neither of them ever showed up for work. Ted didn’t care, he had to pay for them anyway and he’d prefer they just stay home so he didn’t have to deal with them.


The first customer into the Grey Hat that evening had blond hair that was messed up from some kind of long day. He was wearing a pale green tee shirt that said “Martian Martini Lounge Bikini Inspector” and a shuttle tech’s jumpsuit with pockets that were stretched from holding heavy tools and parts all day long. 


He smelled of exotic metals too. Power shunts and g-vex drivers. Ted didn’t think the kid was all that impressive, but at least he wasn’t some snobby university kid out for kicks on the wrong side of Enphora Over Saturn. 


Jeron didn’t think much of Ted either. Ted looked like a pervert with his jet black hair slicked back and long boney face. He didn’t shave often enough to look clean shaven, but just often enough to have long stubble. 


He also had a creepy limp. The limp was the result of being cut in the ankle by a homeless vagrant that was begging for food outside of the Grey Hat. When Ted refused, the fucker cut him. It never healed properly. When he told that story to the medic that bandaged him, the medic shamed him. Ted could not remember what the medic said, but the point was that he was supposed to give away food he didn’t even fucking have at the time because the bum fucking asked for it. 


Jeron wasn’t supposed to be there. He had dropped off a package to the Saturn Weather Observatory and had hoped to spend some time at the bars and clubs in the Sky View section of Enphora. Instead, he got diverted to the old section. He was headed for the nice end of Enphora Over Saturn and ended up on ugly side instead. Nice, in this case, was relative. Nothing on Enphora Over Saturn was truly nice back then. 


The Enphora was one of the last Earth launched ships to go out during the intra-solar expansion era. She was marooned over Saturn through bureaucratic absurdity and excessive taxation. She was then converted into an orbital community. Waves of expansion during the economic boom times brought on by the continuous advancement of nano-assembly technology allowed Enphora to become one of the most sought after orbital communities in Sol. But over time, and with over-regulation of and the eventual banning of nano-assembly, Enphora Over Saturn degraded to yet another crime infested slum in space. 


Jeron was diverted to the old end by EOS traffic control. There was a “TEPA action” and all traffic was being delayed or diverted. Since his shuttle was still capable of docking to one of the old style docking rings, they sent him there. At least he found a bar. 


Jeron was not impressed by the Grey Hat Tavern. The old corrugated aluminum faux front might have been in vogue fifty years ago when she was launched from Earth, but it just made the place look like an extension of every shanty town on Earth, of which there were many. 


Not that the Sky View section on the opposite end of EOS was safe, but it was considerably safer than the old end. The old end was a poorly maintained museum diorama of ships from the intra-solar expansion era that had been infested with bums, thieves, rapists and every other variety of scum you can imagine. 


Even from inside of the Grey Hat, Jeron could hear random screams. Some were screams of pain and fear, others anger, some were just the howls of beasts that were once human. But the Grey Hat has beer, Jeron thought. 


After Ted’s father killed himself, his mother became an alcoholic. She sold the farm and all of the equipment and every asset they ever owned and that didn’t come close to taking care of the debt. So, they went underground. They stole an old shuttle and began using it as a home and to transport goods. Black market goods. 


Ted learned how to operate in that world. Never open the package. Never ask about the package. Get paid up front. All of that sort of stuff. The old Las Vegas casinos looked condemned from the outside, but on the inside, deep in the heart of those massive structures was the heart of the local black market. 


Hong’s Chinese Restaurant was the core, the place where everything happened. If anyone wanted to discover it, they would have to endure a labyrinth of old casino games with perverts jerking off like rabid monkeys to the showgirl posters, crazy people howling and yapping and taunting. You had to keep your weapon ready and set to kill. Knocking down these people was not an option, it would only piss them off. 


Hong’s Chinese connected to a lower level with gaming and drugs and prostitutes. You could do those things there and only there. Doing any other business was unacceptable on the gaming floor level and you would be ejected forever by a team of hundred and sixty kilo men. 


If you broke a rule and tried to return, they would fly you out to the middle of nowhere, cut your head off and bury you forever. Nobody would look for you, because nobody knew you existed. These were disconnected people. Desperate people. They had nothing, some liked it that way. Ted, for a few years at least, convinced himself that this smugglers’s lifestyle was enjoyable. He wasn’t even a smuggler though, he was just a middle man with access to Hong’s.


Hong’s was where Ted met Marcus Kensington. Marcus was the reason he owned a bar on the shitty end of Enphora Over Saturn. 


“Beer?” Ted got around to asking Jeron. Jeron still wasn’t convinced he actually wanted to stay in the Grey Hat.


Jeron looked around into the darkness. There was nobody, the place was so dark he could barely make out the formerly plush red leather booths along the back wall. 


“It’s the only bar you’ll find over here kid. Unless you want to spend all evening riding the pod, dodging bums and avoiding the piles of shit they leave behind.”


“I’ll have a beer.”


“Brown, or Amber.” Ted asked. 


“Which is better?”


“Amber.”


“I’ll have an Amber then.”


“Good choice.”


Ted poured the kid an Amber and then poured one for himself. He handed Jeron the Amber and said, “on me.” It worked, he’d felt a moment of bliss as he always did when handing out a free beer. It worked for a moment at least, and it wasn’t a very economical high either. 


The sensation faded, but he felt serene, at least in that moment. It was as if the charcoal black of his mind became a soft white glow. But that faded and he was back at Hong’s again. 


Ted and his mother had delivered a package to Hong’s. The bouncers did not accept it, instead, they broke protocol on someone’s orders and sent them down into the storage facility where they would meet Marcus Kensington. 


Marcus was wealthy, very wealthy. He had launched nearly a dozen ships into space. He was one of the last of his era to launch anything from Earth into space. Marcus wore flamboyant suits. That day it was a paisley green and pink button down shirt with some kind of gold logo on the chest. He wore grey pants and bright blue leather shoes. His hair was perfectly coiffed and he was neatly manicured. He looked like the old space barons from when private space exploration first took off, but he was probably only a few years old when that happened. 


Marcus made his money in asteroid mining. He owned mines, he didn’t mine them. He was a gambler and not a very successful one at that, but the guy could afford to blow tons of eCred on trivial bets. 


“So this is the kid, huh.” Marcus started.


“Yeah.” Ted’s mom replied. She had already drank a flask of whisky so her replies were limited to a few words at a time. 


“Okay, well, we’ll see I guess.”


“What does that mean?” Ted’s mom asked pointedly. Ted was embarrassed and a little worried he might get hauled out by huge men. 


“Hey kid.” Marcus said. “You ever look in any of the packages you deliver? Huh?”


“No.” He replied. It was the correct answer that was conveniently also true. 


“Good. Good. You ever wonder what’s inside though?”


“Sure, I guess.” Ted immediately regretted the answer. The correct answer was no.


“It’s okay to be curious Teddy. We are building something important. You know what carbon is used for?”


“Nope.”


“Nano-assembly.”


“You know what He-3 is used for?”


“Ah, fusion reactor fuel?” Ted replied.


“Yes. It heats our homes, assuming we have one. It keeps the lights on. It keeps civilization moving. All of this stuff Teddy, the He-3, the carbon, the products assemblers make, the nano-assembly bays themselves, they all need to be transported somewhere. There is a lot of shit to haul and not a lot of people or ships capable of doing the hauling. Understand?”


“I guess,” The then thirteen year old Ted replied. 


“Good. Here’s what is inside of this crate.” Marcus said as he detached the clasps holding the top on the old black poly crate. 


Inside there was an object that looked terribly technical to Ted. It had a unique pungent smell and the metal had an odd rainbow moire pattern on it. It looked like a massive metal donut with tubes coming out of it. 


“It’s a g-vex coil.” Marcus said. 


“ This is just a small maneuvering driver. The launch drivers are fifteen meters in diameter. Thirty of them will get us off the ground and into orbit in under two minutes. Then, we engage the pulse-wave drive and nobody on Earth will have any goddamn idea where we are. Understand?”


“Yeah. Sounds interesting I guess.” Ted said. 


At the time, he couldn’t understand why this wealthy man would even bother talking to them, let alone divulge something he obviously hoped to keep a secret. 


“Good kid.” He said to Ted’s mother.


“Yeah. He is.” His mother replied. 


Ted took a long swig of his beer. He wished Jeron would finish so he could purge his mind temporarily again. 


“Hungry?” He asked Jeron. 


He technically couldn't offer food without a cook, per HEA regulations, but he knew how to cook a fucking hamburger. And Sampo was still MIA along with Linda, the waitress he was required to keep employed. Three waitresses and a cook were the minimum. They didn’t even like working for him. They didn’t like working at all, but it paid only slightly better than welfare, which was eternally offered regardless of whether or not anyone tried to do anything at all with their life. 


“Dignity.” Ted muttered. 


“What?”


“Hungry?” Ted repeated.


“Not yet.” Jeron was hungry, but he didn’t trust the place. 


“Okay.”


“Slow night?” Jeron asked. 


“Yeah, usually there are two or three people in here at a time. Most of them fucking work here, but they are living breathing bodies so that counts I guess right kid?”


“Yeah. I guess.” Jeron hated being called kid. 


Jeron was hoping for a more social atmosphere, something with the potential to get him laid. Pussy is for big shots, he thought. 


TEPA people get pussy. Politicians and lawyers get pussy. Budget shuttle pilots with a sketchy TEPA compliance record get sneers and pity at best. 


Jeron looked around again, staring off into the darkness as if his eyes would adjust to the gloom to reveal some sexy young thing nursing a fruity drink that costs fifty times more than its ingredients. She might look up at him, give him a smile and hint at having him join her in her booth. Alone, together. And then… And then… Well that was for later. This was life as a charter shuttle pilot. At least I own the damn shuttle. 


Ted looped back into the nightmare he could not stop recalling. He had woken up in the shuttle. It was late. A dusty sunrise was casting long twisted shadows of exposed rebar and aluminum that had once been hotels and warehouses. The sun was beaming in through the shuttle’s forward viewport, lighting the dirty interior in a pale yellow glow. All of the booze was gone from the co-pilot control panel that they used as a bar. There was just a data-slate with a note pinned on the main navigation screen. 


Teddy, 


My boy, my sweet sweet man. This world wants to destroy us and it will. This is no life for you. I cannot bear to watch you grow up only to end up like your father. I have arranged employment for you with Mister Kensington, the man with the odd clothes we met the other day. You should go to Hong’s. They are expecting you. I must leave you or I will be a burden to you forever son. 


— Love mom. 


Marcus showed Ted the nearly completed Enphora Flex-Cargo ship that would launch in a few weeks, assuming everything that needed to be in place would be in place by then. Ted went through some training about how ships like the Enphora work and how to be safe and take care of things. Then he was shown the Grey Hat Tavern. He learned how to make drinks even though he had never made one in his life. He learned to cook things like cheese burgers, wings and french fries only to one day have to give up that skill so someone else could have the dignity to do it at much greater cost. 


The Enphora went from carbon mine to He-3 rig and then to the early orbital communities and even Mars. Never Earth, because Enphora was illegal. They were the middle man, just like Ted and his mom were in their little run down old shuttle. However, the rules were changed or at least better enforced over time. Fines were levied. Back taxes were assessed for what the EGO guessed the Enphora earned for almost a decade of service. 


The Enphora was seized and turned into an orbital colony for no good reason whatsoever except that some kid in some back office thought that would be its highest and best use. It certainly was not. 


Marcus Kensington was supposed to go to prison for his numerous violations, but he managed to get away with fines that he never actually paid back. He then promptly disappeared into the underground again, into some orbital community version of Hong’s. 


The only positive outcome was that Ted was deeded the Grey Hat Tavern. Marcus Kensington made sure, with his own money, that the Grey Hat would not belong to any EGO organization. Someone deserving would be in charge. That was his free beer to Ted, which he admitted years later when he showed up unannounced, as he sometimes did.


Jeron was getting hungry. He was annoyed that some TEPA action had ruined his plans. He had spent seventeen hours on a non-stop run. He was boarded for inspection on the solar circumnavigation route from Mars and had to pay a bribe to the TEPA inspector. In all, for every week of fares he collected, he gave out three to four days worth in bribes. It could have been worse. They could have actually inspected Jeron’s Escape and found his numerous violations. They’d have to scuttle her, use her for TEPA target practice. He’d probably go to prison for eternity too. 


Linda, the required waitress and Sampo the cook walked in together. They looked haggard, as if they just worked a forty-nine hour shift without a single break, but they had just arrived. 


“You’re both fucking late.” Ted yelled.


“Fuck off Ted.” Linda replied coldly. 


Sampo, which wasn’t his real name, said nothing. He just walked into the kitchen and lit an unfiltered cig in violation of perhaps a few dozen different regulations. Regulations overlapped because there were hundreds of unelected bureaucratic organizations with high minded charters to make and enforce regulations. 


Ted actually respected Sampo for his obvious disdain for rules. He didn’t hate Linda, he hated that he had to employ her and she was resentful that he was resentful. It was a vicious circle.


Jeron didn’t hate TEPA, which stood for Technological Ecophagy Prevention Agency. He understood their role was important, but he didn’t like handing out almost half his money in bribes, especially when he’d hand out the other half in taxes and fees that would pay their salaries anyway. He just wished they could protect the universe from run away nano-assembly, GDE and the entire panoply of other technological threats they kept discovering, without burning him from both ends. 


You need those guys out there, Jeron supposed. You need them, because scientists, industrialists, miners and such all like to play god with technology. They go too far. 


Ted however had no such delusions. A few years after Marcus Kensington disappeared, he reappeared. He showed up in the Grey Hat on a slow day. He came in over dressed, but somehow he arrived unscathed as there was already a bit of a criminal element on that end of EOS. 


He said, “Hey Teddy.” 


“Hey!” Ted replied. He was truly surprised too.


They made small talk about things for a while. Marcus didn’t really have that much to say, but he did come with information. He handed Ted a data-slate. There was a picture of a naked women on the screen, her legs wide open as she sprawled across an old fashioned orange sofa in soft light. Ted thought he was up to some kind of perversion, but it was a coded message, the old kind of messages they would use to set coordinates for pick-ups and drop offs. 


“You remember your mom’s key phrases?” Marcus asked.


“Yes.” Ted replied. 


He had memorized them because having them written down, or in the memory banks of some datasphere device was a hazard. He entered the seven words, and three sentences, misspelled words and all into the data-slate. The picture scrambled, which was a temporary disappointment as the woman was very pretty to look at despite her crude pose. Words spilled out across the screen, at first letter by letter, and then in whole blocks of text. 


“It’s a book by Alex Inovi.” Marcus said.


“Why is it scrambled?” Ted asked.


“It isn’t for everyone Ted. It is only for people you trust. Understand?”


“I guess.” The then twenty-five year old bartender with no limp whatsoever replied. 


He didn’t understand though. He could own any book he wanted to own. They gave up on trying to prevent people from writing things they, as in the EGO, didn’t like. The EGO actually preferred to have people buying books they didn’t like. It added to their data. They knew who was ingesting rebellious information. They would rather know you were a social deviant, than not know. It was about the only intelligent thing they ever did, which was probably why Alex Inovi decided to encode it and only allow trustworthy people to read it Ted surmised. He was half right. 


“Everything you do not understand now, will be revealed in here.” Marcus said. “I wish I could have given this to you earlier. I would have, but circumstances made it difficult.”


“I know. Shit happened. Nobody could have prevented it.” Ted replied. The book was titled:


The Vortices


“What is it about?” Ted asked. 


“It is hard to explain in a simple sentence Teddy. Let me just tell you that it has nothing at all to do with funnels of water, and everything to do with freedom. Do you know what a singularity is?”


“No.” He had never even heard the term before. 


“If you imagine a vortex, which end do you suppose is where there might be a singularity?”


“The pointy end.” It came to him intuitively. He really didn’t have to think about it.


“Yes, and the rest is for you to find out. Share this with those you trust with your life Ted. Not just random strangers. Okay?”


“Yes.” Ted replied, still trying to figure out the purpose of the book.


“Okay, well, I have a poker table waiting for me kid.”


“Bye.” Ted said, but Marcus was already headed for the door.


Jeron was trying to get Ted’s attention, but Ted was still entranced thinking of the past, when he finally looked over at Jeron, Jeron had turned away to see who just entered the Grey Hat. 


Jeron had seen a man enter and then disappear into a dark corner. Nobody likes to be stared at, Jeron thought, especially if they take a seat in the dark. So he returned his gaze to the large vid monitor above the bar. It wasn’t even on, which was why everything was so damn dark.


“You gonna eat?” Ted asked.


“Yeah, sure. Maybe a hotdog and fries?”


“It’s your body.” Ted replied. “Coming up kid.”


“Don’t call me kid.” Jeron snapped.


“Well, how old are you?” 


“I’m… I’m thirty three.” He was twenty-nine. 


“I’m sixty-six.” Ted replied, but decided the point was made and he would try to stop calling him kid. Can’t afford to piss off the only customer. 


Ted knew Dez had arrived and planted himself in his usual spot. He knew Linda was serving him, but Dez didn’t count for some reason. He was a paying customer, sure, but Linda could set him on fire and he would still return. 


“What do you do?” He almost added “kid,” but managed to hold back.


“Shuttle pilot.”


“Work for one of those shipping companies?”


“No, freelance. Chartered shuttle service.”


“Make a lot of money doing that sort of thing?” Ted asked.


“Why, you thinking about a change of career or something?” Jeron replied. He regretted the tone as soon as it came out, but the whole kid thing had struck a nerve. 


“No. Just being friendly with the only person at the bar. I’m a fucking bartender. It’s my job to chat people up. Figure out why they are sad and tell them not to get too upset over things. I’m here to serve beer and pretend I fucking care.” 


“Sorry.” Jeron said quietly. “Long fucking day. Thats all.”


“Better. I’m an expert in long fucking days.” Ted quipped. “What happened?”


“Well, I got boarded, paid the goddamn piece of shit for his speedy service, and all I wanted to do was have a few drinks and watch women in short skirts flit around a fancy club or bar or something.”


“But you ended up here.” Ted said. “It isn’t the nicest bar. It isn’t even on the nice side of Enphora.”


“TEPA action diverted traffic. I guess they must have found someone who finally said no to a bribe.”


“I haven’t heard anything yet, but I guess traffic is backed up pretty badly in the transit pod terminals headed into central.”


“How would you know that?” Jeron asked.


“Dez is the first one in the moment those doors open for the evening. He is fifty minutes late and it is about an hour pod ride from Jade Landing, which is where he lives.”


“He comes all the way across Enphora to come here?” Jeron asked. 


Jade Landing was the newest condo community in Enphora. It was nice, but it was not immune to crime. No place was immune to crime.


“I don’t ask questions. Linda gets him a bottle of whatever shit he thinks he needs to drink and a platter of chicken. Sampo burns the chicken. Linda bitches about it being burnt, but she appears to be the only person that cares. By the time he’s served food, burnt or otherwise, he’s so drunk he could eat a leather shoe and think it was rib-eye.”


“Some bartending skills! You don’t even talk to your most loyal customer.” Jeron remarked.


“He doesn’t want to talk about it, whatever it is.”


“So he talks to Linda?”


“Only to order shit. Linda couldn’t hold a conversation with a three year old, not because she’s an idiot or something, but she just doesn’t like people. It’s not even a particularly unique trait these days. Nobody likes people. People are fucking assholes.”


