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 Introduction

It has been over a decade
since I started writing stories. Many were short, one shot stories.
However, I dreamed of writing one particular story, long, arduous
and full of meaning for me. This is not that story. This is
something else.

This is the story I thought
would be best suited for those who know nothing about my work,
seeing as it is an introduction to a way bigger picture. Those who already know something
of the Red Universe Mythos can also enjoy the ride with this
story.

I chose The Grand Tour as
my debut because it is a simple story with simple characters who
are not overshadowed by the backdrop. Also, because the backdrop is
essential to the characters. You’ll get there.

Enjoy the ride.


 Chapter
1 – Mystery Package

 


It was unexpected to see
something like that.

As Rinkler opened the
package, he wondered who could have sent it. He was a man of few
friends, so he could not imagine who would be so considerate as to
send him a package. Yet there it was. Brown paper wrapped around it
and big letters indicating his address. In addition, there was no
sender information. That is how all worthy mysteries start.
Therefore, Rinkler amused himself by accepting the unknown package
and opening it.

For a moment, he thought it
was a complete mistake. It was a simple metal canister of the kind
to hold coffee. Yet there was something amiss about it. Strange
crevices lined the canister and it seemed to hum with energy. He
held it before his eyes and was examining it when the doorbell
rang.

“That
would be Thomas”, Rinkler thought as he left the box and fished for
the keys to the door in his pants pocket.

He walked to the door still
wondering about the strange canister that had arrived by mail that
very morning. He opened the wooden door and looked at the young man
waiting there.

Thomas was the spitting
image of his socially awkward father: small, thin and lots of
tangled hair on his head. The boy was more energetic and far
smarter. He was Rinkler’s student and assistant since the man had
lost his first assistant so long ago.

“Greetings, Thomas. Welcome. Do come in.” Rinkler said
politely.

Thomas smiled at the aging
man. He remembered how he had met this strange fellow. A couple of
years ago he was out playing basket with his friends a few blocks
away and they saw Dr. Rinkler walking down the street with strange
goggles on his face, examining everything on his way. The other
boys made fun and laughed at the man, dismissing him as a maniac, a
lunatic.

Nevertheless, Thomas was a
curious boy. He had gone to Dr. Rinkler and asked about the
goggles. After that, every time little Thomas saw the strange Dr.
Rinkler, the boy would greet him and ask about his new experiments.
Therefore, years later, it was only natural that he became the
man’s assistant and student.

“Thanks,
Doc. It's a nice day today, huh?”

Rinkler took a brief look
outside. The sun was shining and the sky was clear and crisp. It
was indeed a beautiful day.

“Yes,
young Thomas. It is indeed a beautiful day.”

They went inside while
Rinkler recited the experiments they would be leading that
afternoon. They went to the living room, where the box containing
the strange canister sat. Thomas looked inside and found the
strange object, but did not touch it. His experience with Rinkler
had taught him never to touch something without knowing exactly
what it did beforehand.

“What is
this thing, Doc? Is it a new toy for the lab?”

Rinkler glanced at the boy
and felt a bit irritated. His distraction at the sight of the box
meant he was not paying attention to his words.

“That,
dear boy, is none of you concern. If you were listening to me, you
wouldn’t have laid eyes on that.” He scolded.

“Sorry,
Doc, but you do tend to speak more than needed. I mean, we did this
same experiment yesterday, without the ammonia, of course. The
conditions would change, obviously, so I didn’t see a need to pay
attention to the explanation you were giving about the changes to
be made in today’s experiment.”

Rinkler could feel his
heart pounding with pride.

“You
amaze me boy. Forgive my harshness. I thought you were learning
nothing. Instead, you teach me an important lesson.
Good.”

“Thanks,
Doc. Still, you haven’t told me what’s in the box.” He said
pointing at the canister.

Rinkler thought for a
moment before admitting he did not know. He then explained how he
received the box by mail and there was no sender information. That
took Thomas aback.

