
Cold and Dark

Life and War

Sequel to Heat and Light

By M C Neuffer

Heat and Light is a work of fiction. Names, characters, events, and incidents are the products of the author’s imagination. Any resemblance to actual persons, living or dead, or to actual events is purely coincidental.

Copyright 2019 by Marc Neuffer

All rights reserved under International and Pan-American Copyright Conventions. Published in the United States of America.


Table of Contents

Title Page

Copyright Page

PART ONE: LIFE

Chapter 1 - Brownian Motion

Chapter 2 - Fusion

Chapter 3 - Endothermic

Chapter 4 - Exothermic

Chapter 5 - Nucleosynthesis

Chapter 6 - Mitosis

Chapter 7 - Sublimation

Chapter 8 - Transmutation

Chapter 9 - Entropy

Chapter 10 - Enthalpy

Chapter 11 - Yin-Yang

Chapter 12 - Homeostasis

Chapter 13 - Morphogenesis

Chapter 14 - Metamorphosis

Chapter 15 - Metastasis

Chapter 16 - Tropism

Chapter 17 - Hybridization

Chapter 18 - Alliance

Chapter 19 - Reconnaissance

Chapter 20 - Reaction

Chapter 21 - Intrigue

Chapter 22 - Insurgents

Chapter 23 - Infiltration

Chapter 24 - Insurrection

PART THREE -  PEACE

Chapter 25 - Intercultural

Chapter 26 - Intervention

Chapter 27 - Introgression

Chapter 28 - Internment

Chapter 29 - Inauspicious

Chapter 30 - Meridian

Sign up for M C Neuffer's Mailing List

Further Reading: Heat & Light

Also By M C Neuffer

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

PART ONE: LIFE



[image: ]


	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

​​​​Chapter 1 - Brownian Motion
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Brownian motion: random motion of particles resulting from collisions. A quantity constantly undergoing small fluctuations.


✽✽✽

“Hornblower, your children need their father.” Dr. Fount paused, looking for my reaction. Seeing none, she prodded me further. “Their mother has made the request.” I took a breath, rose, and left her office, needing distance from those words.

Sandy is the mother of my children. The mother of twins, a boy and a girl. A simple fact, complicated by another, not so simple one. I’ve never seen them or been a father to them or to anyone. Sandy wanted children—a surprise to me at the time. I’d never considered her the type to take on that role or want that responsibility. When she’d asked, I agreed to provide the other half of the genetic material, telling her I couldn’t be a father raising children. Everything was too complicated, too pressing, too urgent at the time. I couldn’t take part. They’re genetically part me, part her, but that’s the extent of my contribution to their lives, education, and existence. Dr. Fount’s declaration tugged at my sleeve, requiring, demanding a resolution.

I don’t remember exactly how many years it’s been since I walked with my human friends, former crewmates, Sandy and Mica. Over twenty, I suppose. Everyone in human space believes I died. Dr. Forest, Dr. Fount, and the other Bears conspired with me on that bit of theater. Though Sandy knows I’m still alive, or should, Mica didn’t need that information or that burden. After prospecting in the fringes for many years, after what some called our adventures, he sought normality and contentment, finding it in Abby. There are others from that time—my earlier life. And, though I shared a purpose with them, they were peripheral, not alive inside me, as were my two closest shipmates and friends.

What was once my spacer name has become a prophetic and thankless task. I am a herald, a messenger, an announcer. I am Hornblower, a bringer of heat and light to the cold and dark. It weighs on me. Fate has wrapped me in unending and unachievable tasks, trapped me. I tried to run from it, hide from it, losing connections with friends—and part of my mind—the softer parts. There was no escape, no reprieve, no solace, no rest. I stopped running. I stopped resisting. Surrender was the only path for release.

I walk among the Bears now. They’re a gentle, brilliant, and curious race we encountered on our first trip out of the human galaxy—the first trip of its kind any human ever made. This planet, Shangri La, is home base for the Universal Library and the Foundation. It’s not the Bear’s home planet or even their galaxy. Nobody can find this star, even if they have our spatial coordinates. Our space sits off-center from the reality of the rest of the universe. You can’t bump into it, and you can’t get in or out without a phase-slip capable ship. I have the only starships in the universe that can do that. Add gatekeeper to my list of duties. Other than the Bears and me, the only other person who lives on Shangri La is Dr. Martin and his cat. His cat doesn’t count as a person, though he thinks it should. Dr. Martin never took a last name when he switched from an ancient and sentient Surron AI to become human.