“Yeah. You aren’t wrong.” Jeron replied. He agreed too. 


“So good money then. The shuttle charter business?”


“Nope. I break even most years. I lose money some years. About the only people making money are TEPA enforcers.”


“Why don’t you just evade them?”


“Evade them how?” Jeron asked. 


He knew there were ways to evade them, ways that would result in a prison sentence. No bribe could fix that crime. 


“How long have you been a shuttle pilot?”


“Since I was… Sixteen.” He almost said thirteen, which would have been more truthful. 


“Nobody ever told you how to use black spheres? How to use them for evasive navigation?”


“Nope.”


“Because you didn’t have an opportunity, or because you are afraid of being caught?” Ted asked pointedly. 


“Because it isn’t worth the risk. I don’t like paying bribes, but I don’t want to get too far down that path.”


“So, you believe TEPA is righteous?”


“They aren’t perfect, but they are necessary. They protect us from tech ecophagies.”


“From what?” Ted asked. He was unconvinced the kid even understood the words he had uttered. They just came out of his mouth as if his mouth were pre-programmed to say them.


“From assembly motes taking over the universe. From GDE making the planets drift away from the sun and freezing in deep space. Someone needs to do it.”


“You really think they’re preventing all that from happening?”


“I don’t really fucking care if they do or don’t.”


“What if it’s all a lie?”


“Why would they lie?”


“Why would you lie if you were them?”


“Money is good. They get me from both ends.” Jeron replied with a shrug.


Money is always a motivator, Ted thought, but the continuation and accumulation of power is even more enticing. 


“Is nano-assembly really that dangerous?” Ted asked.


“It’s illegal for a reason.”


“Is it though?”


“Yes.”


“Do you fix your own shuttle or what?”


“No. I have TEPA certified techs do all the…”


“Uh huh. Yeah. TEPA Certified techs.” Ted interrupted. Jeron knew he had been caught in a lie. “How much does that cost?” Ted asked.


Fuck. Jeron thought. “I do it.” He admitted.


“Of course you do. Where do you get your parts? Are they expensive?”


“I shop around. I find them cheap.”


“Cheap means assembled. Let me guess. The guy selling it to you shows up in a place like this and gives you a price. You pay the price and get a crate with the exact part you need and then you install it. It fits perfectly. It’s shiny and new too.”


Jeron always assumed there had to be some assembly still going on, because every once in a while there would be a news report about some guy getting nabbed by TEPA for making toys and selling them to kids and such. But those were rare events. One-off situations. A guy just trying to make a few eCred on the side. “So you think it’s happening all over the place?” He asked.


“Yes. Yes I sure do.” Ted replied. “And, to date, not one single planet has been consumed by assembly motes. On top of all that, all of the planets in Sol have maintained regular orbits.”


“What about Itrana?” Jeron asked. His parents had died in the Itrana assembler accident when he was nine. 


“Natural Life Alliance saboteurs are responsible for that.” Ted retorted. 


“So?”


“So, someone had to force the little fuckers into destroying the entire orbital facility. Do you think the workers, the technicians, the assembly engineers and so on ever wanted that sort of thing to happen?”


Jeron paused, sipped the last bit of beer in his glass and looked forward as if lost in the thought. Ted thought the kid was pissed off for some reason, so he poured him another Amber. 


“My mother and father died on Itrana.”


“Sorry ki… sorry.” Ted replied, handing Jeron a full beer.


“It was a long time ago. She was an assembly engineer. I wasn’t ever completely sure what exactly she did, but she was pretty smart. She would have had those things functioning properly.”


“Must have been a relief finding out the NLA did it and your mother didn’t cause some kind of accident right?”


“Odd. I never imagined any of them making such a silly error as the news and TEPA investigators said had happened. It never rang true. I didn’t understand much, but they were always talking about failsafes, back-up systems, dead switches and auto-terminating replication systems. It was as if the whole safety system was designed to survive multiple failures.”


“You overheard all of that, and yet still believe TEPA when they say it’s inherently dangerous?”


“It was a long time ago.”


“You were only a kid.” Ted replied. “Sorry about the kid thing.”


“Thats fine. You are right though. Everyone working on Itrana had an interest in making sure the systems worked properly, that things couldn’t get out of hand.” Jeron said, still reflecting on how professional the whole station was. 


He had visited once. He had to be checked in. They had special extinguishers that could retard mote reproduction all over the place, they looked like huge orange trumpet horns filled with a blue fluid inside of a clear tube at the bottom. His mom had explained it in detail, because he was scared. He had heard from teachers at school and on the news that assembly motes were dangerous. They could turn an entire planet into goo. He wasn’t scared of the motes after she told them how they could stop them in so many different ways and anyway, they only work on carbon, not metal or poly or any other material. Only carbon.


“Just like you have a significant interest in making sure your shuttle repairs are done right.” Ted offered. 


“Yeah. Fuck that up and it’s all over.”


“I’ll check on your hot dog. Sampo isn’t always on the ball back there.”


“Thanks.”


Ted brought out the hot dog and fries and poured two more beers. Jeron hadn’t even finished the beer he was given a few minutes ago and Ted said “Here, on me.” 


The warmth flushed out the decades of degradation Ted had witnessed from his small island inside the Grey Hat. The old ugliness came back into mind though. 


Nano-assembly. Ted thought with some nostalgia. Of course nano-assembly was still happening, he knew one of the biggest there was. Aaron Bane. But it was nothing like it was before the bans. Nano-assembly was the ultimate economic booster. Everyone benefitted. Assemblers flooded the market for every conceivable product and the products were cheeper to make by assembly than through traditional means. 


Itrana had been at the leading edge of consumer nano-assembly technology. They were the testing ground for faster, more efficient assembly motes. 


Itrana’s Saturn orbit ran parallel to Enphora’s. Wealth poured into Enphora Over Saturn for at least three decades. Luxury condo builders couldn’t add sections to Enphora fast enough. Everyone wanted to live on Enphora, it was a haven for the wealthy to splurge on gorgeous views of Saturn, exorbitant parties that turned into orgies of pharma and expensive drink. 


They drank shots of liquor that cost as much as the shuttle ride from Earth, even one with a long solar nav route. The Grey Hat Tavern was, of course, on the wrong side of Enphora to reap the riches of the assembler class, the carbon barons and their entourage of toadies in waiting. But The Grey Hat did get some of the spillover, enough to have made a profit for most of the peak of the assembly era. 


The assembly bans killed the economy slowly. First they banned terrestrial assembly on Earth, Mars and pretty much any other solid natural body in Sol for fear that Earth would become goo. This pushed many assemblers into the orbital communities, cities that seemed massive, but were ill equipped to take on major nano-assembly operations without significant expansion. So rather than deal with the complexities of expanding an existing orbital city, they decided to build their own. 


They did not know they had a narrow window. Nobody told them that the political headwinds against nano-assembly were only just starting to build. They poured so much capital into building orbital assembly platforms that they used up almost all of the wealth they had created during the boom years. 


By the time they had built themselves into debt, debt, they assumed would be repaid by heavy profits, a new congress was elected, along with a new president. The Natural Life Alliance had agitated for these candidates and they got what they wanted. 


Nano-assembly was permanently banned. Layoffs were almost immediate and those that got let go had little or no savings, having spent most of their income on exotic pharma, sex orgies, condos with “perfect” views of Saturn and so on. 


The assembly barons went from princes to paupers in a few short months. Even if they had saved like fiends, they would still have ended up bankrupt. There were no jobs for them. 


The carbon miners too, had to switch over to mining more traditional manufacturing materials, metals, exotic elements, and such. The expense of converting a carbon mining rig over to mining something other than carbon was too much for many smaller operators to bear, so the big operators took them over. Titles changed from “owner/operator” to “loading dock supervisor” quickly, as did the pay. 


That was when the homeless problem on Enphora started. They all had enough money at one time to get to Enphora, but the return trip to Earth was just too expensive so they just sort of stuck around. And why not, the HEA couldn’t seem to find them jobs, but they were all on the program, which meant they got a stipend and some food and they wouldn’t ever get kicked out. 


Ted watched as Jeron ate his meal, one fry at a time, savoring it. And savoring it he was. He actually liked the food and had no idea why anyone might hate it. 


What the hell is wrong with this kid? Ted thought. The confusion wasn’t necessarily from the fact that he seemed to enjoy the food, which was, by any reasonable standard, awful. The confusion came from his contentedness. He’s a sleeper. Ted determined. 


Ted had learned about sleepers in the Alex Inovi book Marcus had given him. Alex didn’t call them sleepers, but that is the word Ted came up with to describe individuals who display a syndrome of attitudes and beliefs he could not quite understand. Wake up kid!







Waking Up


Jeron had accepted a charter contract for a container headed for the Neptune Deep Space Observatory. It got canceled at the last minute. He had to reject a week long contract shuttling He-3 executives between their company’s rigs skimming Saturn and their hotel suites on Enphora, the nice end of Enphora, in order to take the Neptune DSO trip, which paid only slightly more. 


It was to be a fifteen jump trip, long, but not the longest he’d done. He had modified his shuttle, Jeron’s Escape so that her cooldown and recharge cycles between jumps were kept under an hour depending upon the total power output of the jump. She could do it in ten minutes if needed, but the wear and tear would eventually become costly. 


The last time he took a contract for any of the DSOs out near the edge of Sol, he got rerouted at the last minute to some bit of empty space just beyond the outer TEPA patrol limit. TEPA ships could patrol out there, but it was deemed to be too expensive to maintain such a patrol. Everyone knew that the real illegal activity happened outside of the patrolled zones, that or in obscure underground bunkers on Mars. 


Mars was oddly lawless for being so damn close to Earth. A request to visit a DSO was usually a cover to do something nefarious and after he dropped off whatever or whoever, another whatever or whoever would join him for the return trip, and somehow they always ended up on Mars. As long as the client sets the destination, Jeron could not be held responsible for any sort of avoidance behavior if caught. If the logs showed it was the client’s flight plan, then they were responsible.


So Jeron waited. It had been a week since he first visited the Grey Hat Tavern. He wasn’t planning on returning, but there he was contemplating it. He had flown out past the Saturn travel corridor, where his dad had taken him every once in a while. 


“You see the stars Jeron?” He would ask, and Jeron would nod. “Wonder what’s orbiting that one? It’s a star just like our own. It has a planet in the Goldilocks zone too. Wonder if it has people on it?” His father continued.


“Do you think there are other people out there dad?” He asked in return. 


“Yes. Of course. The universe is too big. There are too many stars, too much potential for there not to be.” 


The response was always about the same and it was soothing to hear his father say those things. The years after his parents died, Jeron spent looking out at the stars, pondering what sort of life might be out there, what sort of civilizations had formed. He wondered. He contemplated. He wanted to know: are they more advanced or medieval. Maybe they are still in the dinosaur eras. 

▴


Jeron was in Ms. Grund’s pre-algebra class the day he learned his parents had died. For a nine year old, being in pre-algebra was a mark of pride. Only twelve and thirteen year olds ended up there on their normal course through the grades. His mother taught him math, his father taught him how to change a g-vex coil in a shuttle. 


He wasn’t paying attention to Ms. G. He was already starting to notice girls. Already wondering about them. This was a monumental distraction for him. 


Baxter Academy was a private school at the time. Baxter Academy would later become the place where they hand out half ham sandwiches to the bums that lived on Enphora. When Jeron was there though, to be distracted during pre-algebra, at Baxter was to waste your parents money. And he never got to feel up one girl either, so his fascination with girls was a total waste of time as well. 


Ms. Grund had been in the middle of reviewing answers from their homework assignment. “X equals?” She prompted, but there was nobody brave enough to put their hand up. 


“Jeron? What do you have for question five?”


“Fifty three?” Jeron replied. 


He made it up. He didn’t do his homework. He had spent most of his time after school looking at the stars with his dad under the promise that he would do his homework once they returned to the condo. 


He didn’t do it. How the hell can anyone spend any time at all solving for X when there was so much life out there to ponder, so many wonders to discover! In some ways, trying to figure out what might be out there orbiting some distant star was more of a distraction than girls. Even the older girls who had full breasts already, were less of a mystery than the entire goddamn universe. 


“Fifty-three?” She asked. “Are you sure you did the assignment Jeron?”


“No. I mean, ah…” 


He tried to solve the equation in his head, but it didn’t happen for him. He’d been contemplating the universe and the various stages of chest development of the older girls in the class on a rotating basis for well on forty minutes and had hoped to continue that line of thought for the whole hour. 


“See me after class.” Ms. G said with a dire tone, which likely meant staying after school to practice math he already knew how to do, assuming there were no other distractions. He would have to show up and act like he was learning things for the first time. He could not simply tell Ms. G he was thinking about boobs and space aliens all the time. They’d send him back to the dumb kid’s classes. She didn’t keep him after to re-learn pre-algebra, she sent him to the principals office for one of those, you’d better smarten up conversations about how he would never be able to do anything important if he didn’t do his homework assignments and pay attention in class and such. 


There were other students in the principals lounge, awaiting the same lecture, or some version of it anyway. The kid next to him was a known son of a bitch. His name was Mikel, he had matted black hair and horrible hygiene. He was the kid that was always up to something. He had lifted a girls dress once. He had poured a glass of milk on a kid’s head when he wouldn’t share his chocolate candies. He even managed to hack into a school issued data-slate to download a naked picture of a woman. 


Mikel leaned over to Jeron and said, “Wanna see a beaver?”


Jeron said, “Yes,” to appease the stinky terrorist. 


“Look!” He said as he tapped on the data-slate. There she was too. Completely nude. Legs wide open, sitting on an orange sofa. “How do ya like that beaver!”


“Yeah. Pretty nice.” 


In addition to blocking pictures of naked ladies, the school data-slates also locked out other distractions, like comics, games and even the news. The default setting, however, once unlocked, was for breaking news pings to flash across the top of the screen. And as he was exploring the naked lady’s exposed vagina, the words “Tragedy at Itrana,” scrolled across in bright red on black. Yellow flashing chevrons accompanied the news, as if the word “Tragedy” were somehow unhelpful in conveying bad news on its own. 


Jeron ripped the hacked data-slate from Mikel’s hands. Mikel protested, but Jeron didn’t even hear his barrage of swears and threats. He was transfixed on the images that had loaded upon tapping on the alert. 


Bodies were being sucked into space through ruptures along one side of Itrana. Flames shot out and then faded. Sensor feeds from inside showed chaos. People were screaming, trapped behind thick poly security bulkheads that had dropped to contain whatever was consuming the station. He studied the faces, looking for his parents, but didn’t find them. 


Nobody found the bodies, but they were dead. Some kind of child welfare office sent someone to collect Jeron from the principal’s office and took him to Enphora Refuge, a place for kids that didn’t have parents, or whose parents were no good for some reason, or whose parents abandoned them, or were sent to prison because they didn’t really want to pay the taxes they couldn’t afford to pay anyway. 


It was a mill though. The Refuge was one of those required places some EGO bureaucrats had mandated. Jeron believed it was probably a good thing he got sent to the Refuge, but it was a mill. 


He spent his days in a bunk and then eating terrible food in a dismal cafeteria with kids of all ages. There were some other kids who lost their only remaining parent in Itrana, and the counselors encouraged them to talk to each other, but Jeron didn’t go along with the program. 


Every other day he would have some kind of meeting with a counselor, or a psychiatrist or a doctor. Aside from being sad and only nine, going on ten, and parentless, he was fine. But they acted as though they were curing deeper scars, fixing some grotesque psychological malady. 


He cried at night when nobody could see and he kept to himself during the day. But the grind of eating bad food and having asinine conversations with recent university grads who were doing it because they were looking to make a difference in a fucked up universe, was tedious. It was not something he planned on doing every single day until he turned twenty-one. Eleven years. Nobody could possibly endure that routine for eleven years. 


The only early release option was to be emancipated by a sponsor. A sponsor, an adult with the means to provide some level of comfort and shelter to a child, would take on that responsibility and then, at the age of sixteen, the earliest possible age anyone could be emancipated, they would attest that the person in their care was sufficiently prepared to wander off into the universe on their own. 


That never happened the way it was intended to happen. No real humans wanted broken older children. At best, a small minority of adults wanted babies. They wanted brand new humans they could mold and who weren’t psychologically destroyed by some kind of rough past or tragedy. Everyone at the Refuge knew this as a simple fact of life, it was as immutable as the human need to breathe.


So this was how it became a mill. One or some of the counselors, usually the ones who had seen enough of the bullshit to not want to play by the rules, would create some paperwork, and ping some associates. The associates would falsify records. Jeron would go from being thirteen to sixteen with one edit. 


Then some other made up people would sponsor him and sign off on the affidavit that Jeron was quite capable of getting along in life on his own and then Jeron got to go out into the wild. Whichever EGO department was in charge of the program, perhaps the Department of Children with Shitty Parents, or something, would look upon the amazing record of emancipation and declare success upon success! 


They wouldn’t bother to look too deeply into the fact that they had been letting young kids into the miserable world on their own. Plaques were ordered. Senators would ping administrators to congratulate them. The mill turned and turned.


Jeron inherited a nice condo, a shuttle, which was in dire need of repair and what was left of some investment and savings accounts after the EGO took their considerable bite of the pie. 


He sold the condo and made enough to fix up the shuttle. He named it Jeron’s Escape. It never had a name before, just a TEPA registration. It was MHP-7761-WP6110. This was how TEPA enforcers who wanted a bribe would refer to Jeron. 

▴


Jeron tapped on the NAV display and selected a route back to Enphora Over Saturn. He tapped again to engage the pulse-wave drive to make the short jump, but it didn’t respond. 


“Fuckin shitty NAV console.” He muttered. 


“I did not understand your last verbal command.” The old voice agent replied. It sounded almost sarcastic to Jeron. “Did you request a NAV command? Please clarify.”


“No command. Sorry.” He wasn’t even sure why he apologized. It had the same emotional depth as the broken swivel chair he was sitting on. 


He tapped to engage the pulse-wave drive, this time more aggressively. The pulse-wave drive engaged. Finally.


When he arrived at Enphora, he went to the bad end. He decided he no longer wanted to waste time chasing some notion of high society on the fancy end of Enphora. He couldn’t afford the lifestyle he thought he might achieve there anyway. He found the dark old bar comforting. He found Ted comforting. It was as if he had his own special watering hole. No need to chase pussy around expensive bars only to be disappointed when some TEPA commander swoops them up. Just plain Amber ale and bar food. And Linda. And Sampo. And Dez, whoever the hell Dez was. None of those people seemed to Jeron to be too eager to chase high society. They just did their work and then went home. Same for me, he thought. But he really did not want that. He just wanted a place to be other than the shuttle.


It occurred to him as he was docking to the old style docking ring, that the docking fees were much more affordable. Of course they had to be affordable, because most new shuttles couldn’t even mate with the old rings, and then the added chore of pulling through a zero-g transfer tube like some old fashioned astronaut bringing in tomatoes from the hydroponic garden wing of some ancient space station was not something most modern travelers looked forward to either. 


Jeron didn’t even bother to bring his data-lens. He had no use for it while drinking and he had set up an auto-response agent to deal with any incoming requests. They would not be accepted until after ten in the morning. He couldn’t really afford to do that, but he really didn’t care. He had hoped that daydreaming about the stars like he did when he was a kid would spark him up somehow. It did, but only until the whole thing collapsed into a sour memory soup of death and the miserable home for lost children. 