“Are you
sure it was for you?” he asked politely.

Rinkler held the wrapping
paper up, showing his name and precise address in big black
letters. “No doubt about it.”

“Who do
you think sent it?”

Rinkler shrugged. “I don’t
even know what it is. No way to tell until we find out.”

Tom pulled out the canister
and ruffled through the bubble wrapping that was inside.

“What
are you doing, young man?” Rinkler asked while he observed the boy,
pulling his glasses slightly down.

“Maybe
there is a manual or something. Maybe it is a letter or a
note.”

“That is
nonsense, boy. We have to solve this mystery.”

Tom pulled his hand out of
the box and opened a big smile. “Here is the note.” He
said.

Rinkler stared at him.
“Damnation, boy. Read it, then.”

Tom cleared his throat
before beginning.

“Dear
Doc,”

How are you doing? I’m
fine. If you don’t already know who this is, then that means you
have made new friends since I went away. The important thing is
this: this canister contains information regarding current
technology that can assist you in your quest for knowledge. It is a
puzzle, but hardly a complex one at that.

Have fun!

Yours truly,

R

Tom was lost. He had no
idea what any of that meant. He looked up and saw that Dr. Rinkler
was sitting, shaking a bit and his mouth was hanging
open.

“Doc,
are you okay?” Tom asked, going over to him.

Rinkler smiled and hugged
the boy, taking the note away from his hands and reading them
repeatedly. After reading it three more times, Rinkler jumped and
clicked his heels in an amazing display of skill and flexibility
that Tom had no idea the man was capable of performing.

“Who is
this R, Doc?” he asked when Rinkler sat again, this time facing the
canister with a wide grin.

“This
man was my first assistant. He went away after we built something
together and he never came back. Now he sent me something from who
knows where or when and now I can have my fun as well.”

Tom was even further away
from understanding what was happening.

“Doc,
hold on. Is this a gift from a former assistant? But I thought you
said I was your first assistant.”

Rinkler shook his
head.

“I said
first student. This man never learned anything from me. He was as
much a genius as me, except in other areas of science. And we
weren’t interested in each others inputs, so we never really
exchanged ideas, just collaborated.”

“I see.”
Tom said. He did understand what Rinkler said, but had no idea why
this canister was so exciting. To what was it a puzzle? How was
that even a puzzle? There were so many questions, but he suspected
Rinkler would not answer them.

“My dear
friend, in light of this new information, I beg you, return
tomorrow for your lesson. Today, I must discover this beautiful
thing I was given.”

Tom felt a pang on his
chest. That assistant who, as far as Tom knew, was years without
getting in touch with Doctor Rinkler was leaving him behind. He was
jealous of the attention. Maybe he was not a science genius like
this person, but at least he tried his best to learn from
Rinkler.

“Can I
stay and observe? Seems like something instructional.”

That caught Rinkler by
surprise. He never thought a young man like Thomas, currently,
would be curious about a strange canister and a nonsensical letter.
The young Thomas amazed him.

“Very
well. Let us adjourn to the laboratory. There we can discover this
strange puzzle together.”

They went to the back of
the house and went down a set of old wooden stairs. The sound of
old wood bending followed each step. They were in the basement of
the old house, but it was enormous. Anyone who entered there would
be surprised, seeing as Rinkler had the basement expanded
throughout the entire area he owned of the lot.

There was the laboratory
that was the center of activities for Rinkler. He once had a great
underground facility but he hadn't thought about it recently.
Cement buried it now. Except that something from that far away past
had paid him a visit and memories of the old laboratory came to
mind.

“Oh,
Thomas, I remember when I was with my first assistant, I was
working using my father’s money and we were stationed at an old
abandoned laboratory. It was a place that had many secrets to
it.”

Tom looked around,
analyzing the space they had there. It was simple, but ample. They
had everything they needed. Or so did Tom think.

