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			For my late father, Wesley B: 

			“It’s hard to soar like an eagle when you’re surrounded by turkeys.” 
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			“The universe and its beings are a complementarity of empty infinity, intimate interrelationships, and total uniqueness of each and every being.”

			–Matsuo Bashō

			“What does culture want? To make infinity 
comprehensible.”

			–Umberto Eco

			“Two things are infinite: the universe and human stupidity, and I am not yet completely sure about the universe.”

			–Albert Einstein

		


		
			

			Dramatis Personae

			The Daedalus (βeta)

			Captain Charlie Velandra, 45, Space Guild

			Bosun Tarani, 35, Space Guild

			Dr. Maximilian Tundra, rejuvenated Canadian

			Mohindas (Mani), 33, born in India, naturalized Canadian

			Bettlo, 22, from New Amsterdam, Columbia 

				(Also known as America in other universes)

			Sharinz, 22, from New Amsterdam, Columbia

			Jonnya, 19, from Bawash, Columbia

			Nakki, 19, from Bawash, Columbia

			Delann, 23, from Bawash, Columbia

			Lall, 23, from Bawash, Columbia

			The Trimurti (αlpha)

			Origin, aka Orry – once known as “Alpha” Max (MT-1)

			Dr. Omega (MT-2)

			Jeeves (MT-11)

			Camus (MT-18)

			Kepler (MT-20)

			Ximi (MT-32 )

			The Colonel (undesignated)

			The Xaxta

			Xoot, Xeeda (commander) of the Xalaga known as the Trimurti

			Xintra, security officer under Xoot

			Xinda, comms officer under Xoot

			Xary, the nice one in Xoot’s command

			Xaren, the angry one in Xoot’s command

			Xeet, commander of another Xalaga
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			Alpha Max: A Short Recap

			Dr. Maximilian Tundra learns there are multiple universes the day he’s kidnapped by one of his doppelgangers, Jeeves. On his Earth, Max is a professor of ideologies (philosophy) and a sad bachelor. In his reality, Jeeves is a British urologist and the chief scout for a group of aliens known as the Xaxta. Max learns from Xoot, the leader of the aliens, that the Xaxta must collect as many versions of Max as possible or the multiverse is doomed. 

			Their combined consciousnesses are the secret to saving the multiverse, endangered by decoherence. But Max’s body doesn’t seem to like being in interdimensional space. They return him to the wrong version of Earth. Where he dies. He awakes in another version of Earth, amid trench warfare and atomic artillery. He dies there too. After several deaths and resurrections, Max awakes in a red nylon tent in the Muskokas, where he meets Vee. Max realizes that he has been a fool, missing out on the possibility of love his whole life. The Xaxta ship reappears. Max is captured. Vee is left behind, and this haunts Max. He knows he could have loved her. 

			On the ship, it seems as though the Xaxta have abandoned the Tundras. They decide to christen the vessel the Trimurti, the Hindu representation of the cyclical nature of the universe. It’s possible the aliens are hiding on the inaccessible side of the ship. But the Trimurti still skips between realities. The Tundras continue their mission. When the ship starts skipping wildly, the psychic burden kills many of the Tundras. (And makes a horrific mess.) 

			They arrive at a version of Earth destroyed by nuclear war. Max is marooned there by Leary, one of the Tundras who call themselves psychonauts – heavy users of hallucinogenic drugs. Eventually Max is killed, again, but at least this time it’s a new mode of death, as cannibals who worship Tenacious D end his time post-apocalypto. He incarnates back on another Earth, and when the Trimurti picks him up, Leary contrives to abandon Max yet again, this time on a Pleistocene-like Earth. Max finds a kind of contentment there, learning to survive in the wilderness and discovering his inner strength. He’s almost happy, right up until the point when a saber-toothed tiger kills him. (Probably eating him next, but Max isn’t sure.)