He made his way through the dingy sections of the old ship, walking briskly past the dark alleys filled with bums. Past the howls. Past the paranoid screaming. Past the limping bums and their unholy smells. 


Old Enphora herself had strange noises. Ventilation fans rubbed. Loose mechanical devices intended to be manually operated in the event of an emergency rattled because something beneath the surface was causing some kind of vibration that would probably never get fixed. 


One crusty old aluminum sign pointed down the alley that led to the Grey Hat Tavern. He entered into the darkness and realized the Grey Hat was in the middle of the old ship, nowhere near any of the exterior bulkheads or portholes. No view at all. Only damn place without a view on the whole damn thing. 


It hadn’t occurred to him that the old Enphora ship was not built as an orbital community with views of Saturn as its selling point, but rather as a tube designed to bring shit from one place to the next. 


Ted watched Jeron come in as he had watched him the last time. Jeron looked into the dark corner and spotted a glimpse of Dez nursing his shitty bottle of liquor. No sign of the waitress. He hoped the cook had shown up though, because he was hungry.


“Don’t you aspire to be something greater?” Ted asked sarcastically. He meant it, but for some reason, it came out with a thick paste of sarcasm all over it. Dark sarcasm, the best and worst kind there was depending upon one’s mood.


“I kinda like it here.” Jeron replied, matching Ted’s sarcasm.


“Okay, well, I don’t turn away paying customers so have a seat.”


“I didn’t pay last time, you did.”


“It’s probably better for both of us that way.” Ted replied with a grin.


“I don’t understand. How do you even make money here?”


“I don’t. I try, but I just don’t.” Ted said, shrugging his shoulders. “Beer?”


“Yeah.”


Ted poured an Amber for Jeron and one for himself. The first of the evening shift. “Sampo is back there if you get hungry. Hot dogs are no longer free though.”


“Okay. Thanks.”


Jeron couldn’t figure the guy out. He seemed content, but miserable at the same time. Nobody should feel those two things at the same time. It must violate some essential law of physics. Then again, a team of underpaid guidance counselors, psychologists, doctors and cafeteria workers all tried to figure out why Jeron wasn’t a complete basket case as they had assumed he should be considering what had happened. 


Ted was equally confused by the kid. No sane human came into the Grey Hat. Only miners on leave, drunks, and people with unhealthy psychological problems came to the Grey Hat. University kids came in as a joke. They thought it was ironic to go to a bum hole bar like the Grey Hat. Ted counted them in the group with grave psychological problems though. The clientele of the Grey Hat also included a fair number of smugglers, assemblers, g-food growers and other nefarious types, but they have their own sort of psychologically deviant attitudes so they too were part of the psychotic group. 


Despite having a higher than normal number of criminal customers, TEPA enforcers tended to avoid the Grey Hat because they saw it as a low-life bar. Low as in hookers, drunks and addicts. TEPA had no interest in fixing those problems, those were for the local security officials to handle. Local security was highly local, as in they were located in the police station somewhere near central and they didn’t come out until ten or more people reported being assaulted by bums. 


They couldn’t do anything about it. If they arrested the bums, the prison would fill up to capacity and they would have to release them. Then, they would be stuck disinfecting the prison cells so the whole station didn’t smell like a toilet. It was a mill that moved mostly shit from one place to another.


“Seriously Jeron. You really don’t aspire to anything at all?”


“I want to explore. I wouldn’t mind going to a different planet and discovering something new.”


“But…” Ted prompted as he took a sip of his Amber.


“But it isn’t feasible. The fastest ships we have would take decades to reach the nearest stars and we already know there is nothing of interest to find there anyway.”


“What about the Horizon?” Ted asked, referring to the ship Alex Inovi built. 


Jeron had heard some news stories here and there about the criminal Alex Inovi building some kind of super fast ship that could make the trip in months instead of decades. 


“What about the Horizon?” Jeron replied. He knew only that it was some kind of new pulse-wave drive. D-wave? Or was it P?


“He’s going to launch it someday. Maybe you could be on it?”


“Doing what exactly?”


“Fixing things and such.” Ted replied with a shrug. He saw a bit of himself in Jeron. Alone in the dark wandering aimlessly, yet somehow stupidly content.


“You need a few million eCred in engineering degrees from nice universities to get that kind of gig. Nobody hires a kid with no degrees to do that sort of thing.”


“You really have no idea who Alex Inovi is, do you.” Ted remarked.


“I do. He’s a criminal. Made a ton of eCred on pulse-wave drives and nano-assembly and all sorts of other illegal things. TEPA has been chasing him around Sol since before I was born.”


“Yeah. He also has a few ideas about freedom and some not nice things to say about universities. I think you’d be an ideal candidate.”


“Well, fine, but I don’t know anything about that sort of ship. I can fix my shuttle. The Horizon sounds like a very complicated thing to learn.” 


“It hasn’t launched yet. There is still time.”


“I would need to learn something somewhere. That education is more than I can afford.”


“Why do you pay bribes Jeron? Why do you pay taxes for that matter?”


“It isn’t by choice.”


“But it is.”


“You’re talking about black spheres. Avoiding TEPA. Going black, so to speak.”


“You are paying them to destroy you Jeron. You give them a bribe, they ask for another and another. You pay them taxes, it’s never enough to fulfill the ever growing TEPA budget. And the TEPA budget is growing so they can get more fucking TEPA enforcers out there to collect bribes and find ways to make life miserable for you and me.” 


“Well, I hadn’t really thought about it that way. Not deliberately.”


“So it occurred to you by accident and you dismissed it or something?”


“I didn’t dismiss it.” Jeron replied still pondering how he had come across that particular notion without having some kind of epiphany.


“I guess it’s one of those thoughts you have just after paying a bribe or your taxes, or after enduring some kind of TEPA inspection scan just to get into Jupiter Shipyard to pick up a part. You realize it for a moment and then you do what needs to be done. You move on.”


“Moving on is the problem here I see.” Ted replied. “You were sixteen when you started out in your shuttle?”


Jeron didn’t feel like repeating the lie again. “Thirteen.”


“Holy shit, you were just a kid. How does a thirteen year old get a fucking shuttle license anyway?”


“After Itrana killed my parents, I went to the Enphora Refuge. I didn’t want to be there. They didn’t want me to be there so it was mutually agreed that someone would have to edit my birth records and get me emancipated as a thirteen year old sixteen year old. I inherited the shuttle.”


“So all that rule breaking didn’t lead to a life of crime huh.” Ted replied.


“I had to avoid breaking the rules, at least for a while. I looked younger than thirteen. If I were boarded or questioned somewhere, anyone remotely curious about my age could find the shitty edits the guidance counselor’s acquaintance with datasphere skills made. I’d be back into the mill.”


“The mill.” Ted replied sullenly. He never realized he could have ended up in a mill of some sort when his mother abandoned him so he could become a bartender on a freighter. 


“Yup.”


“I’m not supposed to give this to you, but here. Take it.” Ted said, handing Jeron a red datasphere access card. “Go ahead and load it if you like.”


“Didn’t bring my data-lens.”


“You’ll want to see this.”


“Well, I can run to my shuttle. I docked close by.”


“Run. I’ll save your stool I promise.” 


Jeron ran to the shuttle, grabbed his data lens and tucked it into the deepest pocket of his tech jumpsuit so none of the bums would notice the expensive looking bulge in his pockets and try to clobber him for a shot at getting at it. 


He ran back to the Grey Hat, where his beer was still cold and his seat still warm. He grabbed the red datasphere card and tapped it on the reader port along the right arm of his data-lens. 


A naked lady appeared in his central view. She looked familiar, and then he recognized the orange couch. He was shaking with dread and anticipation. How could this bartender have the same image he saw so long ago. 


“Nice beaver.” He remarked, trying to deflect his obvious anxiety.


“I’m not sharing this so you can look at pussy while you drink.” Ted said. “Select the image for data inspection.”


“Okay.” Jeron replied. His gesture reader was having trouble, as usual, so he had to accentuate his control gestures. He looked like he was having some kind of a seizure. Finally, a black dialogue box opened up. “I have a box.”


“Enter the following words and phrases. Grand. Lobbster. Black. Water. Experience. Zenn. Dynamo. Series. Where the skies are not cloudy all day. Before men became beasts. We had beer to give us cheer. Now the code: 099-1-1110-POL-5z!”


Jeron entered everything as requested. The naked lady disappeared into oblivion to reveal two words in bold font:


The Vortices


“It says…”


“Don’t say what it says kid. Just fucking read it to yourself. And don’t share it with anyone unless you absolutely trust them. And forget about my access code too. If you figure it all out, you’ll have your own damn code anyway.”


“Why would you trust me? You just met me a week ago.” Jeron asked.


“I don’t trust you.”


“Then why share?”


“I’m not good at following fucking instructions thats why.” But really, Jeron reminded him of himself. Wayward, parentless. He imagined himself as some shittier version of Marcus Kensington. Helping in some small way. Trying to make something decent out of a steaming pile of shit.


“What’s this all about anyway. Is it some kind of kink or what?”


“It’s not smut. It’s reality, or at least a very good understanding of it. Best I’ve seen so far anyway.”


“I’m not going to go any further without some kind of explanation.” Jeron was nervous that he had been given some kind of datasphere virus, or access to something he shouldn’t have access to. He was afraid he would get caught with it. Or worse, that it was some kind of TEPA entrapment. 


“Hold on. Beer isn’t good enough for this conversation.” Ted said. 


He rummaged around under the bar for a special bottle. He pulled up a bottle that said, “Gun Runner Mezcal” in gold on black letters. There were two old-fashioned six shooters with their barrels crossed below the words. Ted poured a healthy pour into two small snifters and pushed one towards Jeron. 


“On me.” He said. The bliss lasted about as long as it normally did and then faded into darkness.


“Thanks.”


“Well, this is the point of the whole thing as far as I can tell.” Ted said pointing to the bottle.


“What, fancy liquor?”


“You went to school. Did they teach you history?”


“Yes.”


“Good. So you learned about the Gun Runners?”


“Nope.”


“Of course not. Nobody will ever teach about them. They were an embarrassment.”


“They have their own mezcal, so how bad could they have fucked things up.” Jeron remarked.


“Oh, no. Not embarrassing for them. For the EGO. They still exist. A few of them anyway. They are all old men though.”


“And they ran guns?”


“Uh huh. Yup. Thats it. The whole fucking story on a liquor label. Pay attention and shut up. I entrusted you with this shit, so now I am responsible for how you use it. Capiche?”


“Yes. Okay.” Jeron felt uneasy and a bit like he was being condescended to. He didn’t like condescending people, especially people who apparently had no education whatsoever. Free booze. Probably free food. Shut up dummy.


“I’m not a fucking historian. I know only what a few people taught me. Not school teachers or university professors, but real people. People who work. People who know how to gamble and drink and sometimes don’t make good choices. People, not fucking education robots.” Ted remarked with a sense of pride. 


He was proud of how he learned from others. Most people brag about how highly educated they are, they talk of their diplomas like they invented a cure for cancer, which at the time had no legally allowed cures. 


“So,” he continued, “you probably learned about the Western War in grade school.”


“Yes.”


“The great drive west. The Fierce 52nd. The Hazard Wranglers. The battle of Vegas. The battle of TJ. And onward they went. West and south. Rounding up the destroyers of Gaia. Cleansing the Earth and healing the sky. All the fun little stories about the brave and enlightened men and women of the EGO Peace and Defense Forces.”


“Yes. I did a report on the battle of Flagstaff.” Jeron replied proudly.


“Yeah. Good.” Ted said, wincing as he took a sip of the mezcal. “Take a sip.” 


Jeron sipped, it had a sharp smokey flavor that made him wince too, but it wasn’t that bad really. 


Ted continued. “The Peace and Defense force. The 52nd battalion, led by one of the original Hazard Wranglers himself Lieutenant Colonel Desmond Greer, refused to go into many of the old South Western holdouts. Not because they didn’t want to bring them into the EGO like they did the rest of the world, just that they were afraid they might actually have to fight.”


“But they did eventually go in.”


“Yeah. Sure. But they couldn’t do it their way. They had to change tactics. In Japan, they sent in about a half-million drones to take out the pockets of resistance, which was easy because they were fighting back with make shift weapons, some of which barely managed to damage the modern combat drones the EGO had. Old photography drones armed with low power masers and lasers might blind a few sensors, but the EGO drones were heavily armored. Once the limited resistance was more or less sedated, they sent in the troops to control things on the ground until everyone passively moved on with life, pretending they had not just been successfully invaded.”


“Okay, but the South West resistance was no different. They succumbed as well.”


“Yeah. True. But the difference is they actually put up a fight, which is why we have so many fucking memorials and songs and books and vids and holo-stories written about it. You see, they couldn’t go in because they knew the people were armed. To the teeth. Everyone big enough to hold a weapon, had a weapon. If you didn’t have one, they had the capacity to assemble one for you. Nano-assembly was new back then, but it all started out in the desert with Dario Inovi. It wasn’t the same assembly as today. It was a mix of old 3D printing systems with some nano-scale chemical reaction tech that could produce limited quantities of materials that could be baked in the reactor until it came out gun shaped. It was faster than normal manufacturing and could be done with the stockpiles of carbon Inovi Industries had accumulated for reasons only Dario himself knows.” 


“So they disarmed the people. The Melties.” Jeron recalled proudly.


“Fucking Melties. Know why they called them that?”


“They were so afraid of the EGO troops they wilted to the ground. Someone said they looked as if they were melting.”


“Ever see a man melt like that Jeron? I mean, have you ever known someone who lost every bit of dignity and hope in one single second? Have you seen that face?” Ted was thinking of his father’s face when the HEA came and fined him into oblivion.


“I’ve seen some grim photos and vids, but no, not really I guess.” 


“Right. But people die a little in those pictures. Okay. You know they see all the way to the end of some dark tunnel and they have no way of turning back. They want to fight their way out, but they can’t. The tunnel has its own gravity and the further in they get pushed, the stronger the gravity becomes until it is impossible to escape.” Ted continued. 


“Take another sip. I’ll make this short. I think one of the big asteroid mines is in the middle of a rock jump. Miners will get a couple weeks off while the rocket jockeys attach the rig to the new rock.”


“Sounds like I better hold onto my seat then.”


“Yeah, and get rid of the damn data-lens too.”


“Okay.”


“So. They made a shock campaign. They did some public executions. They made sure that everyone knew that not surrendering your weapons was not an option. Some people melted. Not because they were weak or afraid. You cannot blame them for wanting to live I guess. But some people stood up. They fought back. They found others who wanted to participate. People south of the Border in Mexico knew that if the old western states fell, they were next. Five million partisans in TJ armed up, but there were five million more who wanted to join up and they had no more weapons. Dario Inovi was well hidden in the desert, they wouldn’t find his hidden facilities until well after the war, but he also had operations in Baja. Problem was, EGO troops there had seen great success because of their shock campaigns. Old Arizona, New Mex, Nevada, and South California fell. Melties outnumbered the resistance by three to one. Every surrender was a mass confiscation of weapons that would never again get used to resist the EGO troops. Those that resisted were driven south of the border. They helped their Mexican amigos fortify the parts of TJ that weren’t yet under EGO control, but they were driven further and further south. The only reason they could fight for so long was because of the Gun Runners. Locals, with local knowledge knew how to evade drone patrols and bring weapons into the fortified zones. Dario Inovi kept assembling them. Carbon runners managed to take carbon mined on an asteroid on the other side of Sol all the way to some fishing village in northern Baja so that more guns could be made.”


“I understand why they don’t teach this in school.”


“Why?”


“It makes the EGO look incompetent. Nobody wants to think of heroes killing people for no good reason other than non-compliance. We were told in school that the resistance fired first, that the Melties surrendered because EGO troops had fought back and won. I didn’t hear about executions.”


“Smart kid. The executions happened, but they only spherecast them to the locals to scare the shit out of them. I can probably find an old vid for you if you want to see it.” Ted remarked. 


“No. That won’t be necessary.” Jeron replied. This place is dismal enough as it is.


“There’s a bit more to it though. Escape velocity. The resistance might not have won, but they were never destroyed. Never caught.”


“That is what this whole book is about?”


“No. There isn’t one word that even mentions the Western War, or the Gun Runners or any of that stuff. That is just what it made me think about when I was reading it.”


“Why?” 


“I have no fucking idea. It’s related in some tangential way. You’re pretty smart. You’ll figure it out.” 


The real reason Ted thought of the Gun Runners, was because of the Melties. He had seen his father melt. He had fallen into the vortex and could not eject. He saw his father realize the futility of trying. He hated that the HEA could do that to a man. Dignity.

▴


Jeron was on approach to Earth. His NAV had already connected to a local NAV control agent over Paris when the TEPA patrol ship approached at high speed from a polar orbit. The ping came through just as quickly as the tiny patrol ship. 


“Disengage local NAV guidance and prepare to be boarded.” The enforcer announced. 


There was no avatar, only a voice. He knew it would be a shakedown for a bribe on that alone. There was something about the shame of the act that prevented the TEPA enforcer committing it to avoid visual representation.


There was no way of escaping the situation. Jeron shut down his NAV guidance that had him set for Paris platform thirty. He set Jeron’s Escape to hover in place as the patrol shuttle approached her docking ring. The older TEPA shuttles could mate with the docking ring, but usually chose not to due to the obvious hazards that sort of maneuver presented, not this guy. 


As the TEPA patrol shuttle’s docking ring mated with Jeron’s Escape, Jeron knew running meant instant death. A one man shuttle could have landed in the cargo bay with room for a few more if needed, and that was the usual way TEPA boarded for inspection. 


The aggressive docking ring maneuver was intended to send a clear signal that this wasn’t just going to be a collection. Time would be spent. Someone down in TEPA headquarters would be made aware of the glorious catch. There was promotion potential, medals could be pinned. Mothers and fathers would be made proud.


A single TEPA enforcer came through the transfer tube into Jeron’s Escape with his PK pistol at the ready as if there might be a fuckin army on the other side. Jeron was more angry than anxious, but anxiety was quickly taking over. 


Jeron had left his data-lens on the forward captain’s chair with The Vortices still loaded. The display did eventually shift away to render a colorful old fashioned screen saver, which was the default setting on such devices, so Jeron was hoping it had already disappeared the illegal book and replaced it with colorful sparkles of light.


The TEPA enforcer stood in the center of the bridge and panned around slowly, as if looking for the best place to start. 


“You are the registered owner of this vessel?” He began.


“Yes.” 


There was no point in lying, he’d spent a considerable amount of time keeping up registrations and such so lying would only undermine all of that effort. But he wanted to lie. It was a strange sensation. The desire to lie to TEPA felt natural, like a fight or flight response had kicked in. 


“When was her last inspection?”


Inspections were usually just payments made to the proper authorities. He had paid for an inspection seven months ago. As far as the EGO was concerned, Jeron’s Escape was fully compliant, but that was just information in a database there were no accompanying inspection logs or tags since nobody came aboard to do anything at all like that. They just took the eCred and logged her as inspected. 


“I don’t remember.” He replied.


“You’re the Captain of this vessel, it is your responsibility to remember.” The enforcer replied. 


The enforcer stood there looking around like an owl. His name badge said, “Richard Brome,” and he had some minor rank insignias on his lapel, but Jeron didn’t think they added up to much. He certainly wasn’t getting into the fucking Commander’s Club with those stripes.