“Back in
those days, I was a rocket expert. Of course, after I got an
eviction note and they cemented the whole place up I could only
move to smaller places. Now I have to be thankful to be able to
experiment with chemistry.”

He sounded bored as he went
to one of the empty workstations and put the canister on it,
sitting on a stool.

“You
know, Doc, this space is nifty too! We have everything we need to
make all we want! Don’t you think so?”

Tom was feeling left behind
by a shadow from the past and the idea did not please him one
bit.

Rinkler however, was
completely unaware of how the young man felt about that. He
continued to dwell on the past.

“Oh,
yes. Back in those days, it was I, Rokan and no worries in the
world. Nor interruptions.”

He looked at Tom and seemed
to realize he was complaining about the boy.

“My
apologies, Thomas, I didn’t mean to say that these are not good
times. I was only reminiscing about a different time. Now is the
present and nothing is as precious as the present.”

Tom smiled.

“Thanks,
Doc. I just try my best and I hope someday you will speak of me the
same way you speak of this… what was his name?”

Rinkler waved the memory
away and turned his attention to the canister.

“Never
mind the past. Let’s focus on the future.”

They looked at it with
amazed eyes, expecting something amazing to happen simply by
staring at it. However, nothing happened.

“Maybe
these grooves mean something, Doc. I mean, they don’t seem to be
merely for the looks. How about we try something?”

They started to examine the
grooves, but after fifteen long minutes of pointing, poking and
probing, they had no idea what to do with the canister.

“Now
what?” Tom asked, sitting back defeat.

Rinkler examined the
grooves and decided on something. He grabbed each end of it and
forced one end toward him and the other away. There was a sliding
sound and the middle of the canister opened.

They both gasped in
surprise. Twisting the thing had not occurred to them at first, but
then the words of the past assistant came again.

“A
puzzle.” Tom said.

“A
puzzle.” Rinkler echoed.

They smiled at each other,
sitting again in anxious excitement. Rinkler tried pulling the
canister apart with ease, but the external cover would not
budge.

“Try
twisting it further.” Tom suggested.

Rinkler twisted it further
and the canister opened more, revealing a layer under the first
one. The second layer was now shifting color. Rinkler stopped and
reversed the directions. The second layer shifted the color back to
its original hue.

“Impressive. The colors shift not gradually, but
abruptly!”

Then Tom understood another
part of the strange letter.

“Like
sections in a book. Different colors to separate the topics. Maybe
this thing is some sort of high-tech book.”

Rinkler smiled eagerly,
knowing how that could be perfectly acceptable.

“And how
do you think we get to read it, young man?” he asked.

The object Rinkler had in
hands amazed him so much that his mind seemed empty of any
reasoning power. He was counting on the boy to solve the problems
that appeared in this contraption from far away.

“Maybe
voice command?” Tom suggested.

Rinkler closed the canister
and opened it again thinking that it would probably reboot whatever
system was in the object. When the second layer of the canister
showed its dark blue color, Rinkler stopped.

“What
now?” He asked.

Tom shrugged.

“Read.”
He said loudly.

Nothing happened. Rinkler
cleared his throat.

“Reproduce.” He said.

Again nothing happened. Tom
stared at Rinkler.

“Reproduce? Really? I don’t think this thing was programmed
by people with no sense of practicality, Doc.”

Tom smirked, but Rinkler
thought the boy had a point. This was a learning device; it should
have no special code to start it… that was it!

“Start!”
Rinkler shouted. Tom jumped.

The canister hummed with
lights and Rinkler could feel a slight vibration on it.

A beam of light shot away
from the canister forming a hologram which was a perfect image of
an old man with graying hair and a lab coat.

“Hello,
student, welcome to Interactive Studies! Do you know how to use the
Interactive Studies Holo-projector?”

The man stood waiting for
an answer. He had a small smile and was perfectly still.