			This time he does not wake in a body; he is in some kind of void. Max realizes that he is both a wave and a particle – that he does not really exist and yet does. He imagines that he needs to return to the Trimurti to tell the other Tundras about this place.

			When he next awakes, the Trimurti appears, and he joins the ship again. Many years have passed. Max believes the Xaxta have been manipulating them and manages to get into the Xaxta part of the ship, capturing it. Before they can gain control, Xoot admits the whole thing was a ruse right before she destroys the vessel.

			Max is back in the void, but now he understands: it’s not the absence of everything; the void contains the possibility of everything. Max realizes he can incarnate anywhere, so he goes back in time to his own past. He changes his life and finds Vee. They build a life together, each knowing the Trimurti will eventually arrive. Max is prepared to save the other Tundras, especially his good friend Jeeves.

			When the Trimurti appears, at the same moment as the start of the story, Max boards and takes over the ship. Xoot admits their plan is to erase all consciousness and thus stop time. Max says he can move through time, which Xoot says is impossible. The ship self-destructs again, and Max returns to the void. This time he realizes that consciousness is an illusion, although a persistent one. While still disembodied, he shares this understanding with the others.

			He awakes again, back in his hometown. But this time, Max does not remember anything. Jeeves collects him, takes him to the Trimurti, and explains what has happened. Max believes it to be an entertaining dream. The Trimurti appears in a universe that is approaching entropy. Countless other Xaxta ships are there, connecting to one another. The Tundras and Max defeat Xoot and the Xaxta again, and Xoot explains the actual truth: they have been collecting consciousnesses, which will help them build a new kind of reality here, in their own universe. Enraged by this lie, one of the Tundras kills her. Max recovers his memories and knows he must save the countless beings who are about to be enslaved by the Xaxta.

			Max helps the others escape by sacrificing himself. As he does, joining the Xaxta substrate in their new reality, he finds that he can undo it and thus free all the consciousnesses the Xaxta have already captured. This destroys the Xaxta creation, and they perish. Max reappears on the ship where the others had escaped. The Tundras return to their realities. They plan to destroy the ship by flying it into the sun on autopilot. Max returns to Vee. They are going to start a family together.

			But is the Xaxta vessel actually gone?

			

		


		
			Part 1–The Daedalus

			“The spaces between stars are where the work of the universe is done.”

			–Ivan Doig

		


		
			​αlpha

			​1–From Hell’s Heart, Stabby, Stabby

			Deep within the heat of the sun, motionless for years, sat a shimmering scrotum.

			Of course, a scrotum would be vaporized immediately, but this was a sack of another kind. It was a vessel created by another species to travel between universes. It held not gonads but, nonetheless, contained seeds … of destruction. 

			Inside the ship was a room. The other species called this space a Xoda. And the Xoda had equipment inside it. Equipment that looked naughty. Most of the shapes were rounded like boobs, but some pieces tended towards the phallic. The purpose of this equipment was to allow the species, called the Xaxta, to survive physical death. This allowed them to transfer to a new cloned body that waited in a container that was definitely on the phallic end design-wise, or it could transfer them into a giant (booblike) receptacle that could contain their consciousness.

			This Xoda had been empty for ten years. The ship had been flown into the sun by a group of Maximilian Tundras. Their leader, Alpha Max, had saved not only billions, but his own life.

			Eight light minutes away, he was at this very moment teaching his youngest child, a six-year-old named Samantha, how to ride her bike. It was going well. It was a perfect late spring day, sunny and warm, the air lightly scented with flowering wisteria. Max’s partner, Vee, watched from the porch with Samantha’s older brother, Justin. The Tundras were known throughout the neighborhood for their friendliness and compassion. They were always ready to help, and they held a yearly barbeque that was becoming legendary. 

			There was a consciousness in the Xoda – only for a moment – but it was such a powerful consciousness that all it needed was one thought to change the life of Max, his family, and all the other conscious beings living nearby on the planet called Earth. 