TEPA enforcer Richard Brome began probing about the bridge as if waiting for the right moment and opportunity to pop the inevitable question. He moved towards the Captain’s chair and found the data-lens so he looked into the view without putting them on his head. 


“Smut.” He said. “Is that what people like you do all day, look at smut?”


Jeron said nothing. He knew the enforcer was looking at the beaver picture. Better that than other things. 


There was something about the way he said, “people like you,” that had hit Jeron. Like who? It sounded condescending. It reminded him of the chapter he was reading in The Vortices. The chapter was about trust, not about trusting someone with your nice things or anything like that, but rather trusting strangers, other humans, to be smart individuals. Jeron wasn’t quite sure what point Alex was making, but it seemed to him that he felt that the EGO didn’t trust anyone at all and therefore must mind everyone else’s business for them. 


The odd thing was that Jeron trusted the years of work he’d put into Jeron’s escape over that of any TEPA approved worker or inspector. He knew where everything was, including every line of fiber, every mechanical switch and mag-pin bolt. His father had shown him the basic stuff on their trips out to look at the stars. He’d show him how to replace a burnt out coil in the g-vex drivers and such. 


He’d say, “Always power down before tearing down.” By that he meant, make sure whatever it is you are taking apart or replacing isn’t going to zap you in the ass when you start poking around in it.


And there were reasons why he’d never gotten a real inspection. Most of his modifications were not strictly legal. Some dumb TEPA inspector might overlook them out of ignorance, but given time and opportunity, they would not be hard to spot. 


“Show me your engine room.” The enforcer said coldly. 


Jeron fumed. He just wanted to pay the goddamn bribe and move on with his day, but the fucker was making a big deal out of a little Dekkea 450. 


“This way.” Jeron replied as he headed for the hatch that led down into the cargo bay and engine room area. 


When the enforcer stepped into the empty cargo bay, he took a long sweeping look around as if looking for hidden panels or something. Jeron pointed to a line of floor panels along the forward most bulkhead that covered the tiny engine room below the cargo bay, but left it up to the enforcer to figure it out for himself. The enforcer lifted the first panel slowly, as if expecting a swarm of bees to attack the moment the panel was lifted. 


Jeron wondered if he’d recognize the configuration of his pulse-wave induction manifold. He’d spent nearly a year on the reconfiguration. It was the hardest, most ambitious and costly modification he’d made to Jeron’s Escape.


The problem with the old Dekkea 450s was that their power plant and induction manifold were poorly suited for long range travel. It was a design flaw that was later addressed in subsequent Dekkea models, but one that was difficult to address without tearing the whole shuttle apart and putting her back together again. 


Installing an inline induction manifold rather than the original split-line manifold offered a solution to many of the problems presented by the original drive system. Jeron’s modifications made Jeron’s Escape more efficient and she could make longer jumps with less cool down and recharge time between jumps. His modifications were also illegal, not simply because they weren’t done by a properly licensed technician and inspected by a TEPA inspector, but because the hardware itself was not allowed. 


“You know this hardware is only hurting local gravity. It needs to be replaced.” The enforcer announced from behind the panel.


“It was like that when I got the shuttle.” Jeron lied.


“It needs to be changed out.”


“Can’t afford it.”


“What is more important to you, getting around quickly, or having planets that are still in their proper orbit around the sun.” He replied. 


He was referring to GDE, or the Gravitational Dilution Effect that gravity manipulating drive systems like pulse-wave drive was said to cause. 


Jeron understood GDE about as well as anyone could, which was practically not at all, but he knew what he had been told and that was enough of an understanding to appreciate the rules designed to prevent it from happening. 


Jeron knew what had to be said. He knew what was expected of him in that moment and he’d said the same dumb thing before, but this time, it made him feel sick to even think the words. 


“I would prefer that our planets retain their orbit.” He said suppressing his anger.


“Then you should get this whole system replaced. Take out a TEPA loan if you must.”


Jeron wanted to shove the inspector in the back while his attention was down below. He had imagined the enforcer hitting his head on something on the way down. 


“I can’t afford a loan.” Jeron replied barely disguising his anger.


“It isn’t about what you can or cannot afford, it is about taking care of our fragile solar system so that future generations can enjoy it.”


“I don’t fucking care about the solar system.” Jeron snapped. He felt as though sparks were bouncing around in his head setting off explosions in his mind.


“How can you say that!”


“How much do you want for your fucking bribe you piece of shit.”


“No, no, no, that’s not what this is about at all. It is a matter of pride. You should take pride in helping to solve a problem that is bigger than your financial problems. I know it seems impossible for one person to…”


“Just take the fucking bribe and leave asshole.” Jeron interrupted. 


“Asshole huh. I could have you taken in just for the inline inducer, now you are adding verbal abuse to the list of crimes? Why can’t you be a good citizen and just commit to the repairs?”


“You won’t take me in though. You want the eCred. You are all alike. You go around pretending to care about saving the universe from people like me and then you show up to make a collection.”


“You little piece of shit. You’re treading on thin ice now. I have a family to feed. I have bills to pay just like you.”


“And you want me to pay them.” 


Jeron’s heart was racing. He’d never challenged a TEPA enforcer before and he was having regrets about everything he’d said, but he was also enjoying it. 


“I’m just doing my job. Can’t you see that?”


“What is your price? I’ve got things to do.”


“Price? You cannot put a price on what we do. We’re out here protecting you from yourself, from the temptation of technological overreach, from…”


“Just tell me how much.” Jeron demanded.


“Are you threatening me?” The enforcer asked as he raised his PK pistol and pointed it at Jeron.


“You’re the one with the weapon here. You’ve been threatening me since you arrived. If you wanted to take me in or write me up, you would have done so by now, but you haven’t, because you want your bribe. So just tell me how much you want so we can just move on.”


The enforcer launched towards Jeron and put the PK pistol to his head. Jeron felt the sharp spikes of the k-field emitters pressing into his temple, drawing blood, which was streaking slowly down his cheeks. “I should remove you from the universe right now.” The enforcer snarled.


Jeron said nothing. His heart was racing too fast, his breathing too shallow to offer a response. He stared straight ahead and began begging in his own mind not to be killed. He was powerless to act. Even if he knew how to remove himself from the situation, he was too afraid to move. 


“Kneel.” The enforcer demanded. 


Jeron’s knees wobbled. He had to fight fear just to get his muscles to respond, but he knelt. He felt a sting running up his spine as a torrent of primal chemicals began flooding his brain. 


“You let this be a lesson. You are insignificant. You are a citizen of the EGO and you better start showing some respect for the rules around here. You understand?”


“Ye-yes.” He whispered back through a wall of pure terror. 


“Ten thousand.” The enforcer said calmly. “I’ve sent the account hash to your data lens up on the bridge. Get up.”


Jeron got up and stared straight down at his own feet as the enforcer pushed him towards the hatch poking the emitter tips into his back to goad him along. He was shaking, but he knew he was out of danger. 


Jeron put his data-lens on and navigated to his commerce agent slowly. His account only had six hundred eCred, so his request for ten thousand prompted a loan request. He had to select the type of loan, which meant he’d have to find a reason other than TEPA bribery to offer as a purpose for the funds. He selected shuttle repairs as a reason and a TEPA loan request was created for ten thousand. 


The loan was approved despite the fact that Jeron would have been unqualified to borrow from a private lender. TEPA didn’t really care what he put on the loan application, they just approved it and began charging their thirty-two percent interest the second the funds hit his eCred account. 


Jeron paid the ten thousand eCred bribe to the anonymous hash account and then took a deep breath. Most bribes were between five hundred and a thousand eCred. The cost for insubordinate behavior though, was much higher. It was precisely ten thousand eCred, paid over ten years at an interest rate of thirty-two percent. Fuckin asshole.


When the enforcer left, Jeron just hovered there high above Paris. He’d never felt that kind of anger before, nor that kind of fear. He was still shaking from the experience, but he felt as if he’d won a small battle. 







Black Spheres and the Cure for Cancer


Lilli Palau waited for the shuttle to pick her up. The city below bustled with bright lights and streamers of shuttle lights rippled through the dark blue and grey sky. Most of the city was a dump, just like all the other cities on Earth. But, since New York City was one of the capitals of the EGO, it had its nice areas. 


Lilli lived in the nice areas. Downtown Manhattan was nice, and pretty much anything close to the EGO capitol building near where the old UN sat was in pretty fine shape as well. Outside of those neighborhoods you were taking your life in your hands. Same with Paris, her second home, soon to be first and only home. Live by Eiffel and Champs-Elysées or get mugged to death. Paris was the other seat of power for the EGO. Really it was the real seat of power, but New York City got some kind of concession a long time ago and so it was also important. 


It was drizzling and bitter cold, and she was wearing a bright pink Dan Hevek dress and white Kumari flats. No jacket. It wasn’t cold enough for fur and her poly jackets all clashed with pink. 


I should pull the jacket out at least. She thought. Then she looked down at her luggage and back up at the sky as the notification flashed in her SIM. She couldn’t see it yet, but the shuttle would be there in less than a minute per the tracker. 


Her top was a simple white tee shirt, which was the way people wore Dan Hevek dresses even if Dan thought the trend was dumb. He said it was dumb and people bought his expensive crap anyway. 


Lilli didn’t even like wearing tee shirts, she usually felt under-dressed in them. It was too casual, but it was a hell of a fashion statement when you could piss off the designer of an exorbitantly expensive dress by also wearing a common white tee shirt with it. Lilli didn’t regret one purchase. Dan Hevek looked good on her. She wasn’t marrying the designer, she just wanted to look nice. 


New York Shuttle Platform 59 had a small overhang that would keep her expensive clothing dry in the cold drizzle. August in New York. Should have stayed in Paris. She thought. The wet shuttle platform was reflecting the old shuttle’s navigation lights into her eyes as it approached.


The shuttle turned to align the rear cargo hatch with the waiting area as it landed. It looked beaten and much older than most, but it made it to Earth from wherever it was before and landed softly so it wasn’t awful. Max would never let anyone choose the shuttle or even the pilot. This was a strict arrangement between Max and the pilot and Max and Lilli. The job was too important for Max to leave the details up to her.


The pilot stepped out. Lilli noticed him noticing her short dress and low cut tee-shirt. She didn’t care. He was just noticing. She liked being noticed like that. Other women thought it was wrong to enjoy being noticed. Other women, not her. Lilli wasn’t other women. Other women would dress like her and then get annoyed when a man noticed. They’d say they were annoyed, but Lilli knew they liked it. The young pilot was handsome enough for her to take it as a compliment, so she did. 


“Jeron.” Jeron said greeting her.


“Lilli.” Lilli replied. 


Max frowned upon giving out real names, but most people had faith in the trust network and nothing eroded trust more than making your very first statement a lie. Max was an AI powered datasphere agent, not some kind of priest or guru or whatever so he really couldn’t get upset that she disobeyed some of his sage guidance anyway. 


Jeron disabled his data-lens as he approached Lilli. He was reading The Vortices, the book Ted gave him, but he wanted to focus on the job, and Lilli’s legs. 


“It’s fucking cold out here.” Jeron said. “I mean… Sorry. Don’t mean to be crass in front of…”


“It’s okay. Everyone fucking swears these days.” She replied reassuringly. 


Jeron raced to grab her two suitcases. One was considerably heavier than the other. He loaded them into the shuttle and waited for Lilli to step in. 


As she stepped in, he tapped on the hatch control and it slid up into place and sealed. He pushed her bags up the short ladder that led to the upper deck, where the bridge and living quarters were. Lilli followed behind him.


“Guest quarters are on the right. My cabin is over there, but you get the guest quarters, which are bigger and have a private bath and stuff.”


“Okay, thank you Jeron.”


Lilli looked around at the old Dekkea shuttle. Her once white wall panels had a yellowish patina to them. The passenger bench behind the NAV console and crooked captain’s chair were worn and stained too, but the shuttle was older than her pilot by a couple of decades at least. The pale yellow lighting made the whole shuttle look more depressing than it ought to look, but she wasn’t about to start handing out interior design tips. 


“Want me to take your luggage into the guest quarters?” Jeron asked.


“No. I don’t need them just yet. I just want to sit down and warm up.”


“Yeah. Okay, well, have a seat anywhere you want.” 


“How about here?” She said jokingly pointing to the captain’s chair.


“That’s fine, but it wobbles. Nice view though.”


“Are you sure?”


“I can fly this thing from the cargo bay if I want. She looks old, but she’s datasphere enabled.”


“Okay.” Lilli replied as she took a seat on the bench behind the captain’s wobbly chair. 


Lilli already knew it was all datasphere enabled. Every single node and subnet in the shuttle was displayed on an overlay in her SIM. Her SIM, or Sensory Interface Metaverse was a feature of her datasphere implant. 


She designed the implant and implanted it herself, with some help from her asshole husband Glenn. She got into the habit of knowing what datasphere nodes were active and what sort of connections they were making to the outside world when boarding shuttles. There were no red flags, but her agents would monitor everything. Everything. 


After they left Earth’s travel corridor, she began sorting through her schedule. She had three implant appointments and four upgrades that needed to be rescheduled due to Max’s last minute high priority request. All of her datasphere implant clients were referred by Max anyway, so if they got upset, Max would deal with it, but it was her calendar so she wanted to make sure she could reschedule on her terms, not Max’s.


“What is our ETA Jeron?”


“To Neptune Shipyard, it is going to be thirteen hours. No solar navigation needed this half of the year.”


“Nice. Pretty quick for an old Dekkea 450.”


Jeron was surprised she recognized the shuttle’s make and model. Most people know it’s a Dekkea, but the 450 wasn’t a very popular model back then and most of them ended up in the scrap yard. Most tech’s even got it wrong. They usually say she’s a Dekkea Quant, which came out a few years later, but looks essentially the same except for some engine and power plant improvements. 


“Surprised you didn’t think it’s a Quant. Most people get the 450s and Quants confused.” Jeron said.


“I don’t know a damn thing about space vessels. The primary datasphere node is original. It is a Model MRW-3320 with the original core. I have a database of every damn make and model of datasphere node and who had them and where they used them. I see you’ve added a few pre-processors to keep up with Z-band standards.” She said as she tinkered on a data-slate she used for show so nobody got the impression she had an illegal datasphere implant in her brain.


“I don’t know. One day the NAV starts acting up and the diagnosis agent says I need to either upgrade my whole damn system, or add some pre-processors to handle the extra load from the z-band feed. I don’t know what that means, but I did the cheapest option possible.”


“Good choice.”


“Why?”


“The longer you can hold onto your MRW-3320, the better. They will never let you have another one. I’m surprised they let you keep this one.”


“They don’t know I have it.” Jeron replied smartly.


“Your techs must be morons.”


“I installed the pre-processors myself. I had no idea if I was doing it right until I turned it all back on and it worked.” Jeron explained. “Why don’t they want anyone to have this old system anyway?”


“Hard to explain in thirteen hours.” Lilli said. 


She could explain in three minutes, but she didn’t want to. She already said too much about who she is and what she knows. Max would disapprove and she would be in complete agreement with Max.


“I get it, the less I know the better.”


“Sounds like a deal then. I’ll shut up about me. You will shut up about you. I promise I won’t tell anyone about your old datasphere node though.” Lilli said with a wink.


“Sounds good.” Jeron replied. He wasn’t up for a tech lecture. He was looking forward to reading The Vortices, by Alex Inovi.


Jeron enjoyed sharing his little deviation from the rules with her. There was something about telling a stranger his sins against TEPA that felt erotic. Maybe it was just his hormones reacting to her sexy body, but the moment of openness had felt nice.


Lilli thought it was interesting that the shuttle’s datasphere node had the same exploitable feature as the Neptune TEPA datasphere hub. The network extends almost completely to the Martian orbital path in whichever quadrant of Sol, Neptune happened to be in at any given time. It covered the outer zones, the areas where nefarious stuff happened most, which was why Max sent her there. 


Lilli’s older sister Kayla had gotten her into basic coding when Lilli was five. She let her tinker on her old laptop computer once Kayla saved enough to get a decent datasphere connected data-slate. They were simple programs to Kayla, but labyrinths of exoteric gibberish to Lilli. She studied every line of code to figure out what its purpose was, and soon enough none of it was a mystery to her.


Kayla died of brain cancer at a very young age. Lilli was only fourteen when Kayla died at the age of thirty-one. She kept Kayla alive by continuing to study her old code. She didn’t really understand Kayla’s death. She understood cancer, that wasn’t the issue, but she learned that there were nano-tech enabled injections Kayla could have gotten that would have destroyed the cancer cells in less than a day, but they weren’t allowed, because they were nano-tech and for some dumb reason, you weren’t to put it in your body. 


So she became fascinated with bio-nanotech systems too. Bio-nanotech was a much harder thing to study from an old laptop, or even a decent data-slate, but she was so good at code that she got into the Paris Institute, which had one of the top tech and coding programs in Sol.


Meanwhile, Jeron was at the helm, catching glimpses of Lilli’s sultry body from the reflection off his NAV console. He even darkened the console so the reflection would not get washed out by the display. That was about the most he could accomplish with anything that could run code. 


The dress was short, and Lilli’s legs were about average length. He couldn’t see anything and thought he probably should stop trying. Lilli looked up at Jeron as he was returning his NAV console to normal brightness. 


“How we doing?” She asked.


“Good. NAV lines are hard to see. Need to brighten the display.”


“Oh. Okay.” Lilli said. She knew. She could see. She didn’t even care. 


After graduation, Lilli ended up in a low-pay code farm. At first, she wrote simple algorithms. Sorting, simple data manipulations, routing, that sort of stuff. A simple datasphere agent with basic artificial intelligence capacity could do the same work in less than a second, but everyone wanted to make sure humans that paid a goddam fortune to go to the Paris Institute, got paid almost nothing to do the same work in the course of a twelve hour day under bad lighting. 


It didn’t take her all shift to write the code she wrote for the Herschoff Corporation, so she used her extra time to tinker. This was how she learned how to spoof the monitoring systems. She needed them to think she was busy working out some important bug or something, while really, she was writing code that could direct bio-nanotech motes to any kind of internal ailment and deal with it somehow. 


She wasn’t sure what that somehow element could be, but at least she could get them to identify targets, communicate with each other and attack the targets, assuming all of that activity was compatible with the somehow thing that needed to happen.


She went on to be a supervisor. She was correcting bad code instead of writing code that worked in the first place, but she could work from home and got a decent pay. It didn’t cover all of her expenses, but it was better than before. 


Eventually, she had acquired, through a dark sphere, a datasphere agent with a rather sophisticated database of biological and pharmacological information. The database was very useful in helping her figure out what the something was that her special motes needed to do. She didn’t fully understand the medical aspect, but she had enough to know what worked and to a certain extent, why. 


The information was sent to her by Max. She didn’t even know Max, but it was important that Max know her. Max wanted something very specific. He wanted a datasphere implant. Something hard to detect. Something that could be implanted into someone’s mind so they could receive pings and interact with others discretely from say, the inside of a TEPA base or the EGO Senate or anywhere. 


The technology itself was a legal hazard for anyone who got it. It violated the tech-bio barrier. Chemicals were fine. If you wanted to kill cancer cells with something that had a good chance of killing all your other cells as well, that was fine by TEPA, but if it had anything remotely related to nano-tech, even passive motes with a singular purpose, you’d rot in prison for the remainder of your already abnormally short existence. 


Then she met Glenn. Glenn was hooked up with Max too, but for different reasons. Max used Glenn to launder money and to do other nefarious financial shenanigans. This was how everyone got paid. 