“What is
this?” Tom asked.

The man in the hologram
moved his hand to his ear and bent his head forward.

“I’m
sorry, I couldn’t understand you. Could you repeat your
answer?”

Rinkler was completely
baffled and Tom was speechless. That little contraption amazed
them.

“What do
we do now, Doc? What is this thing?” Tom asked again.

The hologram repeated his
last line.

“It
seems it is exactly what it says it is. An interactive book or
holobook, I can’t say. Maybe we should learn how to use this thing
first.”

Again, the hologram asked
them to repeat the answer. Rinkler rested the canister on the table
before speaking.

“Repeat
the question, please.” He said loudly.

The hologram took a second
to register his voice.

“Certainly!” it answered. “Do you know how to use the
Interactive Studies Holo-projector?”

“No.”
Rinkler answered.

The hologram
nodded.

“Very
well, then, I shall explain its basic controls. First, rotate the
edges of the canister you have until it reaches the color you
desire. The levels of teachings to peruse are color indicated. When
you have selected your level, say start! I will greet you and ask
where you want to be taken next. All your commands must be vocal as
the canister has no buttons.”

Tom started to write down
the instructions. Rinkler nodded in approval as the hologram
stopped for a moment, seemingly knowing that would be the point
where people would start to take notes.

“Now, to
know the contents of each level, simply say ‘show content’, and I
shall show you a visual list of all topics of each level. To go to
the next page of the list, simply say ‘Next’.”

Rinkler got up and walked
around the hologram as it continued to explain how to use the
canister. Tom was still taking notes. Rinkler was sure he had seen
that man before, but he could not tell who he was. Maybe a distant
relative of someone he had met. Maybe it was who he thought, but it
was impossible.

“Stop!”
Rinkler said. The image froze instantly. “Who are you?” he
asked.

The hologram resumed its
motion.

“I am
Professor Edwin Walker. I was the leading expert in Human Behavior
in the twentieth century. My image and knowledge are stored within
your holo-projector! With this Interactive Studies Holo-projector
or ISH for short, you can enjoy my teaching without the intrusion
of personal opinions.”

Rinkler sat back on his
chair beside Tom. He was pale as Thomas had never seen him
before.

“Doc,
are you okay? What is wrong?” he asked.

“I’m
fine. This man… I know him. I met him a couple of times. He is an
interesting person, though his ideas are what you would call
extreme. This is incredible.”

They stared at the hologram
for a few seconds more before continuing.

“Very
well, Thomas. We should see what kind of information it contains in
it. Professor Walker, could you summarize the contents of this…
Interactive Studies Holo-projector?”

The holographic Walker
smiled and nodded.

“Sure I
can, student! In this canister are contained all subjects of basic
and advanced grades from Grammar to Quantum Physics.”

They shared a look before
opening hungry smiles. That should be interesting. Tom walked
forward examining the hologram carefully.

“What
should we ask first?” he said without taking his eyes away from the
hologram.

Rinkler thought about it
for a moment before deciding on what to do next. He was sure that
his young assistant would not welcome his request but it was a
necessary evil.

“Thomas…
please leave. I must try something with this canister. I fear you
should not be around for the first questions I have.”

Thomas felt his jealousy
again. He was starting to get angry with the old man.

“Listen,
Doc, I’m not going anywhere until you explain exactly what is going
on. Who was this assistant? Who has this kind of technology? How
did your assistant get his hands on this thing? It must be
experimental.”

His questions were
pertinent, that much Rinkler should grant the boy. He had no idea
how much was at stake if the truth was overheard by anyone. Rinkler
could barely trust Thomas for all he cared. The boy was impulsive
and completely emotional. He was going to be a great mind, but also
a difficult man.

“Thomas,
I swear I shall explain everything in due time. Please,
leave.”

The words were harsh, but
Rinkler tried his best to sound paternal and caring. He failed
miserably.