			“Melon.”

			

			And with that one thought, the star that gave all life to the system, in that galaxy, in that universe, turned into a honeydew melon. One moment the sun was there, and the next, it was garbage fruit. The melon caught fire briefly as the leftover heat and radiation from the sun ignited it. But it could not sustain fusion and flared out. 

			A number of things were about to happen on Earth. All of them were bad. 

			Maximilian Tundra sensed this. His heart was still filled with the joy of watching Samantha ride a bike for the first time. Yet he had a strange gnosis that was a result of his previous adventures: it was all about to end. 

			It was so wabi-sabi. So sweet-bitter. But he only had time to say:

			“Well, shit.”

		


		
			​βeta

			​2–Meet Max

			A very different Dr. Maximilian Tundra sat in his cabin on the EarthGov Space Ship (ESS) Daedalus, working on his next cerebroplay. 

			It was a story about a version of himself traveling in the multiverse, meeting new species, and befriending them. He had thought he might call this new work “Alpha Max”, but he was worried it was too obvious a title. Besides, he didn’t like the antiquated notion of an alpha individual who guided or controlled a group. It was very twentieth century, very patriarchal, and Max prided himself on his enlightenment. He’d been born in that previous century and lived through the dying days of capitalism, and he didn’t want to return to those times.

			He wished he could look out a window or something, but the ESS Daedalus didn’t have any except in the observation lounge. Instead, he looked at the feed on his screen. It showed the Daedalus and its relative position to Jupiter and their destination, Callisto. The colony there was flourishing, and Max had signed on for a seven-year contract as a mining technician. His twentieth-century PhD was in English, so the training had proved difficult, but he’d managed. It turned out that if he had enough desire to do something, he could make it happen. He knew enough basic technical knowledge to help maintain and repair the mining equipment that made Callisto such a prosperous colony. 

			The last time he’d had a steady job was in the 2020s, when he was still teaching at Hellmuth University in Landon, Ontario. But after a run of pandemics, in-person teaching gigs had disappeared as education went fully online. And those courses could be run mostly by artificial intelligences. Not that there was an English program anymore. There was no point once young people stopped reading. 

			He’d been living on universal basic income since. He’d been somewhat contented. In those years he’d written a number of teleplays and screenplays, and since the move of the entire entertainment industry into cerebrotheatre, he’d been working on cerebroplays. He’d yet to have any produced, but hope sprang eternal. Max thought that if he could get real experience working on a space colony, he could write more realistic fiction about what it was like to be on one, and so help entertain the billions of humans who had nothing to do.

			Unless the Ring worked. There would be work for anyone who wanted it. 

			Max had tried to get a job at the Ring Station, but he didn’t have any useful scientific or engineering education – and EarthGov didn’t have the capacity to provide that at his age – so he had to be satisfied with Callisto. He hoped to take a trip out to the Ring at some point, after he’d proved himself. 

			He would be one of the first to volunteer to go to one of the exoplanets if the new tech worked. He didn’t really understand how it worked, and he suspected even the builders of the massive circle had only an inkling of the powers they were playing with. What he knew was that it promised a way to jump a spaceship through space faster than the speed of light. It was supposed to be impossible, but they’d created it. They were about to test it, he knew. Just about the time they’d approach Callisto, a probe was going to be sent to Alpha Centauri, the nearest star. If it arrived, it would send a signal back at near the speed of light, so it would be four years until they knew if the Ring worked or not. The thought made him restless. 

			His room didn’t help. It was a tiny affair, with a bunk, a small desk, and a storage space under his bunk. One wall was a video screen that could be set to show views outside the Daedalus. The ship had been built before the advent of the cerebroplayer, so the screen could also show old-fashioned flat versions of the latest cerebros or even old movies. Max had a small portable cerebroplayer in his luggage, which was stored in the hold along with that of all the other colonists. He missed it. There was something addictive about the full-sense virtual reality it created.