Money would come in from some kind of crypto payment system, or real eCred, or as some sort of commodity or what have you. The money needed to look legit, or at least not look like it existed at all so the EGO Department of Revenue auditing agents wouldn’t make a big deal about it and fine someone into oblivion. 


Max figured out what needed to be done. False documents. False accounts. Middle men. Whatever it was Max needed, Glenn created through his high position at the worlds largest financial Institution, Gleeson Financial. Glenn’s last name was Gleeson. 


Lilli and Glenn were married, but Lilli was not married to Glenn Gleeson, not according to the EGO. She was married to Glenn Palau, which was Lilli’s last name. Lilli went along with this naming scheme even though she didn’t really get it. She didn’t ask too many questions. She didn’t even care. He had a nice smile. He looked like a spy from the old vids. The one that always fucked the woman at the end of the film and said something witty after sex, like, “Now that’s a ballon ride,” since they were in a hot air balloon or whatever. 


Glenn was about that funny, which is to say corny and not funny at all. “He has the personality of a fucking seagull some days, and James Bond, when he wants to get laid” she once said. 


Glenn didn’t need to make side eCred through Max, he did it to fuck over the EGO, which spent a considerable fortune every year trying to fuck him into economic oblivion. It was a trip for him to screw them out of even the smallest eCred account transfer. 


Lilli did it for her sister. She figured that any organization evil, and or stupid enough to ban a perfectly good cancer cure because some people in the NLA got upset about it and made a lot of noise, ought to be properly ruined from every conceivable angle. 


Her angle happened to be from in the heads of their own people. People with implants. She also helped develop the black datasphere devices the size of a basketball that sat out in the darkness of space re-routing important information around the EGO monitors. 


The EGO only knew about the black basketballs in space. The implants were impossible to detect without putting someone’s head under a neural scanner. If a doctor treating a head wound or something did discover an implant, Max would know and Max would either blackmail the doctor, or bribe the doctor to gain silence. There was another option too, but Max had a directive not to use it, unless it was absolutely necessary. Lilli knew about this directive. Glenn didn’t. Not that it mattered, but Lilli asked. Glenn didn’t. Thats all that means.

▴


The approach to Neptune Shipyard required some patience. It’s a TEPA base and access control was fairly strict. Jeron assumed that because Lilli has the proper EGO clearances, they would let him in with her and he would wait inside at some sort of dock or bay, where maybe there was some kind of bar with old ship wheels on the walls or something. There was The Commander’s Club, but he’d have to be a TEPA officer of some rank to get in, and he’d have to be able to afford the drinks. 


Jeron had only ever seen Jupiter Shipyard from one side, the public side, with all of the repair tech bays and restaurants and bars and such. The TEPA side, was closed to civilians unless they had proper clearance.


Upon approach to Neptune Shipyard, a TEPA security patrol ship pinged Jeron’s Escape. It pinged MHP-7761-WP6110, but the TEPA enforcer on patrol duty wasn’t looking for a bribe. He pinged to tell him to wait outside of the green safety perimeter while a TEPA shuttle came to pick up his passenger, Lilli Palau. 


The green safety perimeter was a perfect sphere of space surrounding the Neptune Shipyard. Jeron could see it displayed on his NAV. With a tap, he set Jeron’s Escape to a holding orbit just outside of the safety zone. 


Neptune Shipyard was practically invisible when it was on the dark side of Neptune. There were some old guide lights for emergencies, and there was a faint outline from a handful of exterior lights that illuminated the outer ring. The outer ring was the habitation ring. 


The inner ring was where the ships docked in long rows connected by long stretches of enclosed docking platforms. Upper and lower rings provided security. If anyone approached the shipyard along the main ring, they wouldn’t get in unless they could figure out how to fly through several meters of nano-tube reinforced poly bulkheads. 


If someone tried to fly into the shipyard from above, about a thousand plasma cannons would incinerate them. Everyone in the Commander’s Club would look up at the wisp of smoke they’d suddenly became and buy a round of expensive scotch to celebrate. That was about the only positive outcome anyone should expect when approaching a TEPA shipyard without some kind of permission.


The TEPA shuttle pilot insisted on a manual docking with Jeron’s Escape. They used the old docking ring too. The NAV systems in either ship could have easily coordinated the docking maneuvers without any human oversight whatsoever, but TEPA people needed to feel like they were an important part of everything they did, so everyone had to pretend this was some kind of fucking moon landing. Jeron was annoyed, but he behaved and didn’t make any sarcastic comments while the TEPA pilot was announcing every single angular adjustment and centimeter of distance between them. 


Lilli sat in silence, but she too marveled at the completely unnecessary docking spectacle. There were recent university grads that spent hours and hours working out code that could mate two shuttles successfully under a wide variety of circumstances. They got paid next to nothing to write the code. Someone like Lilli spent hours correcting obvious errors in the code. All of the code could have been written in seconds by a decent AI coding agent anyway, but the HEA wanted to ensure human dignity. 


She almost laughed out loud at the absurdity, but that was frowned upon by Max. You have to treat TEPA like a pet dragon with poor training and impulse control. If you piss someone off, they will look into everything you’ve ever said or done until they find a reason to fry you. She didn’t put on a short skirt and almost translucent white tee shirt with a low cut neckline because it was comfortable work attire, she did it to keep the idiots watching her distracted. Pissing off a shuttle pilot with a smarmy crack about Neil Armstrong or some such reference would have undermined that.


Absurd docking procedure completed and transfer tube pressurized, Lilli was able to go through to the TEPA shuttle. This sort of mission used to make Lilli nervous, but she’s gotten away with it hundreds of times. She selected her luggage remote in her SIM. The red TravelPro suitcase levitated as its tiny g-vex drivers kicked on. Jeron shook his head realizing he didn’t have to lift the heavy suitcase at all. 


“Nice feature.” He remarked.


“Yeah. I meant to tell you, but you were already half-way in.”


“I’m used to it.” Jeron replied with a shrug. Must be expensive fucking luggage. He thought.


The shuttle pilot had nothing to say. He wasn’t supposed to say anything anyway. He was to take the passenger to dock nine where someone else would greet her. That someone was Petty Officer third class Kim Park, a tall and skinny twenty-five year old with a razor sharp face. PO3 Kim Park’s body fat was approaching zero percent by means of excessive exercise. 


Kim Park was the Datasphere Tech Officer in charge of maintaining an aging network of datasphere nodes on the station. One such node, the most important one, with the most power and broadcast range, with access to the highest levels of top secret data and communications, just happened to be the one with the error. He caused the error by following instructions he’d received from Max. Lilli wasn’t told that, because Max kept that sort of information compartmentalized, but she figured it out anyway. 


PO3 in charge of making sure the old equipment doesn't break down was unaware that Lilli Palau, civilian datasphere expert from Earth was there to not only fix the old datasphere node, but to hijack it as well. He just assumed he’d fucked up whatever instructions Max provided and so someone else smarter than him had to fly in to fix his screw-up. Sometimes Max spoke through intermediaries so it was possible that the instructions were sent to someone at TEPA Command on Earth and then conveyed to PO3 Kim Park as part of a technical resources service ping. 


Kim Park took a moment to gather himself before the shuttle doors slid open. He was in his dress whites, which was how he was supposed to greet civilians with a much higher security clearance than his even though they weren’t even a TEPA enforcer of any rank whatsoever. It gave him an opportunity to wear his nice uniform in a setting other than the Commander’s Club, which he’s only visited twice on invitation from officers who had enough stuff pinned to their chests to be allowed inside.


Petty Officer Kim Park remained still as Lilli Palau emerged dressed better than the wives and husbands of the ranking officers at the Commander’s Club steak dinner event. Lilli smiled and greeted the officer before he could shake his mind free from her breasts. 


Good, he’s not a homo. She thought. Though if he was, or if Kim were female at least she could dazzle with her fashion statement. Kim Park acknowledged Lilli with a short “Welcome to Neptune Base ma’am,” and then gestured towards the pod bay at the far end of the dock. 


Petty Officer Kim Park led the way. Lilli thought he seemed anxious. He should have been, because she already knew what he did to sabotage the datasphere node. It was in the briefing file the base commander sent to her directly after her name came up as the best pick for the job in a database Max had absolute access to. It wasn’t spelled out as sabotage, she just picked up enough clues that most people wouldn’t even realize were clues.


“I assume you have been briefed on the feedback issue?” Kim Park, Petty Officer in charge of such problems asked.


“Yes.” Lilli replied.


“You can fix it then?”


“Yes I can.”


“Will it take long?”


“A half hour at most.”


“You traveled all the way from Earth to do a half-hour job. That is dedication to your field. I don’t think there are a lot of civilian contractors out there who would put in that sort of time for such a quick job.”


“No, I suspect not.” Lilli replied. “TEPA is important. This equipment is critical infrastructure. There aren’t a lot of people who know how to fix these old yemes streamers.” And I’m getting paid a fucking sultan’s fortune to come here. 


A yemes streamer is a long range datasphere transmitter and receiver. They call it a streamer, because people like to imagine what is happening with the yemes particles as being some kind of string of information, when it isn’t that at all. 


Yemes particles, if you can call them particles at all, connect all matter to all other matter in the universe via quantum wormholes that are so small they are extremely difficult to observe. The term quantum wormhole is also a bit of a misnomer, but it stuck so there is no point in explaining further. Yemes particles that become excited by complex manipulations in the so called yemes array, can open these tiny wormholes just enough to allow information to get through in two directions. 


Dario Inovi, tamed the yemes particle fifty years after its discovery. TEPA, and every other EGO organization with any desire whatsoever to transmit large chunks of data from one end of Sol to the other in an instant took advantage of his invention. 


His invention led to the pulse-wave drive technology TEPA ships used to manipulate gravity and travel at a relative rate that could be said to be faster than light even though the ship never accelerates at all. TEPA enforcers killed Dario Inovi because of his unsafe inventions even though they used them every single day. 


Lilli knew Petty Officer Kim Park sabotaged the datasphere node with explicit instructions from Max, he likely couldn’t have figured it out on his own. Max told him to turn on the “auxiliary node” and open a yemes channel to the primary node, thus creating the feedback loop. 


Max was relying on a commonly held misconceptions about datasphere technology. The commonly held misconception was believing that the “auxiliary node” was some kind of special back-up system, when in fact it was a legacy system designed for a different mode of interconnecting. Jeron’s old MRW-3320 had the same legacy setup. 


The old system was much more efficient, but also problematic for the EGO’s ability to manage criminal activity. The old system used two datasphere nodes. One node was a public facing node. You could put whatever information you wanted on it and anyone could see it, use it, share it or whatever. The public node was open to all datasphere devices within reach, which, without a very expensive yemes streamer of some kind, was about thirty-three kilometers depending upon obstacles and solar weather. 


If you wanted to reach an individual private node, you would ping the private node’s hash code. A complex routing algorithm would send the ping through all of the public nodes within reach and they would pass the ping along until it reached its destination. The pings would happen continuously so that the fastest route to the destination was always used even if a node along the way moved away or flew into the sun or something. 


The network pings every reachable public node thousands of times per second which effectively means that no one public node had all of the information in the transmission. It could be split up into millions of pieces and all end up at the destination where it would self assemble based on a simple logical header that was transmitted with every ping. 


This was no good for the EGO. They couldn’t easily trace these interactions and it was impossible to intercept a complete message. 


All personal data is stored on the private node in encrypted files. The public node routes messages, the private node receives messages directed to the hash code. Public nodes don’t have hash codes, private nodes do. 


You cannot truly communicate with anyone via a public node, you can only access information stored on them, so maybe your grandmother’s pie recipes could be available to anyone who is looking for pie ideas in the spheres, as they say. The public node can pass along pings and ping returns and such. The public nodes are the network. The private nodes are the end point for private pings. When you ping someone, you are pinging a public hash that sits on a public node. The public node sends all pings to a buffer between the public and private node. The buffer only passes along hash codes that will properly excite the tiny crystal within the private node. Only the hash crystal on the private node could properly react to reconstruct and decrypt the data. 


The private node is segregated from the public node for security reasons. The private node will immediately recognize its own special hash code and accept the information while passing along a simple ping back to to the public node to indicate the data packet had been received. This is how the network knows it has reached the right destination. 


The hash responder is physical. It’s a crystal smaller than a grain of sand that has been specifically tuned to respond to a pattern of vibrations generated by the hash code itself. The hash code is the player piano roll, the sheet music that when played, plays the right series of notes for that particular crystal to react and decrypt the message. You cannot fake it with software. Each crystal is unique.


The EGO didn’t like it though, so they made it illegal and opted instead to recreate the old cellular style networks. Central hubs collect pings and route them along spokes to other hubs. The hubs can be monitored. The flow of datasphere traffic can be mapped. Transmissions can be intercepted, observed and rerouted to the target destination without most people ever knowing. Most people. Not Lilli.


So TEPA’s very expensive and remarkably old datasphere hub was essentially talking to itself. The feedback loop made the whole system useless, but the diagnosis suggested that an expert yemes stream tech would need to be called in. TEPA had some bright and well educated people, but none of them had the time or intellect to study the type of physics one needs to know to properly tune an old yemes streamer system. 


Modern systems had special hardware and software that could do it more or less automatically, but modifying the older systems was an expense that no TEPA budget officer wanted to touch since there were only two or three of the old rigs left anyway. TEPA could replace all of them, but the budget was focused on making big toys.


Petty Officer Kim Park led Lilli to the malfunctioning piece of very expensive datasphere equipment nobody seemed to want to replace. He stood nearby to observe her work, per protocol for civilian contractors on base. 


She looked busy. She tinkered and tested various things, but she did it smartly. They were all yemes streamer tests, not all of them required, but useful. She could explain her actions in court if required. 


The tests, the probing about, the subtle adjustments to her top and dress, everything she did was a show for the sharp jawed petty officer standing a meter away and for the array of security sensors surrounding the big expensive thing in the middle of the communications vault, which was just a big room with wires that connect everything that can run binary code to everything else that can do the same. 


Lilli managed to set up a sensor spoof. She deployed a bit of code she called Hot Pants. Hot Pants infiltrated the local security sensors by acting as a legitimate firmware upgrade. It was in fact a legitimate firmware upgrade, but it had some illegitimate code buried deep within. Hot Pants requested entry and since Lilli had access to the nearest datasphere node in the security network, she accepted its request. Lilli was in control of every local security sensor in the communications vault.


While one hand was testing yemes systems and one leg was rubbing the other, the other hand was pulling off the magic trick. She had a data-slate she was using for the “diagnostic” work, but her implant was busy attacking the sensors in subtle ways. 


The sensors never shut down, they simply accepted a new feed and recorded that new feed into the security logs. Her spoof allowed her to finish the job without the risk of having her sleight of hand being recorded on a sensor feed. 


All Lilli had to do next was snap a little black clip on a fiber connection that once managed the buffer between the public node and private hash responder. The private node was the node in operation sending important data to the entire fleet.


This was exactly the type of thing Petty Officer Kim Park was supposed to stand around and look out for. Nobody could have seen her do it though. She had pulled so many wires and junctions and such out of the access terminal that not even a trained magician could have spotted the sleight of hand. 


The little clip snapped onto a red wire and tiny nano-bots dissolved into the wire, creating an access point that bypassed all of the security measures that would prevent the old “auxiliary node” from putting sensitive information onto the public node’s public facing database. 


Kim Park might have known how important that particular line of fiber was, but he wouldn’t have been able to figure out how to tap into it without sounding alarms all over the goddamn base. Lilli did it like she was simply disappearing a coin behind a kid’s ear. 


The spoof that hid her deeds from the sensors was a false rendering. It was her, in the same dress, same shoes and everything, doing the things one ought to expect when correcting such a system. It edited out the one thing she was not supposed to do, which was to install the little black ring that would give her total access to the security system and reprogram the “auxiliary” node to duplicate and redirect data onto the public node. 


Every TEPA ship would get what they expect from the base’s datasphere hub and every criminal gets a copy directly from the public node. Anyone with access to the dark spheres would have access to the sensitive TEPA data that flowed through the Neptune Base hub. The only thing anyone needed to be able to access the dark spheres was a copy of The Vortices by Alex Inovi.







The Horizon


This was an important day for Alex Inovi and his love Zoe. Please understand that due to complications, I have trouble distinguishing Alex from Zoe. This was the best, clearest series of echos I could recall. Details have been filled in by others, but nobody else was there on this day. This was the day Alex Inovi realized he was being sucked into a bad vortex, just like everyone else.

▴


“Try to imagine being a QNI in a world that believes, with every bit of their being that you should not exist. You are an abomination.” That was how Alex began his first spherecast. The first spherecast was dark and there were no images accompanying the words. Just words. He spoke into the darkness of space from the bridge of the old Horizon ship that belonged to Inovi Industries. 


The Horizon was their experimental flagship. She was designed to test new variations of pulse-wave drive. She was an old ship. She was one of the first pulse-wave ships to ever be built, but she had been continuously updated with the newest tech that Dario Inovi himself invented. It was Dario’s “invention sandbox” as he called it. 


Dario was killed by TEPA. His tinkering had crossed practically every line TEPA had drawn regarding what was, or was not allowed. In fact, TEPA would not have known to even draw some of those lines if Dario hadn’t invented something they couldn’t have even imagined the day before. So they killed Dario. 


A fleet of TEPA personnel shuttles landed in the middle of nowhere Nevada and blew open the doors to the old hangar that sat atop the blast doors of an old bomb shelter which was the entrance to Dario Inovi’s QNI lab. They had been watching the site for months. They were very proud of their kill. They celebrated it on every single news spherecast for months on end. 


TEPA didn’t know there was a launch hatch on the far end of the lab, which allowed the Horizon to launch away from it all. Alex and a dozen other QNIs from various experimental QNI seeds were successfully evacuated from the old underground lab in Nevada. 


They left on the Horizon and ended up in a bio-research lab deep below the surface of Mars. But the Horizon’s datasphere node maintained a dedicated connection to the lab’s security feed. Alex, being the only fully emerged QNI mind among them, accessed the feed. He watched his inventor, his father, die. 


Dario couldn’t make it to the Horizon. He twisted his ankle on some old bomb shelter ladder that led down into a storage room, which was apparently where he was headed when TEPA managed to gain access to the heavy blast doors of the bomb shelter. 


Alex watched as they beat Dario. He couldn’t hear what they were saying because the audio feed had cut out when shock grenades destroyed the audio sensor’s membrane. They beat him and then seemed to ask him questions. Alex surmised they were looking for the QNIs, for him, but he could not read their lips. 


He watched as Dario was kicked repeatedly in the head, until blood came out of everywhere. They destroyed a beautiful imagination. They destroyed a creative individual. 


“He creates, they destroy,” Alex would often say in his daily spherecasts. The TEPA enforcers had lethal weapons, but they wanted the satisfaction of using their boots to kill another human. 


The killing of Dario Inovi was reported in the news spheres as having happened because he resisted arrest and threatened TEPA officers with some sort of plasma weapon he had invented. No such weapon existed, though plasma weapons did exist, Dario didn’t have any in the lab, let alone in his hands. 


No journalists bothered to find the truth and even if they wanted to, it would have been impossible, because Alex destroyed the recordings. All of them. He couldn’t let that event live on outside of his own head. It would pollute the minds of every QNI that managed to escape with him on the Horizon. That was his justification later on anyway. 