Many species have interstellar jump-drive spacecraft. But only my ships can travel between galaxies instantaneously, point to point, using S-drives. Everyone else is hobbled—limited to the plain-vanilla brand of interstellar drives, requiring emergence every hundred thousand light-years or so to reset, recalculate. It keeps them bound to their home galaxy or no further than the very closest galaxies of their local cluster. I labeled the engines in my vessels, S-drives, to honor the inventors, the Surrons. They’re gone now, gone for over two billion years.

My plate holds several semi-hot issues I should be addressing—that never changes. The more species we allow into the Library system, the larger the challenge becomes. Sometimes, I think I need a thousand of me. Many of the mearly warm issues go unaddressed. There’s always the matter of species we have flagged for protection. The Foundation has a hardline policy that sets a specific technological line, below which we prohibit contact of any sort—by any species. Hands off, don’t touch, or else. Most advanced species agree with this practice. A few felt they had to test us to see what the or else meant. 

With representatives from reasonable species in their local galactic cluster, my fleet provided enlightenment and correction. One task of the Foundation is to protect the weak and the unprepared. Its broader purpose is to foster intergalactic understanding, cultural awareness, and tolerance, bringing cooperation among species. I’m the head of the Foundation. There are only two members, Martin and me. We’re a tight group. The only other species allowed in meetings is his cat.

We rarely intrude in political or warlike squabbles on a single planet or among a single species. But, sometimes, things must take their nasty course, even if it’s a greasy mess. I’m not ready to hold my human judgment over their legal and societal practices or bad habits. It’s hard to watch one group wipe out another, so I don’t look. Instead, I follow my own rules.

✽✽✽

Sojourner waited for me in my private hangar. I need to be outside this system’s phase-shift sphere for a real-time face-to-face with Sandy. So we left the planet, left the system, and shifted into standard space.   My Q-com ID is Hornblower, somewhere in the universe. Sandy answered immediately. Her image floated in the holo-sphere, looking back at me. All the years that have separated us don’t seem to have changed her, not even her appearance. We both took new bodies via the Surron Auto-docs, exact replicas, upgraded for a triple life span and slower aging. The fast-twitch muscle package gave us the ability to slow perceived time by over-clocking our brains. After extensive endurance training, I could last eight minutes of a heavy, high-speed workout before needing to rest and refuel. Our upgrades include better cranial inserts that are light-years beyond the top human military specs.

I took another new body as part of my plan to be dead. My old one was sent home for a funeral cremation, ejected into the local sun, a final voyage on a Sojourner clone ship with a non-sentient AI. I never knew and didn’t ask why Sandy took a new body, but I’m sure it wasn’t just to copy what Mica and I had done. She’s not the type.

Sandy spoke first. “Hello, Hornblower.”

I nodded. “Sandy.” I pushed back against feelings I’ve not addressed in decades.

“It’s not gonna work, you know—the face change. You can’t change your eyes. I recognized the idiot behind them the moment your face popped up in the holo-com.”

Sandy doesn’t cut anyone slack, and she expected it right back. It was a friendly game for her. If she backed off, it was because she pitied you. I suppose I should say something, anything, make word noises. “Just some slight mods to keep the facial recognition AIs from tagging me when I’m in human space.”

“And just when do you ever come to this galaxy? When was the last time you were here?” Seeing the question made me uncomfortable, she changed the topic. “Still out to save the universe from itself?”

“No, we did that once, just keeping the sidewalks safe for the children.”

“Hornblower, it wasn’t your fault, you know, that day. The Raptor warships were only seconds away from slaughtering tens of thousands of civilian refugees aboard an unarmed transport.”

“But it was my decision to make. I couldn’t ask any of you. I just did it. The horror of it was, for a brief second, I enjoyed it. Then it came crashing back on me, all at once. I never want that part of me to surface, ever again.”

Sandy knows me through and through. She’d been my engineer on our prospecting ship for four years before our discovery and then again for three more during the planning and execution of our expeditions to collect the surviving Surron libraries and attendant AIs. She’d been the only constant for me in those years. Mica had been too, but he changed, and for the better, when he fell in love with and married Abby. Sandy’s image brought back a sliver of connection with humanity and my past, a piece I thought, or maybe hoped, was gone forever. She’s the only human, besides Martin, who knows I’m still alive and kicking. A small luxury or perhaps sin I allow myself. My death had been a necessary thing.