			He got up from his desk and decided to join the other colonists in the observation lounge. He could see they were approaching Callisto, and he wanted to take it in with his own two eyes. 

			The colonists only had access to a few parts of the ship. The quarters, where everyone had a small room like Max’s, the observation lounge, the galley, several rooms with communal toilets and showering facilities, and a gymnasium. Max had spent as little time as possible in the latter, though he knew he should do what he could to keep up his muscle tone. 

			Callisto’s gravity was lower than that of Earth. During the course of their voyage, the Daedalus had been slowly decreasing the gravity in the colonists’ part of the ship. They’d gone from 1 g on Earth, to 0 g on the Lagrange Space Station, to now slightly more than .5 g. Callisto would be another jump. 

			An impromptu party was going on in the lounge as the ship drew closer to Jupiter and its tidally locked moon. 

			“Hey, hey, it’s Docco T! Grab a drink and join us!” a smiling young man said as Max walked into the room. Like most of the other colonists, he was in his early twenties and came from a different world than Max. Not literally, but their life experiences often made it seem that way.

			“Bettlo, man, how’s it hanging?” Max said. He went to the bar and got himself a drink – what passed for a gin and tonic with lime. Really, the whole thing was a simulation, but the alcohol was real. While the spacer crew of the Daedalus had limits on alcohol consumption, it seemed they were fine with their passengers having as much as they wanted. In fact, Max suspected their food and water were laced with some kind of antianxiety/mood-altering meds too. Not that he cared. Space was weird and scary, and it was nice having something to take the edge off it.

			Bettlo grinned at Max and said, “You and your oco slang. I’m good. Excited.” 

			“A few more hours and we get to see our new home,” Bettlo’s companion said. Like Bettlo, she was dark-skinned and came from one of the megacities in Columbia. Max thought her name was Sharinz. But maybe it was Sharzin? 

			He’d never really adjusted to the weird names and attitudes of young people from Columbia, but Max knew that was just his old-white-man privilege speaking. Not that he ever had a lot of money, but he’d definitely had advantages many didn’t. In a way, it made his presence on the Daedalus even more remarkable. Very few old people went to space let alone became colonists. 

			And Max was old. It was 2066, and he had been born in 1973. That made him ninety-three, though biologically, he was much younger. He’d undergone a rejuvenation treatment in 2060 that took about fifty years off his apparent age. So even if he looked like he might be in his forties, it still made him disturbingly old.

			He knew, for example, that both Bettlo and Sharinz were twenty-two. All of the other colonists were under thirty, and a few were in their late teens. But they didn’t seem to care that this relic from the past was riding to the Outer Moons with them. They were still human and would occasionally exclude him from things, but, for the most part, Max found these kids to be better people than he had been at the same age. They were more compassionate, empathetic, considerate, and grounded than anyone he’d grown up with. As a generation, he found them a little lacking in ambition, but there were still enough old fuckers like him around to give them that. 

			Who knew, maybe his age might actually be an advantage on Callisto?

			“Passengers,” a voice said over the intercom, “this is Captain Velandra speaking. We will approach Callisto station in less than an hour. We will require you to return to your quarters in thirty minutes and prepare for orbit.” 

			It was only the second time they’d heard from the captain during the six-week trip. The first had been on their second day as the gravity engines kicked up to 5 g constant acceleration, when Velandra warned them to stay in their section of the ship and to never interfere with any of her crew. 

			“Still as warm and friendly as a trillionaire,” Max said.

			The others laughed. 

			“Oh, Dr. T.” Bettlo grinned. “You and your trillionaires. Right, Sharinz?”

			They both laughed, and Max joined them, glad to know these youngsters had never had to experience the horrors of terminal-stage capitalism, but a bit sad to think they’d lost sight of the sacrifices their elders had made to get them here. “Now, let’s have one more drink before they conk us out!”