Without another word,
Thomas went to the stairs, grabbing his jacket on the way. He
stormed out of the house, slamming the door behind as he left.
Thomas left Rinkler alone in the silent laboratory with the low hum
of the canister and the flickering hologram of Professor
Walker.

“What
content would you like to view, student?” the hologram
asked.

Rinkler stared at him and
finally at the canister.

“Show me
how to build an Interactive Studies Holo-projector. I wish to
program your A.I.”

The hologram smiled again
and started his explanation of the process that took to build a
holo-projector like the one Rinkler had on his
workstation.

The following day came and
Thomas returned to Rinkler’s house after school, not expecting the
old scientist to greet him when he rang the doorbell. Instead, the
door opened by itself and a voice sounded from speakers on the wall
that were not there the day before.

“Welcome, Master Thomas. Master Rinkler awaits you
downstairs in the laboratory.”

Thomas was quite sure that
it was the voice from the canister. Professor Walker. But how could
that be?

He rushed to the laboratory
and found the place in a complete state of disorder. Rinkler was
off to a corner typing away on a computer that was not there the
day before.

“Doc?
Are you okay?” Tom asked from behind the old man.

Rinkler jumped at his voice
and turned around. Tom had to stave off a gasp. The man had red
eyes with dark bags under them. His beard was rough and his hair
was unkempt. He looked like a mad scientist from TV. He also reeked
strongly of urine and coffee.

“What?
Oh, Thomas!” He sounded happy to see the young man. “Come, my boy,
come! Today I answer all your questions! Come.”

He went to Thomas and
pulled the boy to a chair that had a bunch of computer chips and
motherboards. Rinkler swiped away the stuff and made Thomas
sit.

“Watch
this, watch this!” he said rubbing his hands. “Professor, what time
is it?” he asked looking up.

There was a soft click from
somewhere close and the voice of Professor Walker came from the
walls.

“The
time is two seventeen post meridian.”

Thomas looked around
baffled. How was that possible?

“How did
you do that?” He asked. “And why won't he answer my
questions?”

Rinkler laughed and jumped
in his chair. He was truly excited. More excited that Thomas had
ever seen the old man.

“Yesterday, I decided to learn how to make my own I.S.H. so
I asked Walker how to do it. He explained the process and from that
point, I presumed I could expand his reach and eliminate the need
to use the canister altogether. I transferred his A.I. to a
mainframe I built overnight and started using him as a second hand
in my researches.”

Thomas looked around the
laboratory. There were piles of cables, boards and chips. Memory
slots and other parts of computers were lying around. The old man’s
ability to build a mainframe overnight surprised him, but that
surely explained his over exerted appearance.

“Doc,
did you get any sleep at all yesterday or today?” he asked,
watching as Rinkler typed away on a strange keyboard, probably
handmade by the man himself.

“No, no.
Sleep is not important. I asked Walker to formulate a chemical
compound with house ingredients that would simulate the sleep
pattern in my brain without shutting down higher functions. Sleep
without real sleep.”

Thomas nodded, seeing that
Rinkler was not over active like a man on too much caffeine or some
other substance to keep him awake. He was functioning normally. No
twitches, no strange motions, no lag, nothing. He was healthy if
not for his physical appearance.

“You
seem tired.” He noted.

Rinkler looked at him
without understanding.

“Probably a side-effect of the substance. Walker told me
that the brain chemistry would function as if I was sleeping and
awake at the same time, but it would take its toll on my body. I
may have urinated in my pants, I don’t really know.” Rinkler looked
down at his lap and saw the dark stain in the front of his pants,
nodding. “Yes, I did.”

Thomas was not
satisfied.

“Doc,
what was this compound composed of?” he asked finally.

“It was
a mix of caffeine, lemon, sugar, coke and some other harmless
substances.”

Thomas shook his
head.

“Coke?
Coke is harmless?”