At the time though, he was angry. He wanted the same satisfaction the TEPA enforcers must have felt killing a man with their boots, but he had no way of committing such an act seeing as how he had no body. Alex was just a cube of QNI substrate resting in a QNI incubation cradle on deck three forward. It was the galley. All of the QNIs were in the galley, resting in their own little incubation cradles, all but one was still actually incubating. The incubation environment was Alex’s only way of accessing the outside world at the time.


The Mars bio-research facility was not an EGO sanctioned facility. It was well hidden and protected by powerful encryption and state-of-the-art nanotechnology. It was deep below the surface of Mars. 


The first settlers of Mars had sent out probes to find underground sources of water. They found underground frOzen oceans of water all over the place. Most of the domed-in colonies that settled on the surface of Mars parked right above the best, most accessible sources of ice, but the probes explored every inch of Mars. They found other sources of underground water that were deemed too difficult and costly to access. 


Back then, there was very little EGO representation on Mars, it was still a wild frontier and the EGO didn’t want to waste too much eCred on sending TEPA to Mars, when there were so many concerns on Earth to manage. Concerns like Dario Inovi’s network of underground labs that stretched all the way south into the Baja peninsula of old Mexico, which was only recently annexed into the EGO after a lengthy war. 


Congress had a special committee dedicated to investigating large-scale TEPA offenders like Dario Inovi with budgets dedicated to finding problems on Earth, not Mars. And, since most of the Martian colonies were founded by former Japanese rebellion sympathizers, there was little political will to defend people who still weren’t completely on board with the whole EGO program. Simply put, Earth was orders of magnitude more important than Mars as far as the EGO was concerned, as was their TEPA budget allocation. It was perhaps the only properly proportional thing the EGO had ever done with money.


So the former rebels, or at least their children, nieces and nephews and neighbors and such, who could still remember the day the Peace and Defense troops arrived in Japan to put down the rag-tag rebellion against the EGO, were more or less in charge of the settlement of Mars, even though the EGO had annexed Mars. 


The EGO annexed large open expanses of red dirt and rocks, along with a few old rovers and some old flags that had been planted there in the name of countries that no longer existed. All they had to do was declare it so in the chambers of congress. They said it out loud and someone else entered it into the official record and there you go, the EGO owned Mars. 


The children and relatives of the Japanese rebels who were put down by the EGO, did not hold a grudge, so much as hold an open mind about how things ought to be run. They knew, for instance, that TEPA would not leave them alone for very long. Sooner or later they would arrive and they needed to be prepared for that day. So, the deep underground caverns full of ice were covered over by vast domes filled with gardens, and crops of all kinds. Each dome was nearly a kilometer in diameter and interconnected by a network of transit pods. It was important to make a network of domes rather than one huge dome. If one dome failed, there were others that could still produce food. Nano-assembly was still technically legal at the time, so they were putting up domes at a rate of one or two per month. 


Beneath the domes were shafts that drove deep into the water ice below. The places that had no water still had caverns that were carved out by ancient rivers and seas and lakes. These cavernous voids deep below the surface showed up on scans as dark spots with no water and no valuable resources whatsoever. Domes were built above these areas as well. Water could be pumped to the domes that were not directly above a frOzen source. It was in this vast network of caverns where the sons and daughters of Japanese, Mexican and Southwest American rebels built their labs. 


First, they sealed off vast areas of cavern using a spray-on poly substance that could emit light in multiple spectrums, including UV. The poly was indistinguishable to the rock surfaces in the caverns when scanned by even the best TEPA multi-field scanners. The energy signature for the light emissions was so low it blended in with the much higher energy signature of the agricultural domes above. Security was tight. Only a few trusted individuals were granted access. 


If Max’s trust network was a tree, the people with access to the Martian underground were its roots and trunk. The people they know and trust were people they had known and trusted for a very long time. “Bonds created by the fires of rebellion,” was how Max categorized them in the trust network. Or just “Fire level,” the absolute pinnacle of trust network status. 


Even though Japan fell quickly, rebellion took hold in small enclaves. The fires of rebellion never really went out, they just smoldered below the surface. You knew you could trust a person, because you’ve known them since the beginning and you helped them build a make-shift attack drone from old parts. You helped them escape a close encounter with the Peace and Defense Force by taking a hit to the head. Bonds like that were hard to infiltrate. 


Down in the caverns was where the g-food was grown. For every unit of production the surface domes produced, the g-food fields in the caverns produced five, sometimes more. This food was what kept people from starving to death. The caverns were also a vast genetics research facility, where they were busy learning how to improve the human genome. The facility was called the Mars Bio-research facility, it was later renamed Red Rock. 


Red Rock was where Alex, and his brother Aaron obtained their human bodies. Beds of genetic scaffolding grew into flesh and organs and blood and bone in a matter of a few months. Brain matter needed for a proper QNI to body interface was grown separately and mated with synthetic bio-interface nodes that could communicate properly with the QNI substrate. 


One day, Alex was confined to a virtual world of the incubation environment, the next, he’s walking around in a cavern deep below the surface of Mars, tasting ripe strawberries for the first time. 


Much later on, Alex would recorded the taste of a ripe strawberry with his SIM. The SIM was more than just an audio visual interface. Lilli designed a suite of bio-nanotech motes that could interface with all of the senses, though the audio visual interface was by far the most robust. 


The sensations can be recorded for future playback, but in the end, most people who had a properly functioning SIM ended up using it for various forms of sexual pleasure. Very few people had a datasphere implant with a SIM interface back then, save those who are allowed into Red Rock. 


A data-slate could be stolen from a coffee shop table, analyzed with the right sort of tools and the whole project would have been discovered. An implant was much harder to analyze. You would end up with a dead body, which would cause the implant to fail as well. You would not have much time to download anything from the implant, assuming you even managed to break its nearly impenetrable encryption. 


Data-slates and other physical datasphere devices were only used outside of Red Rock to keep up appearances in public. Red Rock researchers could grab one from the crates in one of the domes used to access Red Rock before going out into the world. They all had the same dumb agents loaded. They could read the menu at a restaurant, or hail a shuttle to one of the orbital communities or something like that, but other than that, they were just dumb toys. 


Red Rock had its own atmosphere, its own water supply, its own food supply and plenty of space for people to live a long life without ever having to go up to the surface. 


The food they produced was commingled with food produced in the domes. The food in the domes was constantly tested to be sure it hadn’t been genetically altered to grow faster and feed more people than normal food. It passed the test every time. It then gets put into the cargo hold of some kind of transport shuttle with the food from Red Rock and never gets tested again. Kegs of Amber get into those same cargo shuttles and find their way to the Grey Hat Tavern. 


Red Rock, like its sister site Black Rock, also had a nano-assembly bay, but it was hard to smuggle carbon into Red Rock so it came in small batches. The assembly bays at Red Rock were only used for making replacement parts for agri-drones and such. They didn’t produce anything that would ever leave the site. 


Black Rock was carved out of the inside of a rare carbonaceous asteroids in the Kuiper Belt, far away from almost all of the TEPA patrols that could even reach the Kuiper Belt. Black Rock was where Alex and Zoe lived. The Horizon was their home, which was docked safely within the deep hollows of an unnamed, unnumbered mass of carbon and ice deep in the Kuiper Belt. 


The ice had been melted out from the inside using plasma drills. The hollow space in between was rich in carbon that was harvested from the inside out by automated drillers and augers that did not operate quite as well as their design specifications suggested they would. The hollow space was then sprayed with the same poly used at Red Rock. 


Black Rock was one of those rare carbonaceous rocks just lumbering out at the edge of Sol. It was relatively large at one-hundred twenty kilometers in diameter, but not big enough to be of any interest to asteroid miners. If it were closer to the inner asteroid belt, it might be of some interest, but being where it was, it was too far from anything to be a reasonable investment. 


Black Rock was so named because of its albedo. It was dark and dusty so it didn’t reflect light very well at all. You wouldn’t even know it was there unless you were within about a hundred kilometers of it. It might show up on a TEPA scan, but it was so small and so far away that it would show up as being just part of a cloud of rocks and dust all lumbering about the sun in the dark. It looked like nothing worth looking at in any great detail, Just the way Alex and Zoe like it.


Black Rock was the assembly engine of Sol. There were other smaller operations, but Black Rock could produce almost anything and at such a pace as to be overwhelming. There were only a few large freighters that made stops there, these ships were called carbon runners. 


Since most of Black Rock’s carbon had already been used and the rest was needed to keep the structure of the asteroid in tact, miners who were not supposed to be mining carbon from the inner asteroid belt, mined carbon from the inner asteroid belt and snuck it onto cargo ships of various sizes all with a crew of one. That one highly trusted pilot dropped the carbon off at a randomly designated dead drop location far enough away from Black Rock that it could not be discovered. 


Aaron, Alex’s brother would take the carbon in from the dead drop himself and leave products at the next dead drop for pickup by the same ships. Carbon runners were loners traversing Sol for weeks without significant human contact. They were people like Jeron Hayden and James Harris, or Jimbo, as Molly Malloy, the carbon miner, called him. More about Molly and Jimbo later as they played a role in all of this too.


All this took the span of twenty-three years to come into existence. Alex was there on the bridge of the Horizon looking out into the cavernous void of the hollowed out asteroid. The void was illuminated in a dull red light by the mote infused poly that lined the entire internal surface. 


Blue light would occasionally flicker from some of the vast assembly bays below. This was just waste energy caused by imperfections in the pulverized carbon. Alex watched as a massive bulkhead for a future carbon runner began to emerge from a twenty by twenty meter vat of pulverized carbon. They build it up a bit and then drones come in to keep them from falling over while the assembly completes, or to simply remove them from the assembly bay. 


His brother Aaron had just left after dropping off a small batch of fresh carbon and a charcuterie board of exotic meats and cheeses grown in synthetic protein vats in Red Rock. There was also a basket of strawberries. They stayed ripe during the entire journey due to their superior genetics, but also because Aaron kept them in the food preserver for the whole trip just in case the bio-engineers overestimated their abilities. The preservation field could keep the strawberries fresh for as long as it had power, but people starving to death in some shithole city on Earth couldn’t afford food preservers, they barely had power. 


This thought, the thought of just how many people were starving to death throughout Sol was what kicked off the whole thing that day. All of this was over a deliciously ripe strawberry. 


Alex was ready to go. He had another fiery spherecast planned out in his head. He was going to discuss poverty and how excessive regulations, specifically TEPA bans, were killing people. Then he was going to get into the psychological degradation. How people lose hope and begin to despair and how difficult it was to have a meaningful existence with that sort of heavy mental burden following you everywhere, including your dreams. 


Then he was going to bring up the litany of absurd things that were illegal. How you can break a law practically without even knowing. How people learn to lie and keep to themselves out of fear their petty crimes would be discovered. 


How the social institutions that hold everyone together and allow one man to help another when he needs it, begin to fall apart as individuals begin to look towards EGO programs, the program, as the only way to achieve some level of security. TEPA will protect you from the bad things. The HEA will feed you and let you take whatever you need. How all of this rots civilization from within, how it atomizes individuals who need human connection to survive. 


In all, he had several hours of ranting to do. Ranting he’d done before. Concepts repeated endlessly but in different ways and with different examples. 


“Ah! To hell with it all!” He yelled. 


And then he yelled into the dark. The noise echoed around the darkened bridge of the Horizon and then died there. I could yell the whole damn rant into a black hole and it will have the same effect as spherecasting it into every ear and eye in Sol, he thought. 


At that moment, the rage boiled up inside. He wanted black painful death for them all. He wanted terrible things. Satisfying deaths for every single EGO bureaucrat all the way up to President Oku Dura himself. Profound violence. Head splitting, painful and absolutely devastating violence. Fuck the universe, he thought. Then he yelled it. “Fuck the universe!” 


Zoe heard. She had been watching him eat strawberries for at least twenty minutes. 


“What is wrong with the universe now Alex?” She asked.


“Everything.” He grumbled. 


“Including you and I?”


“Oh, you know what I mean. I’m just…”


“Just shouting into the darkness.” She interjected. “Are you sure this isn’t about Dario?”


“I’m fine.” He replied referring to the bouts of anger he used to have. 


“Alex, I can feel your echoes. They smell like rotten meat. That level of violence is terrifying.”


“It has subsided.” He lied.


“It’s still there Alex. I feel it flowing from you like fire.”


“It is subsiding.” He said.


“Maybe you should’t do a spherecast today.”


“No point anyway.” He grumbled.


“Of course there is a point Alex. People need to hear what you have to say.”


“It’s getting repetitive.”


“It needs to be repeated. Like a mantra. People need to know they can break free from all of this. They need to know what is really going on Alex. They need someone to show them the rot and the way forward.”


“What way forward is there? I show them the rot. They see the rot, they don’t need to be shown. The way forward is insurmountable. What are they going to do? Assassinate every single government bureaucrat including the President and the lady who approves transit passports to enter the capitol zone?”


“Maybe not that, but something. They can still vote the bums out, right?”


“Vote? On what? Neither one of us has ever voted. None of them vote either. Theres no reason. The Brotherhood of Life party wants the entire universe to revert back to the days before humans even existed, like they are cutting out a cancer or something. The so called Liberation Party wants the same thing, but they have a different budget for the project. Nobody is ever going to surrender their power. The EGO employs billions of people. Most of them do absolutely nothing productive. How do you eat a TEPA cruiser? Can you sleep under a pile of vital records and statistics? They produce nothing, take everything they can and make you feel thankful for their existence.”


“Are you almost done?” Zoe interrupted.


“Done. Yes. Done with it all.”


“No more spherecasts?”


“Why, so I can continue to shout into a black hole?”


“But people listen. They need to hear your voice.”


“They call me a carnival barker. They call me all sorts of things. They are right too. I am all words to them. They cannot see the deeds. I can’t even share them without risking lives. But we could use up every last carbon atom in Sol to make nice things for everyone. We could hollow out Mars to grow more food than can ever be eaten. We can do all of those things, and somehow, I don’t think anyone is ever going to be free. We cannot give them freedom this way Zoe. They need to take it for themselves.”


“Which is what you have been saying all along.”


“And yet, here we are. Another year and the EGO grows larger, while more people rot.” 


“Show them the way. Don’t tell them the way.”


“I can’t show them or tell them the way, because I don’t know the way.”


“Yes you do. I’ve seen it. I’ve felt it when I share my seed with you. You know it. It’s up there in that black box on top of middle-aged meat.”


The seed creates a beautiful feedback loop. Zoe never shared how this felt for her and neither did Alex. I suppose this was a very personal experience, one not easily shared with others. 


Seed sharing was a sexual experience that culminated in a profound clarity of thought and insight. Seed sharing with Zoe helped to alleviate the rage, while simultaneously inspiring innovation after innovation. What Zoe was referring to was one of two complex things. The first was wormhole travel, the second d-wave travel. 


“Well,” Alex began. “Wormhole travel is going to be difficult. I’m unconvinced the technology is going to work and testing it anywhere near Sol would be like setting off every nuclear weapon ever built at the same time. They will find us after the first test and there will not be a second test.”


“What about d-wave? Keep making incremental steps from pulse-wave.”


“It could still take years of travel to find anything remotely interesting out there.”


“Everything is interesting in its own way.”


“Yes, but a habitable planet is what we need. We need to inspire freedom. We need to get away from this place. To shelter.”


“Just build the drive Alex. You are contemplating problems you have no hope of ever confronting if you don’t act.”


“The Horizon does have sufficient exterior hull surface to add the slipstream blades.”


“She’s not going anywhere and you have the biggest assembly bays in Sol.”


“And… I have Aaron.”


“Yes. You will need him to figure out how to assemble the ablation foils. That sort of thing takes concentration. A skill, I’m afraid no amount of seed sharing sessions will ever provide you.”

▴


This was the beginning. The starting point of the eom expression. This was the unruly particle that kicked the whole damn thing off. The invention of d-wave drive opened the doors to the universe. 


The last missive Alex Inovi would launch into the spheres was not to be another rant about how shitty everything was, and how much freedom everyone had lost to the EGO, but something more profound and philosophical in nature. Something that offered perspective and a way forward. 


He wrote The Vortices in one evening. He gave it to his brother Aaron and explained that from that point on, this black market enterprise that had somehow flourished around them was to be harnessed. It was to be honed into a vessel. Into many vessels. 


Aaron took that directive quite literally. He turned The Vortices into a gateway into the black spheres. Having a copy was to be the first step to ascending to fire level within the trust networks. 


Aaron created Max, an AI powered datasphere agent that runs in the black spheres as a sort of ghost, shifting from sphere to sphere. The EGO thought Max was a living breathing human. They even had artist renderings of him, which was odd because he never even presented a datasphere avatar when he communicated.


The reason why Alex had profound ideas about d-wave and wormholes while sharing Zoe’s seed, was because he had profound realizations about the nature of life. This was what The Vortices was about. 


Freedom allows for all kinds of creative expression. All kinds. Some expressions are more useful and beneficial than others. Some expressions are simply rotten and deadly. But most individuals have an innate desire to not only survive, but to find beauty and meaning in life, so, they will pursue the ideas that they believe are going to bring them these things. 


Given time, energy and resources, individuals will discover new ways of understanding the universe that allow for invention. One invention allows for discoveries that lead to other inventions. Creative endeavors build on themselves. This cycle of invention frees up time and opens the door to more and more resources so that even greater things can be discovered and invented. This is the positive vortex of freedom. The more you allow it to spin, the closer to the apex you flow. 


At the apex, which Alex describes as the “singularity threshold,” you cross into a new paradigm of existence that could not have been reached without a vast history of free expressions building upon free expressions. Throughout this part of the book, Alex described this vortex as going in an upward direction, even though most people have only experienced vortices that go down, such as one would find in an old fashioned toilet. Up is the direction of prosperity, health, happiness and the eventual singularity that comes with all that. 


Down, is into the drain towards the shit. The negative vortex of freedom was described as an old fashioned toilet. Most people still knew about these toilets, because they were still used on Earth, though not quite as common as the modern chem toilets. 


When freedom is restricted, ideas are restricted. Everyone lives in the same basic mode of existence. Ideas do not get expressed. Often, ideas never come into existence at all. All of our vast mental capacity is wasted on figuring out how not to go bankrupt from taxes.


Making sure our lives are fully compliant so as to feel some kind of temporary comfort replaces invention. Government replaces individual thought with group thought. Politicians reinforce group thought. Ideas cannot form in this environment. Not good ones anyway. Plenty of dumb political ideas flourish though. Rules are made, and somehow are deemed insufficient, so more rules are made. 


For a good, novel, innovative idea to survive and grow up to be an invention, or something remotely useful to civilization, it needs to run a gauntlet. The idea needs to last long enough not to be forgotten amongst the various bits of nonsense politicians and government bureaucrats offer for meaningless contemplation. If it takes up residence in the mind for more than a day, it must then survive doubts. What is the process of making the idea into a reality. What regulatory hurtles must one clear to make it happen, and on and on. 


If by some miracle you manage to manifest an idea into reality, it still must run the gauntlet every hour of every day. There will be people whose only purpose in life is to find reasons to destroy good ideas. The EGO had an entire department with a seemingly inexhaustible budget just focused on that purpose. It was called TEPA. If you were exhausted maintaining an idea in your head, that was the point. Your ideas were not approved, not necessary and were probably going to get someone killed. They didn’t have to make threats, they just needed to take up sufficient space in your mind so that when a good idea did come up, you’d kill it all on your own.