		


		
			​β​

			3–Zero G Pee

			Max awoke in his cabin, still strapped down to his bed. The spacer who’d administered his relaxant and had tied him down had apologized while she did so. “I know this isn’t the most elegant solution, but it’s required,” she’d said. As the relaxant kicked in, nicely complementing the three G&Ts he’d had in the observation lounge, he had the languid thought: I haven’t been tied down by a woman in uniform in some time.

			Wisely, he hadn’t said anything.

			Or had he? Was that why he was still restrained? His eyes focused in the dim light, and that was when he heard the alarm ringing somewhere. It wasn’t in his room, but perhaps out in the hall? He would check. 

			As soon as he figured out a way out of the straps. They weren’t designed to keep him restrained permanently, but they were effective. The Space Guild had created them for any ship that held non-guild passengers. Only guild members were trained in the zero g and shifting g environments that came with any maneuvers made by ships like the Daedalus. Max didn’t really understand the science of how they worked, but he knew that major breakthroughs in physics in the forties had allowed humans to manipulate gravity. That meant they could use gravity to drive a large spaceship at speeds that – theoretically – could approach the speed of light. (Max knew the first interstellar mission, Sapiens One, on its way to Trappist-1, was probably now going that fast, but no ships in the Sol system had ever gone relativistic.)

			He tried to extend his fingers back to pull at the straps restraining him, but they couldn’t reach. “Damned stubby bastards!”

			He thrashed around a bit, but that didn’t do any good at all except to bruise his ribs and make him feel even more trapped. 

			A bit of claustrophobia kicked in, and Max started shouting, “Help! Help! Let me out!”

			Nobody came.

			

			He tried some of the calming techniques they’d taught him during his training for Callisto. 

			Breathe in. Hold for four seconds. Breathe out, he thought. That’s right. Reverse what you normally do. Drop your stomach when you breathe in … what the fuck?

			Max couldn’t really drop his diaphragm as he’d been taught, because there was no gravity. He hadn’t noticed at first, being tied to his bed. But there it was. The Daedalus had clearly turned off its artificial-gravity systems. He’d only experienced this once before and very briefly as they’d transferred from the shuttle from Earth to Lagrange Station.

			Panic urine escaped from his bladder, but luckily, it was a tiny amount and absorbed by his undergarments. Max laughed uncomfortably at the thought of a globe of his urine floating around the Daedalus, waiting for its moment to ruin someone’s day. 

			“Help!” he screamed again, this time with more earnestness. “I can’t get up!”

			“Boki, unlock your door!” a voice shouted from the hallway.

			“Unlock door,” Max commanded, and was instantly relieved to see Bettlo and Sharinz float in through the portal.

			“I can’t untie myself,” Max explained.

			“Totally, Docco T. See that from here,” Bettlo said. He pushed himself off the door and gracefully stopped at Max’s bunk. He whistled when he saw the straps. “She really cinched you in there, boki.” 

			He grunted and untied Max. Once freed, his body started to float ever so slightly off the bed.

			“How did you get untied?” Max wondered.

			Bettlo showed him a switchblade and flicked it open. “Keep it in my pocket at all times, unless I’m going through security, of course. And Sharinz has one too.” 

			“Be prepared,” Sharinz said, as though repeating a mantra or tagline. 

			“Yeah, you seem pretty comfortable with zero g too,” Max noted as he tried to sit up – but ended up flinging himself across the room. It was a small room, so no harm done except to his pride. Luckily, he’d lost that long ago too.

			“We got ourselves some illegal zero g training on Earth,” Bettlo explained. 

			“So we were prepared,” Sharinz added. 

			“Why would you do that?” Max wondered.

			“We don’t want to be too dependent on the Space Guild, do we?” she said. “I mean, they are already acting a bit like your trillionaires.”