“Young
man, the coke plant is completely harmless. I grow it in my
hydroponic farm that I have in the garden for such needs. Don’t
think I use it for recreation.”

They looked at each other
for another minute before Rinkler resumed his typing.

“OK, so
you learned how to integrate the A.I. to your main frame and make
it open the door for me. That is amazing. But what about the other
questions I had? The ones from yesterday?”

Rinkler stopped writing at
once and looked at his young assistant.

“Very
well. I owe you an explanation, especially if I am to involve you
in my future plans.”

“What
future plans?” Thomas asked.

Rinkler did not answer at
once. He nodded at the stairs and got up from his chair.

“Let’s
go for a cup of tea. We will talk in a more amicable atmosphere. I
also need a change of pants, apparently.”

They went back upstairs and
Thomas could feel the whole time like there was an invisible
presence following them. Knowing that the A.I. was now everywhere
they went unnerved him.

“Sit, my
young assistant, and let me explain what is happening. I hope you
are ready for the greatest reveal in your life. Professor
Walker?”

“Yes,
Doctor Rinkler?” The A.I. responded.

“Scan
the area. Make sure we are not being overheard.”

Thomas was
puzzled.

“He can
actually do that, Doc?”

“Yes, I
programmed it to break into NASA and the NSA to access satellites
and other surveillance equipment. I knew you were coming here the
moment you stepped out of your school, young man.”

Thomas felt even more
unnerved. He was not so sure he appreciated all that concern, but
it was a sign that the Doctor kept an eye on him, which was good,
in a weird way.

“Well?
Can you start? I’m starting to get anxious. It’s been a whole day
since this entire mystery began.”

Rinkler waited for the A.I.
to report before speaking anything.

“Area is
secure, Doctor. Proceed.”

So Rinkler told the story
of his past.


 Chapter
2 – The Story of ‘95

 


I met my first assistant in
nineteen-ninety-five, after he suffered an accident. Back then, I
was already researching alternatives to rocket propelled
spacecrafts. So when I found out that my assistant had a huge
interest in the subject, we decided to go forth and conquer
whatever awaited us in the horizon.

The first order of business
was to find a place where we could make our experiments. He had
other plans as well, and he did not feel fear in sharing them with
me. His obsession was the ability to traverse time. He wanted to go
into the future and brave it.

I was skeptical about his
goals at first, but his passion showed me that he was serious and
not a lunatic. We gathered all the funding we could raise in a
month and bought a place in the cold steppes of Mongolia, where no
man would come to bother us in our research. We went into
seclusion. Not having people on the outside was something we were
both glad about. We could focus on our works and help each other
further our goals mutually.

We worked so hard I cannot
really tell you about the effort we put into calculations, theories
and experiments in those days. We stayed in that Mongolian place
for about a year before any of us actually had to leave the place
to get more supplies. Unfortunately, we didn’t expect the economic
situation to have shifted as it did in ninety-six.

My colleague was as
energetic as expected, though his mood swings did something
terrible to us both. He was a calm man, that is true, but the times
I saw him lose control over himself were the times I learned to
protect myself from him and to be careful in his
presence.

When we saw ourselves under
the crushing pressure of having no money whatsoever to continue our
research, I felt defeated. I knew I could no longer try and
convince anyone that my research was the future of space traveling.
Those days were days of peace, and no one was interested in
expanding outside of Earth, so I knew no one would support my
research.

My assistant, however, had
a nastier idea. He was not one to waste away in melancholy though
he did tend to have fits of gloom and depression over some matter
of his past, but he still had the presence to go after the money
himself.

To this day, I still don’t
know where he got all that money, but I’m glad no one ever came to
ask for repayment. I don’t know if it was his or if he did
something completely unprofessional and inhuman to get it. But then
again, I didn’t care.

So, after an excruciating
month of moping around by myself while my assistant went off to
find our money, we finally continued on. I must say, during the
time that I was alone I
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