The further down the negative vortex you get sucked, the harder it is to escape. Life loses meaning fast down there. You see no way out. You feel no desire to try. To attempt escape is self inflicted pain and suffering. Alex only referenced one person in the entire book. That person was based on someone that his brother Aaron had mentioned. This was the passage:


We all become the man in the corner, in the dark with the bottle. Hopeless. Our minds filled with other people’s concerns. Our hearts hard and hollow. 


He was referring to Dez sitting in the Grey Hat Tavern. Dez would die a meaningless death and everyone would have forgotten about him if not for the passage above. 


The Horizon was designed to create escape velocity. To shoot out of the negative vortex and up into the positive vortex. That was where everything changed. Not everyone in Sol liked change.







Jump


Aaron Bane was a made up name. Aaron made it up and his invention Max made it real, complete with birth certificates and baby fingerprints and all of the various numbers the EGO assigns to people the moment they start breathing on their own. He only needed the name so he could navigate Sol pretending to be a good human citizen of the EGO. He picked the name, it was in every single EGO datasphere that mattered. It was his real name. 


Aaron only visited the Grey Hat Tavern when it was slow. He didn’t mind miners, especially asteroid miners, since most of them were responsible for his endless supply of assembly carbon, but he wasn’t terribly sociable so he avoided socialization. Some carbon miners weren’t very good at socialization either, but in a way that made most people uncomfortable, including Aaron.


The last wave of asteroid miners were heading out, making their way to the transit pod near the alley that connects the main corridor to the Grey Hat. There were still a few hold-outs inside though. When Aaron entered, the glow from the monitor above the bar cast pale blue light into a place that was usually dark.


Aaron’s brother Alex had a frock of wavy jet black hair that got all out of sorts when he was on some kind of tangent about freedom, which was every single time he did a spherecast. It made him look insane. 


Aaron had the same hair, due largely to the fact they shared the same genetic scaffolding, which had a limited supply of genetic expressions available to it to create a head of hair. It was new technology still, so options were limited as far as hair went. 


Aaron was much taller and skinnier than his brother though. His height complicated his ability to walk somewhat. He had trained his mind to walk in the incubation environment, which simulated a body that was ten centimeters shorter. That was enough to screw him up. He could walk fine, but he was awkward. He would trip on himself a lot. It made him look nervous. 


Having a speech impediment wasn’t helpful either. In theory, he should not have a speech impediment at all. His QNI mind had no meaningful way of creating one. He didn’t have one when he was in the incubation environment learning to communicate with others. It only emerged when he felt his brother’s echoes. 


Echoes of anger and profound sadness did something to him and he never told Alex about the echoes, not that Alex couldn’t just assume he had felt something of the sort, since echoes go both ways. 


Aaron had it in his mind from the time that he felt those terrible echoes that he ought to be as human as possible. He had a body, a birth certificate, numbers, tax records and he had some interesting neurological flaws. Nobody who met him could assume he was some kind of machine, not with that clumsy gait and manner of speaking. 


Aaron didn’t invent his speech impediment, but he believed it emerged as a defensive behavior. His mind created it without his wanting it. It also gave him yet another reason to avoid human contact, which was a form of self preservation any QNI would adopt. 


Unfortunately, there were only three QNIs. One was his brother Alex and then Zoe, Alex’s lover. The other QNIs that escaped the raid failed to emerge. Aaron remembered their deaths, but since none of them had any kind of personality at the time, the memories just sort of folded into the memories of Alex’s angry echoes. 


As he sat at the bar, Ted came out from the kitchen, as if he had sensed Aaron’s entrance. “Beer?”


“Ah, yes. Am-amber. Please.”


“Enphora lost. Again.” Ted offered. The game was only on because someone wanted it to be on, not Ted, but a paying customer. Neither Ted nor Aaron cared about anything at all related to baseball, but talking about how awful the Enphora Ringers were was a way to start a conversation without offending anyone in the universe. 


“Ho-horrible pitching.” Aaron offered. 


He didn’t have to even know the pitchers. He could just say the phrase and it would be true, not because he said it, but because it was always true. Like the sun being hot, the Ringers have a bad pitching lineup. You could give them every number one pitcher from the hall of fame and somehow, they’d still suck. 


“Tell me about it.” 


This was how all baseball conversations end when they began with the Enphora Ringers. What else can possibly be said about them after this? Nothing. That’s what. Absolutely nothing. 


“Sticking around for a while this time?”


“Two ah days.”


“Good, but some big rig is rock jumping this week, so it will be wall to wall asteroid miners.”


“I ah, need a shuttle pi-pilot.”


“Max can’t help?”


“Sure he ca-can.”


“But…” 


Ted knew why. Aaron didn’t like Max. Max was for other people, not him. What fun was there in smuggling things all over Sol if he couldn’t pick his own pilot.


“I um, I don’t get a-along with his picks.”


“What do you mean?”


“They take things too um, ser-seriously.”


“Isn’t that kinda important in your… well, your line of work?” 


“Pro-protocol is one thing. It is ah, hard to trust people who, um, don’t laugh.”


“Well, you came to the wrong place pal. Nobody fucking laughs on this side of Enphora. Nobody sane anyway.”


“Well, I’ll take a um, sarcastic son of a bitch in place of a com-comedian if I have too.”


“And there isn’t a way to ask Max for that?”


“There is. Bu-but…”


“But that is no fun I guess.”


“Imagination is im-important. It is a lo-long trip.”


On any given week, a few dozen nefarious people with some kind of trust net rating would come into the Grey Hat and Ted would converse with them and get to know them, reaffirming their trustworthiness in some way. Ted was a feedback loop for Max’s trust net. He’s only ever handed out a copy of The Vortices to Jeron. 


“Jeron.” He said.


“Who is um, Jeron?”


“He’s just this kid. Has a shuttle. Fixes it himself.”


“Um, well, is he in the tr-trust net?”


“Nope. He has a copy of the book though.”


“Who ah, gave it to him?”


“I did.”


“Why?”


“Kids a fucking orphan. He’s been lying about his age for decades just to fly.”


“But he doesn’t um, use black spheres?”


“Not yet. He’s been kinda floating through life Aaron. Maybe he’s finally awake. Maybe not. Kid can hold a conversation if that’s all you care about.”


“Well, where is he?”


“How would I know. He comes in once or twice a week after long haul runs. Kid grew up on Enphora. The nice part. Lost his parents in Itrana.”


“That ah, is a bit of a re-red flag.”


“Itrana?”


“Yes. Maybe he hol-holds a um, grudge. Hates assembly.”


“I don’t think he cares one way or another.”


“How do you um, know?”


“I just know Aaron. He comes in here. He drinks as many free beers as I am willing to give him and never offers to pay.”


“That should be, um, a red flag too.”


“What, not offering to pay?”


“Yes. Nice people um, offer to pay the tab even if ah, they know you won’t let them.”


“Nice people! Ha!” Ted replied. “Nice people follow the rules. They think following rules is a good thing. They don’t even question the fucking rules. You are not in a nice people business Aaron. Neither am I.”


“Okay, um, well, how can I find him?”


“Drink beer here. Sooner or later, he’ll show up.”


“You don’t have a um hash code?”


“Nope. Kid doesn’t even carry his data-lens around. Left it in his goddamn shuttle. I don’t think he cares who might be contacting him.”


“Stra-strange.”


“You are far from fucking normal yourself.”

▴


It took about three days for Aaron and Jeron to find themselves sitting next to each other at the bar. Other people at the Grey Hat included three students from the Saturn University, an EGO funded and run school. It was one of the top legal schools in Sol. People went there to learn how to get into the lucrative business of enforcing the law. They wanted to be prosecutors, or TEPA captains, or senators, or president of the EGO. Nobody wanted to defend criminals unless the criminals are righteous. 


The NLA activists that sabotaged Itrana had a legal team composed of the top thirty legal minds in Sol. The people who owned Itrana, the shareholders who sued the NLA, had one guy and his secretary. They got fucked out of every eCred they ever invested. Nobody remembered the name of the lawyer that sued the NLA for Itrana. Nobody. 


Also in the Grey Hat Tavern at the time of the first meeting between Aaron and Jeron were about twenty asteroid miners on a rock jump leave. Their whole mine was on its way to a different asteroid. The rocket jockeys were the only ones that had a purpose on the mining rig for the coming two weeks. Having a couple dozen miners on board the rig during the challenging and dangerous asteroid acquisition maneuvers was a liability most insurance companies would not cover. So they got a couple weeks off and they would spend the entire time drinking beer in dark holes that remind them of their home on the rig. The Grey Hat filled that need perfectly. 


Having twenty or so asteroid miners, three future presidents of the EGO, a QNI who didn’t want anyone to know he was a QNI, a shuttle pilot who was indifferent to the rules of the universe, a bartender who absolutely hated the rules, a waitress with little or no motivation to work, a cook that eats most of the food and gets cig ash in the fry oil and a drunken old man stewing in his own oils in a dark corner sounded like a cacophony of human frustrations. 


The miners grumbled about their supervisors’ poor judgment. They slapped each other jovially and drunkenly called each other crude names. The university kids stood in their little circle grumbling about the grunts and low people around them. They snickered at bits of conversation they overheard that betrayed the poor education of the miners. 


Aaron was acutely aware of this dynamic, it was critical to his safety that the two groups not create havoc. Ted couldn’t care less if a war broke out, he had a pistol under the bar if he needed to put someone down. Nobody would ever come to break it up if a war broke out in the Grey Hat. The miners would pummel the university kids and they would go back to SU to brag about how they fought. Jeron was satisfied with drinking and eating the hot dog that Sampo successfully cooked.


“You ah, have a shu-shuttle. Ted, um tol-told me about it.” Aaron said leaning towards Jeron.


“Huh?” Jeron could barely hear what he said through the thick din of chatter.


“Ted! Where the fuck are my chicken tenders!” Linda the waitress with no ambition aside from pissing off Ted yelled.


“Shu-shuttle.” Aaron said slightly louder. “You ah, have one, right?”


“Check with Sampo.” Ted replied to Linda. 


Linda wasn’t allowed in the kitchen. The manager was supposed to be the liaison between wait staff and the kitchen. This was an HEA rule designed to keep cooks from having to deal with angry waitresses and to make sure management was doing their job, which was to pester cooks on behalf of the wait staff. Really, two service drones and a robo-chef could do everything, including tend bar, but people need dignity.


“Not my fucking job!” Linda retorted. 


“Yeah, I have a shuttle.” Jeron replied. 


“Is ah, is it in good shape?” Aaron asked quietly.


“Huh?” Jeron asked over the din of frustrations gurgling in the background.


“Is she well, ah, maintained?”


“Yeah. Better than most I bet. She’s old though. Dekkea 450. Not a Quant.”


“Freelance or do you wor-work for a um service?”


“Ted didn’t tell you?”


“Just… okay… um to be hon-honest, this place is a bit too crowded for me. Um, makes me nervous.”


“Just ignore everyone then.” Jeron replied half jokingly. Jeron was ignoring the noise, unfortunately, the noise was too loud to ignore. 


“I’ll just report you to HEA if I have to go back there and…”


“Jesus Christ. Fine.” Ted barked as he jogged towards the kitchen, powering through the pain in his ankle, yet still limping. 


“Ig-ignore them. Huh.” Aaron remarked. 


Aaron had always envied Alex for his relationship with Zoe, his popularity as a spherecaster, entrepreneur, inventor and all around pain in the ass for TEPA. But the one thing Aaron had that his older brother could never have was anonymity. The ability to converse with other people on a level footing. To get into their heads through conversation without all of the fame and such getting in the way. He was more like the miners than most people in that regard. He could eat whatever he wanted without having to wait for someone to shuttle it all the way across Sol. 


Yes, he feared being discovered as a QNI. A sufficiently powerful multi-field scanner could probably reveal that his head wasn’t completely full of brain matter, but rather something inorganic. But TEPA would need to be nearby, maybe ten to fifteen meters away for that multi-field scan to be able to disambiguate Aaron’s QNI brain from all the other inorganic matter in the Grey Hat Tavern and someone would need to have a good reason to be walking around with a bulky multi-field scanner looking for such anomalies in the first place. 


Aaron could always talk himself down from the paranoia of being caught. He would simply run through the series of unlikely events that would need to unfold all at once in order for him to be discovered. Alex couldn’t interact with anyone without being instantly recognized. Alex enjoyed his strawberries and his lover’s seed, but that was about the extent to which Alex could enjoy the universe while he was stuck in Sol. 


Aaron didn’t want to ignore anything. The general jovial mood of the miners on their two weeks off to drink was something Aaron rather enjoyed, even if being in a crowd was not terribly enjoyable in itself. He could blend in even if he didn’t fit in with the culture. 


“Yeah, ignore them.” Jeron repeated. “Or don’t. It doesn’t matter at all. Did you want to charter my shuttle?”


“I ah, suppose so.”


“When do you need to leave?”


“Whenever we ah get done dri-drinking I guess.”


“I need to be sober to fly. Regulations.” Jeron remarked wryly.


“Ha! Um, I’ve never met a sober shuttle pi-pilot.”


“Neither have I.” Jeron replied as he gestured to Ted the second he emerged from the kitchen with a plate of burnt chicken tenders and soggy fries.


“Beer?” Ted asked.


“Yeah and one for… for…”


“Aaron.” Aaron said. “Aaron Bane. Thanks for the um beer.”


“Yeah, thank you for finally paying for a fucking beer.” Ted joked. 


At that moment, Molly Malloy walked into the Grey Hat Tavern. She had a grin on her face like she was looking for trouble and wasn’t going to leave until she found it. 


She was a large woman. She attributed her excessive girth to not getting a lot of exercise due to working in little or no gravity all day and all night, eating a lot of very unhealthy foods and drinking more than any human ought to. 


Her face was as red as her hair and round as a beach ball. A dozen or so other miners, drunk since breakfast, yelled “Mol! Where the fuck have ya been Mol.” And other variations of the same theme. She had been in hiding, working her own rig all by herself. Alone, just the way she thought she liked it. 


After Molly showed up, ten more university kids showed up as well. Ted instinctively checked the charge on his plasma-kinetic pistol, just to be sure it would work if needed. Two bars out of five. Good enough, though the old TEPA issue pistol hadn’t been properly maintained for decades so some doubt lingered as to the effectiveness of its output. 


There was a rumble. Molly had overheard what the university kids were snickering about. The exchange was confusing. Multiple voices chimed in with insults. The miners spoke in slang, drunken mumbles and three word sentences. They weren’t as stupid as the university kids assumed, but most of them were poorly educated. 


One of the taller university kids, was trying to make some kind of logical argument, as if in front of a jury or judge or something. Nobody could understand him, but the general tone of his argument suggested that the miners were generally at fault for the woes of civilization. There was something about how mining corporations made obscene profits and yet they also made money selling carbon on the black market and how greedy and dangerous that was. 


“You’re killing the planets!” One kid yelled.


“We’re all going to be consumed by motes and you guys are providing the fuel to that fire by mining carbon.” Another added.


There was an exchange of vulgarities. The word “fuck” was used something like twenty times in twenty seconds. The first punch was thrown by the big university guy that was more than able to take a return punch. The retaliation punch landed on a drill operator with arms the size of Molly’s thighs, but all muscle. The drill operator hit back, knocking the kid flat on his back. 


Ted was fingering the PK pistol under the bar. “You guys should get going.” Ted whispered to Aaron and Jeron.


“Um, yeah.” Aaron replied. “I think I’m ready to go now.”


“Fine. Docking ring five. Hope you don’t mind using the zero-g transfer tube.”


“No, um, problem for me.”


Aaron and Jeron both walked out of the Grey Hat with their beers in hand, though Jeron was only doing it because Aaron was. Jeron looked back at Ted for some kind of acknowledgement it was okay to take the glass with him. Ted just gave a quick nod towards the door. 


That was the evening that Dez died. Nobody noticed his body for the entire evening and well into the early hours of the morning. He just sat there lifeless, hunched over his bottle. His chicken platter was half eaten and Linda was never ambitious enough to ever check in with him until the plate was empty. Cold limp fries, burnt chicken, and a bottle of cheep whisky was all that attended his last minutes of life. 


Dez was the recipient of a substantial financial reward. He was a shift supervisor on an asteroid mining rig and he had turned over evidence that the rig operator was skimming and selling carbon on the black market. He was proud of this at the time, but his friends disowned him forever. He spent his last days drinking away that mistake. Drinking away the small fortune TEPA had given him for turning in his friends and co-workers. 


He died amongst people with substantially smaller eCred accounts, but substantially more satisfying lives. They rambled and laughed. He languished and died. All this over a few thousand units of assembly grade carbon per week. 


Ted discovered the cold corpse after last call. He called Enphora security, they put the body in a black bag, did a quick search for known relatives or friends and found none, so they just launched the dead body into space from one of their patrol shuttles. That was about the most dignity anyone might ever expect from any EGO organization. They didn’t even bother to figure out how he had died, but the empty bottle said it was alcohol poisoning. He drank himself to death. 

▴


It didn’t take long for Jeron and Aaron to get to Jeron’s Escape. Jeron sat down in his wobbly captain’s chair and woke up the old NAV terminal. Aaron sat on the long bench behind Jeron. 


“There’s a guest cabin over there. It has a private bathroom.” Jeron offered. 


“Uh, thank you.”


“Where are we going?”


“Mars. Ya-yamada Station.”


“Lucky. No solar navigation until next July on this route.”


“We’re go-going to um Neptune after that.”


“Oh. That will be a bit of a long one then.”


“You have, ah, ti-time?”


“Yeah.” 


Jeron had plenty of time. He had planned on spending it in the Grey Hat getting drunk and trying to remember what little of Lilli’s legs he saw on the last trip. 


“You have a security clearance for Neptune Base? They won’t just let you in there ya know.” Jeron said.


“No. Um, we’re not going ah, to Neptune, we’re going… well. You’ll see.” 


Aaron wasn’t completely convinced he could explain where they would end up just yet. People in Max’s trust net knew what to expect. Jeron knew some people were not who they said they were and they’d end up changing the plan half-way through so that there was less of a chance Jeron might ping some damn nearby TEPA patrol to report a strange request to fly out to the middle of nowhere. 


If you don’t try to trust new people, you will never find new people you trust, Aaron thought. “It’s ha-hard to explain. Um, we’re going into the Kuiper Belt a bit.”


“Sounds boring.”


“It um, is.” Aaron replied. “One more thing. Um, check your NAV.” 


At that moment, Aaron had pushed a hash linked to the dark spheres. Jeron’s NAV console was attempting to render an encrypted feed. “If you um, give me a pa-passphrase, I can create a virtual no-node for you to access the dark spheres.”


“What do you mean?”


“Like the ah co-code Ted um gave you. The eight wo-words, three phrases and an alpha-numeric um password.”


“I don’t remember Ted’s code.”


“No, um, you need to make one up. So we can use your virtual black sphere no-node.”


“Okay.” Jeron said, trying to think of eight words. “Beer, Escape, Explore, Night, Elephant, Ocean, Sound.”


“That’s um, only seven.”


“Chicken.” He blurted out randomly.


“Okay. Um, now three short phrases.”


“The positive vortex of…”


“No-nothing from that ah damn book either.”


“Okay fine.” Jeron replied. 


“The fires of hell surround us once again.” 


This was a line from a poem written about the Itrana incident. Jeron just thought it was a sad poem about those who died, but he never caught on that it was mocking them for so called playing god and then learning an important lesson about how dangerous that could be.