After we retrieved the Surron libraries, the Bears helped us develop we could safely release into human space. Advanced technology for manufacturing upgrades to existing products. While I’d been a multi-billionaire, I spent a considerable chunk of that buying bootstrap equipment to get Shangri La up and running. To give the Library and the Foundation needed income streams, we licensed products, processes, and tech to human corporations for a cut of the profits. We became famous again with that, especially when I occasionally popped into human star systems with my ships. 

It was plain those ships were not human design, and it created a clamor, an insistent demand I release all the knowledge and information from the libraries. If I caved to those demands, humanity would consume itself in a drunken orgy of unrestrained technological advance – one they weren’t ready for. I had Martin and the Bears to keep me from being foolish, but they didn’t succeed every time. So, I died and haven’t been back to the human galaxy since.

Getting to her primary goal, Sandy made her appeal. “Hornblower, I miss you. Everybody at the ranch misses you. The kids found out you’re their father. They saw some old images of our group at the ranch. Their resemblance to you is too striking not to see it. Mica confirmed it to them when they asked. They want more. Much more than the old news archives tell them. It needs to come from you. They need to know you.”

“How old are they now?”

“Sarah and Noah will be twenty-four next month.”

“What day?”

“The nineteenth, on the Satchel calendar.”

Decisions, personal ones, are complicated and perhaps best made on instinct. “I’ll come before that. Are you staying at the ranch?”

“Yes, the twins grew up here. Thank you. It’ll be good to see you again, Hornblower.”

We signed off.
​​​​
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Fusion: the process of combining two or more distinct entities into a new whole. All fusion processes, nuclear, biological, or chemical, release heat and light.


✽✽✽

I wanted my return to Satchel to be a private visit. Since leaving Satchel and my friends, I’d felt homeless, telling myself I was okay with that. Landing Sojourner on Satchel was a homecoming for me. I rationalized I’d just been absent for a time.

Mica and Abby were the only full-time residents at the ranch. Sandy left for almost five years before returning with two small children. Before I left, I gave Sandy and Mica Sojourner clone ships. Where Sandy had gone, only she and I knew. Mica’s ship rarely left the planet. I kept tabs on their ship’s locations, though they didn’t think I could do that. Those ship AI cores are forever linked to Sojourner and my other ships. As a precaution, I keep two of my behemoths on hot standby, ready to respond to the slightest sign of trouble.

Sojourner settled into the mountain cavern hangar where he’d parked so many times decades ago. I’d asked Sandy to give me some time to walk around a bit, to visit the overlooks where I’d spent hours wrestling with my demons. The path from the bottom of the mountain to my target perch is overgrown, weathered away, with little evidence of the trips I’d taken up the heights with my Bear friends. Walks and discussions meant to throw off the hauntings of recent events, the killings.

The ranch is a considerable tract of land, including the mountains honeycombed with caves joined by artificial tunnels. Except for the seven hundred acres for the ranch buildings and grazing fields, thousands of primal forest acres are the predominant land feature of our property. Sandy and Abby, then Mica and Abby, spent days exploring those Eden’s. Unfortunately, it was out there Mica died in a climbing accident.

It’s funny how I still thought of it as our property. Mica, Sandy, and I purchased the enclave as a home base. We envisioned it a peaceful and pleasant existence after we saved the universe and ourselves. That happened for Mica and Abby but not for Sandy and me. I had too many hills to climb to rid myself of ghosts. Sandy, well, she was too addicted to the cold dark.

I like this overlook. I can see the closest city and a smattering of smaller towns and ranches in one direction on the horizon. Then, turning away, I could close out humanities constructions and view the vast expanse of untouched woodlands and crystal blue lakes, every shade of green and blue imaginable, stretching forever into the distance.

Satchel’s civilian government has strict emigration policies. The planet’s ecosystems and natural diversity are preserved in its constitution—no land rushes are allowed. Having started as a corporate agricultural world, many non-native plant species were introduced for cultivation to feed the five nearby star systems engaged in mining rich metal deposits, supporting their heavy industries. Those planets hadn’t been ruined. They never had the natural resources to support large-scale agriculture. Importing food and staples from Satchel was much cheaper than undertaking massive, long-term agra-terraforming.

To ensure the longevity of their investment, the corporation that first owned Satchel wanted the native environment maintained untouched as much as possible. To this day, the vast agricultural fields have bio-border controls to keep the human and native fauna separated. 

Visitors, especially those with lots of cash, are welcome to enjoy the casinos, resorts, and wild backlands, but they’re not encouraged to settle here. They make exceptions for the occasional billionaire. Everyone is a citizen, but only landowners can vote. It’s easy and cheap for planetary natives to own land on Satchel. Owners of large tracts section off parcels for their children who elect to stay. A few areas are legally reserved for other native-born city dwellers, so they can buy a quarter voting acre in the middle of nowhere. Every voter has a stake. You can’t put up a building or cut down a tree without permits and permission. Except for horses and dogs, non-native plants and animals are prohibited in the natural areas. Humans take dogs everywhere they go in the galaxy, just as they had in prehistoric times. Cats, not so much. They turn feral too quickly. We had Martin’s cat at the ranch until they left with me. That same cat is still alive, old, but still kicking, purring, or whatever they do to show they’re not dead yet.

Most of the ranch is in the protected zone. Livestock, raised for food, is an indigenous species. The largest, Satchels version of cattle, looks like a cross between a camel and a cow. Properly raised, their meat is tender and flavorful. Since none of the exported foods are vat-grown, Satchel earns very nice profits for their natural products on other planets.

I used the lift, an interior route up through the caverns, emerging above the tree line. The final stretch was on foot, less than a kilometer of crunchy gravel to the overlook. Decades ago, sitting here, I established a routine. First, watching over the settled areas, then turning to the forests and lakes—listening to nature and my Bear friends.

Movement. I see Sandy coming up the footpath alone. That relieves me. I’m not ready to face other humans just yet. Humans have become an almost alien species to me. I’m more comfortable with the Bears.

She approached me, studying, examining. “Well. I guess it’s an improvement. Your ears don’t stick out as much as before.”

Same old Sandy. She closed in, embraced me. It wasn’t a romantic hug. More of a friendly clench with a back slap. Over before it began. We sat on the ledge, facing the green expanse. After a few minutes, she pointed. “See that scar on the cliff face? The light-colored one.”

I nod. I wasn’t ready to make word sounds yet.

“Mica let me take some blow-em-up to the bottom of the cliff. Made a big bang. Turned it into gravel. Felt good after all these years. Of course, we were cited and had to pay a fine, but what are a few hundred thousand credits compared to being rid of that evil thing that killed him?”

That thing had been a massive slice of rock that broke loose during a quake, crushing Mica, smearing him down the rock face. I held other thoughts. Soon we would go back down to face my children. Before that, I had to tell her. “The Surron’s are still around.”
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Endothermic: a chemical process involving the absorption of environmental heat in which one or more substances are changed into different states. Melting ice is endothermic.


✽✽✽

We made our way to the upper entrance of the mountain lift. I told Sandy of the discovery the Bears teased out from one of the libraries. While much of the data in those cores required only an encrypted passcode, there are other areas the Surron’s isolated from easy access. It was a meticulous ongoing process the Bears tackled relentlessly. While each library has the same general information, thousands of files weren’t common. Hidden in those compacted library cubes, even the enclosed sentient AIs didn’t know those chunks existed. The Bears speculated it would take over two hundred years before they peeled back all those layers.

It appeared the Surrons had not died out as we’d thought. Facing a natural or unnatural, universal extinction effect, the Surrons had not gone gently into becoming wispy, smoky memories. Instead, they’d fought tooth and nail, trying to halt the cause of their pending disaster. Failing that, they left. We don’t have all the facts yet, but what we know so far is the entire Surron race had gone elsewhere, slamming the door on the Zees.

“I’m going to find them,” I told Sandy.

“Why? Can’t you take on smaller challenges?”

“I don’t trust the Zees. They’ve been tinkering around the edges of our four dimensions, unrestricted for too long. I don’t want to wait to see what they might do next. If the Surrons know how to keep them on the other side of the fence, I want to know. They could be sympathetic allies if the need ever arises.”

“Well, good luck with that,” she said.

We rode down the lift in silence, emerging on the cavern floor close to the land entrance. Through the cavern opening, I caught glimpses of the ranch buildings.

“Well, speaking of smaller challenges, there’s one we’re developing, a Universal Congress of Species. As it stands, the Bears envision it as a consensus conclave rather than a voting body passing laws. The Bears are still working on the procedures and protocols.” 