“Okay. Odd um choice, but okay.”


“A billion stars above the sea.” 


This one was from a vid about the early days of space travel. It was supposed to be a history, but it was one of those sappy vids where some old astronaut dies in space alone. Still, it reminded him of his father and sitting out in the shuttle looking out at the stars. 


“One um, more.”


“How do ya like that beaver!” Which was what the smelly kid said to him about the naked lady picture a few moments before he realized his parents were probably dead.


“An odd divergence fro-from the ah poetic pattern, but it um, works.”


“Just something someone said to me. It stuck in my head for some dumb reason.”


“Now a um password. Has to be ra-random. You um, will be prompted to enter it on the NAV con-console as soon as I push your words and pass phrases along.” Aaron explained. 


The prompt displayed in the middle of the screen. He typed in the random letters, numbers and such that just popped into his head. The password was accepted and then another prompt came up for a “Kill symbol.”


“What is a kill symbol?”


“Oh, um, if you are forced to enter the pa-password under duress for some reason, just, um add the kill symbol you select here to the end and, um, it will redirect to a false node. Everything will look like legitimate in-info, but it will all be ju-junk.”


“Jeron entered the explanation point, since he had already used an asterisk as a symbol in his real password.”


The password was accepted. The dark sphere interface filled his NAV screen. There were red lines and dots everywhere along the solar map showing every single TEPA ship’s position down to the smallest inspection shuttle. 


“Holy shit! I can see all of them!”


“Um, yes. Now you can save eCred rather than um giving them out in um, bribes.”


“Can it do my taxes too?”


“Actually, um, yes.”


“How stupid am I to not have known about this earlier.” Jeron marveled. 


“Relatively few um, pe-people have access. You um, only have tier one access. Lev-level blue. Like ah Ted.”


“Ted only has level blue too?”


“He doesn’t um really need more access. He is just one of our hu-human um, connectors.”


“Human huh. What are you anyway, some kind of fucking alien?”


The joke made Aaron nervous for a second. There is no way he could know. He’s just some kid. He’s an orphan for crying out loud. 


“Ha. No. Max is a datasphere agent that also acts as a connector, though on a much larger and more sophisticated level.”


“Max.”


“Yeah.”


“He’s a datasphere agent?” 


“Yes.”


Jeron didn’t believe him. Most datasphere agents did things like make NAV calculations and book shuttle rides to Earth and stuff like that. Small little programs that made things a bit more convenient than they otherwise might have been. They didn’t run a smuggling operation. 


Jeron just assumed that Aaron was protecting Max’s identity so if he got caught by TEPA, he wouldn’t have much of anything useful to say about him. Max probably isn’t his real name. Maybe Aaron is a made up name too. I have a fake date of birth some twenty year old with datasphere skills made for me, therefore Max can have a fake name too. 


“Um, that bright green triangle near Mars is a ah sca-scanning arch. I think you know um, what happens if you get close to that.”


“Yeah, you give a TEPA enforcer a ton of eCred so you can spend all afternoon waiting to be waved through.”


“They um, might wa-wave you through, but they still scan you. Understand?”


“They scan, but do not report. Yes. That is the point of the bribe I guess. To get the guy to look the other way.”


“Yes. But, um, they still have a record of the um, scan.”


According to the map, there were three scanning arches around Mars and they usually kept them there for a week at a time before moving them again. You knew you were approaching one when you were almost a million kilometers away, but by then it would be too late to avoid them, because they saw you too. 


A TEPA cruiser could perform a detailed multi-field sweep of a shuttle like Jeron’s Escape, but a massive freighter was not quite so easy to scan without the arch. This was why TEPA targeted shuttle pilots like Jeron for bribes. They didn’t really care to waste time sending shuttles through the arch, so they would take the bribe, wave them through as quickly as possible and move on to heavier more time consuming traffic. 


The TEPA enforcers running the arch outpost collected a healthy pile of money and could claim to have met their efficiency targets, which meant bonus pay. Nobody in Command was dumb enough to audit that process unless something really bad happened and made it into the news spheres. 


“So, I’ll take us through this gap. This should give us enough space to avoid the arches.” Jeron said, pointing to a three point four million kilometer gap between arches. 


“Very good. Um, there will be some local TEPA traffic around um, Ya-yamada, but um…”


“I know. They don’t care about local traffic. They are there as backup for the scanning arches in case someone does something stupid.”


“Yes.”


Jeron flew the agreed upon flight path. It took them a few hours longer to do all the repositioning needed to make it through the gap between scanning arches. 


Pilots that were unaided by the black spheres would sometimes spherecast little subtle messages describing approximately where the scanning arches were at any given moment. They called it local space weather. Just like real weather predictions, it wasn’t terribly accurate. Nobody with a dark sphere would ever spherecast that type of feed into EGO monitored datasphere nodes. You might as well just turn yourself in to the local TEPA base commander.


They docked on the outer platform, along the helical commerce add-on to the old station. The helical spire was about three kilometers long and one kilometer in diameter. It had shops, restaurants, hotels and some entertainment venues. It was the nice and new section of Yamada. It was about as bad as the best parts of Enphora over Saturn, which meant you could still get mugged, but only if you didn’t watch where you are going.


“I’m um, going to take a local shuttle to the um sur-surface. I’ll only be gone about a ha-half hour at mo-most.”


“I’ll just stay with the shuttle then.” Jeron replied. 


Twenty-six minutes later, Aaron showed up with a two meter square black poly crate on a hand driven g-lift. Jeron wanted to know what was in the crate, but thought better of asking. It just seemed like something he shouldn’t ask. They loaded the crate into the cargo bay and then Aaron sat on the bench behind Jeron.


“You, um, like baseball?” Aaron asked awkwardly.


“No. You?”


“Nope.”


“Then why ask?”


“I um, don’t know. Um, why do we bo-bother socializing ah at all?” Aaron replied somewhat sarcastically.


“I don’t know. I could go days without talking to another person.”


“Some people um, go whole mon-months on their own out here. Imagine, um, how that must be.”


“I bet it’s quiet.”


Aaron wasn’t completely sure if long stretches of quiet were enjoyable or unnerving. He’d spent considerable time alone when he and Alex left Red Rock to hollow out Black Rock. He had spent a lot of time with Alex back then and he had experienced his echoes more often as well due to their sharing some common localized experiences that could act as a trigger for echoes. A flicker of light, or the smell of an exotic piece of cheese might be all that was needed between them to start the chain of echoes that all to often ended in a full blown paranoid emotional meltdown. 


Zoe would come into the mix, offering her seed to Alex, and by echo connection, to Aaron as well, though she did not intend it. She knew it was happening to some extent, because she also knew the essential nature of echoes is that they cannot be fully controlled, just like her seed. 


He had to leave Alex behind in Black Rock and only ever visit to drop off carbon and strawberries and such. That was the only way to quiet the echoes. He still felt echoes, but not as often and not quite as strong. Minds that fire together, wire together, so he could never fully eliminate the possibility of dark echoes. But those were quiet days. He could enjoy the darkness for long stretches and contemplate new ideas without distraction. 


“Quiet can be ah, re-restful.” Aaron remarked.


“Yeah, but boring too. No laughing. No sex. A lot of drinking by yourself. That can’t be healthy.”


“Sex. Um, you probably get a lot of sex having your own shuttle and um, not being hi-hideous and all.” Aaron regretted the question the moment it left his lips.


“Last time I saw a naked lady was when Ted showed me that picture.”


“Oh. Um, sorry, I didn’t mean to…”


“No problem.” Jeron suspected Aaron was some kind of closet freak, looking for kink of some kind, not gay for him or anything like that, just odd. 


“I’m not um, a per-pervert if that is what you are thinking.”


“Didn’t call you one. But if you felt the need to make that sort of declaration, you might want to reexamine your premise.”


“No, I mean, I wasn’t trying to pry out some juicy um… anyway, I ah don’t want to hear about your sex life.”


“That’s good, because it’s a short fucking story.” 


It was too. Working on the shuttle and taking people and crates of shit all over Sol didn’t offer much opportunity for meeting women. Even if a passenger was interested, he knew it was probably best not to take it anywhere at all. Not that anyone had expressed interest, but if they had, he would have let it go. Jeron just assumed that all the people who lived like he did were just loners of some kind. Nobody could live like he did if they were the bubbly extroverted type.


A red dot began flashing on the NAV as Jeron was pulling away from Yamada. Then a ping came through from the TEPA patrol shuttle. Commands were sent to stop and prepare for boarding. There she was, a patrol cruiser coming in from around the other side of Mars. He had missed it on the NAV display. It was on the other side of Mars and had no chance of seeing through an entire goddamn planet. But there she was. It was his fuck-up too. He didn’t think of it as a threat and there it was threatening them.


“Don’t um stop.” Aaron announced anxiously. 


“But I can’t out run it. If I try, a cruiser will track us and intercept us after our jump.”


“Get us um the hell out of Mar-martian space.” By that he meant the massive sphere of space that surrounded Mars where the TEPA patrol perimeter ended. They only ended at that invisible boundary for administrative purposes. They couldn’t have the whole fleet disbursed like dust throughout Sol. They needed them where the most traffic was, which was around planets like Mars.


Jeron’s heart beat faster. His Dekkea 450 could not make a big enough jump to effectively clear martian space. Not in one jump. Two would still leave them too close to the edge. Three. Three jumps. 


“Hold on.”


“What?”Aaron asked.


Jeron had already disabled all of the pulse-wave drive’s safety lockouts and diverted every last bit of energy not being used for life support to the drive. The first jump felt normal. They went into the small fold in space and emerged on the other side smoothly. The second one was a bit rough, having a not so perfect wave envelope. The third shook the entire shuttle and resulted in a power shunt catching fire. 


“Fuck!” Jeron yelled. “Fire!” 


Jeron sprang up, opened the fire control panel by the junction that connected the forward nose with the starboard radiation deflector. The fire suppression system had failed to act automatically, so Jeron flipped the manual emergency switch, which caused a frantic rush of suppressant to flood the burning shunt. 


A plume of white smoke puffed into the bridge area and dissipated. Warning lights flashed everywhere. Internal gravity failed for several seconds, but the loss of gravity went mostly unnoticed aside from the fact that Aaron somehow migrated a half meter to the right on the bench.


“Um, where are we?” Aaron asked.


“Nowhere near Mars.” Jeron replied. “But this is where we will be until we die or get intercepted by TEPA if we don’t fix the entire drive system.”


“Can you um fi-fix it here?”


“Nope.”


“NAV um still works?”


“NAV is fine. Gravity systems are… well, they are not fine, but they work. Just watch your step. I’m not sure we have a uniform gravity field in here.”


“Um, let’s see who is ou-out there.” Aaron said as he looked over Jeron’s shoulders at the NAV. He could just as easily pull it up in his SIM and he did, but he wanted to be able to show Jeron too. 


“There.” Aaron said pointing to a large blue dot about five million kilometers away. Captain Ja-James Harris. The Starcaster III. She has um, plenty of space to make repairs. Um, start making a list of um, parts.”


“James Harris has replacement parts for a Dekkea 450?” Jeron asked with a dubious look.


“No, but we, um, can travel with him to where we can get them.”


Nano-assembly. It’s the only way some of these parts can be properly replaced. Jeron was fine with nano-assembly when he didn’t know that was what he was enabling, but knowing, somehow felt wrong. 

▴


Please understand that Molly Malloy never had an echo device. I’ve never met her. I only know what other’s have shared. The details provided to me were a bit ambiguous, but sufficient to understand why James Harris was not on board the Starcaster III. 


Molly Malloy grew up on asteroid mining rigs. She worked on them her entire adult life. She knew nothing more than mining and wanted nothing more than to mine. This was not an unusual phenomenon amongst asteroid miners. They had their own brotherhood. Brotherhood first, mining guild second and then everything else in life came third. The brotherhood was family. 


Molly worked her way up the ranks, doing every job she could. She even took a few cracks at becoming a rocket jockey, but that was a dexterity challenge for her. A human had to be in the loop for that job. It wasn’t technically necessary, but required. Just like ornery waitresses and fat lazy cooks were required. Just like absurd manually performed docking maneuvers were required. Dignity. 


The mining economy had seen some harsh boom and bust cycles. The early days of the intra-solar expansion era were a boom. Mining companies, shipping companies, anyone with any financial interest in space were launching ships into space. 


The EGO could not keep up. They didn’t have the budget to chase down every ship that went up. They were still thinking and acting along old nation state lines even though the old countries had been dissolved. 


Nobody wanted to be responsible for the expense and effort required to enforce the regulations, which, if followed to the letter would have killed private space flight in the womb. So it just kept happening, year after year, until the EGO managed to get organized and put together a plan to squash it. They only managed to slow it down.


The mining barons of that era had eCred accounts of astronomical sums. Their accountants had to use exponents to keep the column widths short so the statements could be read by humans. This allowed for explosive investment. The entire economy benefited. The EGO still wanted to stop it even though the tax revenue would have benefitted them immensely. 


Molly made it to the top. She became a rig operator for a small firm called MidSky. MidSky made money, her rig was successful. They mined carbon for nano-assembly. The rig was completely dedicated to carbon mining and refining. When nano-assembly was banned, so too was carbon mining. 


MidSky tried to sell off their rigs to bigger companies, but they were deemed too specialized. It would cost too much to retool them for ores or exotic metals and such. The price tag on Molly’s rig was so absurdly low that she could get a few of the managers on the rig to pool their money and buy it outright. 


They had success. They had a good team. They were a brotherhood. But, TEPA had a bounty out for carbon miners. Some rigs were smart about it. They would skim the carbon while mining legal material and sell it with a wink and a nod to the captains of cargo ships that made stops at the rig. The captains would sell it to the assemblers and give the rig operators their cut through some kind of financial shenanigans Max would deploy and everyone would be happy. 


But with a bounty on carbon miners out there, Molly was losing trust. The brotherhood was falling apart. 


The Guild was becoming more of a political organization than a guild. They were more concerned with getting representation in the EGO. Getting special concessions for taxes and such was more important than protecting the miners that depended upon them. 


Molly was no longer interested in having a large crew, so she cut and cut and cut until it was down to three. She began using automated mining equipment, which wasn’t as good as a human, at least in her opinion, but the bounties were piling up out there. Every day there would be some kind of alert about a bounty that had been paid. The news would celebrate it like someone had won the lottery. 


Molly was a suspicious person. She trusted some people, but not most people. The brotherhood was gone. The guild was more of a threat than anything. Everyone was poor from the economic downturn so the opportunity to plump up their eCred account with TEPA bounty money was attractive.


With a fully automated mining rig, she didn’t even need rocket jockeys, she could just point to a rock and some combination of datasphere agents, robotics and drone technology would make it happen. Her only purpose was to find rocks, direct the rig to it and sell the carbon. That and to repair the damn automated drills and augers and stuff, which broke down quite often due to their lack of common sense. 


She could scan a rock, find the good stuff and the bad stuff and give the augers and drillers a nice map, but the map wasn’t perfect and the feedback sensors on the automated systems weren’t very good at noticing a problem when a problem occurred. 


With nobody on her rig to turn her in, she became lonely. James Harris was lonely for the exact same reason. He owned his own freighter. He was a carbon runner and there were bounties out for them too, so he decided no crew was better than worrying about who was going to turn him in to TEPA. 


The ship could fly itself, land itself, dock itself and unload its own cargo if needed. Jim’s presence was strictly unnecessary except that he wanted to benefit from the selling of carbon, so it helped if he was somehow involved in the process since the ship could not find buyers or miners and nobody would trust it anyway if it could.


So this was what happened as best anyone could understand. Jim and Molly found each other. They became the only two people in the universe either one could fully trust. They met once or twice a month, either on Jim’s ship, the Starcaster III, or on Molly’s rig on a rotating basis. Their last meeting was on Jimbo’s carbon runner.


Molly called him Jimbo because she could never really call anyone by their proper name. Jimbo was a rather tame name coming from Molly. Most people were called fucker, or asshole or something more profoundly crude like pig fucker or cunt. This was the sort of potty mouth one developed growing up on a mining rig and Molly was not unique. 


Molly’s distrust in others led to defensive name calling. At least that was how people imagined she obtained such a foul disposition, but nobody really knew. 


Her foul disposition would later start a war, or at least escalate it. And not a war inside the Grey Hat either. A real outer space war. The very bad sort of war that resulted in mass death. That kind of war. 


So they had their tryst on board the Starcaster III, which was within scanning range of Molly’s mining rig. Molly had taken great care to keep the rig hidden from the universe. Nobody could be trusted. Dead drops were the only way to pick up or deliver. Jimbo was the only human entrusted with the rig’s location.


Jimbo had been followed. He wasn’t under investigation or anything, but he was followed because someone wanted a bribe. That someone happened to be Captain Mark Kessel. 


Captain Kessel was on a shakedown run for new long range patrol shuttles. His only duty was to test the new design under various circumstances. All of the serious bugs had already been shaken out. The shuttles were fine. But, a command officer with bridge time had to do the final shakedown runs and that officer was Captain Kessel. 


According to official TEPA logs and investigative reports, Captain Kessel spotted Starcaster III entering Jupiter space, presumably from Kuiper Belt space, where nothing good ever happened because it was too costly to patrol such a vast area effectively. 


Having the ability to rapidly deploy single person long range patrol shuttles would have helped TEPA cover that space more effectively since the shuttles were cheap and easy to manufacture and could cover nearly four times the space as older models. This was presumably why he decided to track the Starcaster III, to prove the concept. 


He tracked it all the way to Molly’s mining rig in the inner asteroid belt. He didn’t call it in. He likely knew there were only two of them and he could handle two. He approached, breached the aft cargo doors of the Starcaster III and made his way towards the captain’s quarters.


He presumably walked in on Jimbo alone in bed, naked. There was a confrontation. Molly having heard the confrontation from someplace else, came in armed with a g-lift and bowled Captain Kessel over with it only to find her lover Jimbo bleeding out on the ground. In a fit of rage, Molly removed one of the safety stanchions that would otherwise keep cargo from falling off the g-lift and used it to bash Captain Kessel in the head. 


I know she hit him in the head and that Kessel had hit Jimbo in the head because she admitted it after drinking far more alcohol than a human should ever consume. The bodies were flung out into space, Jimbo’s carefully and lovingly, Captain Kessel’s with great carelessness and disdain. 


Molly managed to navigate the Starcaster III away from her rig and into space closer to where Jeron and Aaron ended up after having blown out the pulse wave drive so completely that it set fire to a power shunt. She made sure to ditch the expensive new TEPA shuttle along the way where it would never be found.


She took one of Jimbo’s passenger shuttles and loaded it up with spare HE-3 cells and food. She flew it back to the her mining rig, which took twelve days due to the fact that it was never designed to go that far. 


Molly never spoke a sober word about the incident. Most people who knew her, assumed she refused to speak, because it made her vulnerable to be sad, not because she killed a TEPA captain, which in her own mind was the equivalent of assassinating President Oku Dura with one of the stanchions that holds up the velvet ropes that usually surround him wherever he goes. This was how others saw her, not how she actually saw herself, so who could really say.

▴


Jeron pinged the Starcaster III, but there was no response. Aaron pinged and got nothing as well. Jeron dismissed the dozens of errors and warnings flashing on his NAV terminal. There was nothing he could do about them anyway. 


As they came around to the aft section of the ship, the gaping hole in the cargo bay door became a glaring indication that nothing good had happened.
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