I was surprised and pleased to find that most advanced species are very reasonable, and most support non-interference with technologically emerging races. I guess if you’re not rational and pragmatic, you don’t get very high on the ladder before you wipe yourself out. Nature seems to filter out the bad actors, making me wonder how humans have survived for so long.

I stopped at the cave entrance. Familiar sights and smells enveloped me: home. Sandy mistook my halt for anxiety.

“Don’t worry, Hornblower. I showed everyone your new face from our holo-com talk. Aside from a darker complexion and a straighter nose, you don’t look that much different.”  She elbowed me, adding, “Except the ears. Fortunately, neither one of the kids got your originals.”

While we walked the three hundred meters to the ranch house, Sandy told me the children had completed their higher education at universities on Satchel. Sarah pursued a degree in engineering, while Noah earned his in advanced bio-forms.

“Don’t be disappointed that they’re well-adjusted, competent, and intelligent. They only got your looks. The rest was from me.”

“So, where did the well-adjusted part come from, Sandy?”

That earned me a sharp punch to the kidneys. I remembered that was her signature move to remind me to behave. More than a few times, it had been issued as warnings about women she felt had less than honorable plans. She hadn’t been jealous, only right in her predictions. One of those ladies tried to kill me. As we got closer, I saw the veranda and lawn littered with children of various ages doing things kids do, I suppose.

“Mica’s kids, cousins, and a few grandchildren,” was Sandy’s explanation.

Coming down the porch steps, Mica and Abby, accompanied by Sarah and Noah, were on a course and speed to intercept us halfway. I noticed Sarah and Noah’s long, confident, relaxed strides and heads up. This might be easier than I thought. Finally, at three meters, the group stopped. Sarah stepped forward to within an arm’s length of us. She looked me in the eye, serious and somber, then curtseyed, saying, “Father, you look well. We hope you find your stay at the ranch a pleasant one.”

Woah!

Sandy jumped in, “Knock it off, Sarah. You’re gonna give him a heart attack.”

With that, Sarah’s chin dropped, her eyes lit with mischief, a grin spreading across her face. She rushed and wrapped me in a warm embrace. “I was trained by you, mother,” she said.

Hugging her back, I glanced at Sandy, “Yeah, that’s you, through and through, a little more finesse, but you.”

Both women laughed—a dual, sparkling laugh. I hadn’t heard laughter in over twenty years. After breaking contact, Sandy and Sarah accompanied me to the rest of the group. Mica was grinning, but Abby’s face was painted with tension or perhaps unease. It’s been a long time since I’ve evaluated human expressions.

Noah was next, grasping my hand in a firm, friendly grip, saying, “I told her to behave, but she insisted. She’s more stubborn than Mom when she gets her teeth in the bit. Watch out for her pranks. She bites.”

Mica was next with a bear hug and slap on the back. “Couldn’t stay away, huh? I knew you’d be back. Never believed that hokum about you dying.” Of course, he had, but it didn’t matter now.

Abby, fully human now, had been one of the Zee in Rover’s AI cores before taking a human body. She took my hands in hers, looking questioning. “Welcome home, Gene.”

It was a heartfelt and straightforward expression of family. Gene had been my real first name. Gene Bonner. But Bonner was dead now. I’d brought presents for my children. For Sarah, it was an alien artifact, a gadget from the library, and a cultured mini-tree from Shangri La for Noah. Dr. Fount recommended I show up bearing gifts. Sarah hooked my arm in hers, escorting me to the house, her steps bouncy with an athletic rhythm. She chatted with her mother as we walked. Noah took his place on my other side.

Being around so many humans distinctly differed from the more sedate Bear culture. I’d forgotten how noisy and active small children could be. Abby and the other mothers tried to keep them corralled, but they sensed the excitement and unusual activity. They want to be included, and I wanted the same. I’d planned to sleep aboard Sojourner, but Abby insisted I stay in my old bedroom at the house. Even with so many people, the house was more than enough to absorb them. After slinging my pack on the bed, I returned to the communal living area. The commons had been redesigned with a rustic look, incorporating exposed timber beams carved from trees on the ranch. It was warm and inviting with secluded corners. Abby is the matron here; she has always had a close affinity with and appreciation for nature. Live plants, a natural stone fireplace, and a quiet indoor watercourse flowing over a wall of jutting flat rocks completed the effect.

Mica was waiting for
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