			Max wasn’t sure about that, but he hadn’t really been keeping up with politics since the end of the Corporate Tyranny. It seemed to him that since the development of a world government, life on Earth had finally become more fair and just. People weren’t dependent on jobs for their substance and meaning anymore. Important positions in government and its various bureaucracies were determined by merit and filled by lot. The simple fact was there wasn’t enough work for everyone on the planet anymore, so having a job was kind of a luxury. But because of the random nature in the way those jobs were appointed, they didn’t have the prestige one might normally associate with them.

			Prestige really only came from being a member of a guild – those few occupations that required certain skills and training. If you were lucky enough to have a job like that, you could expect some respect from other people. Or resentment. 

			EarthGov hadn’t changed human nature, after all.

			For those who didn’t have a special skillset or training that a boo couldn’t provide, spacers, doctors, engineers, scientists and so on, there were few options for finding meaningful work. Colonizing the Sol system was one of those, but it was dangerous and not for the faint of heart. 

			It occurred to Max that maybe Bettlo and Sharinz weren’t just two young kids looking for adventure in the Outer Moons, but perhaps they were members of the revolutionary group calling themselves the Free. The Free was an anarchist collective that rejected EarthGov, and all governmental structures for that matter. 

			“You guys aren’t anarchs, are you?” 

			“No, of course not,” Bettlo said. “You gotta let go of your corporate black-and-white thinking, boki. It’s been years.”

			Max resented the insult. He’d hated the corporate insanity that had nearly destroyed the world when these kids weren’t even gametes in their parents’ respective reproductive systems yet. Probably their grandparents’ gonads. He sputtered for a moment and totally lost track of what direction was supposed to be up. Max helplessly watched Bettlo and Sharinz turn upside down, and he now saw their grinning faces as strange and alien masks.

			“Here, let me help,” Sharinz said. She gently spun him upright again and said, “We need to get going. Something has happened to the ship.” She gave Bettlo a look that Max couldn’t interpret. What he had observed about these two young folks was that they were quite in love with one another. Apparently they’d been friends as children, and that friendship had become something remarkable. A lifelong bond that Max envied.

			“Most of the others are in the lounge,” Bettlo said. “At least, those we could find.”

			“What’s that mean?” Max said. “It sounds fucking ominous.”

			“It is, boki,” Sharinz said. She stroked Max’s arm as she helped him go through the door. “About half the passengers are gone. Just, disappeared.”

			“What?” Max asked.

			“Yep. Their clothes were strapped down for maneuvers, but there were no people left in them. It’s like they simply ceased to exist, boki. Freaky-doo,” Bettlo said. 

			“Ceased to exist?”

			Max found the concept terrifying. Death was one thing, but at least with death, that came after a life. Just ceasing to exist? Never having been alive in the first place? What a terrifying thought. He tried his deep-breathing technique but again was stymied by the lack of gravity. 

			“Yep. We’re locked in the passenger decks, and we haven’t heard from any of the spacers yet. We’re worried they’re all gone too,” Sharinz said.

			Max felt a bit more panic urine threaten its escape. “I know this is really bad timing, but I need to use the facilities,” he said. “And, um, I skipped the zero g protocol training.”

			Bettlo and Sharinz looked at one another. 

			“Well, I’d show you,” Sharinz said, “but I’ve got the wrong equipment.”

			Bello grimaced and said, “Fine, Docco T. But you get one tutorial, and that’s it.”

			“And obviously, I’ll need help getting to the facilities too,” Max said.

		


		
			​β​

			4–Pressed & Impressed

			After Max had learned to use the facilities – Bettlo instructed him on both urine and excrement because he really didn’t wish to be involved again – they made their way back to the observation lounge.

			In the lounge, they found a small group of colonists. Like Max, Bettlo, and Sharinz, they’d all been trained for mining duties, and they all knew one another. They’d come from different parts of Columbia, the two continents of Earth’s Western Hemisphere. Bettlo and Sharinz had grown up in New Amsterdam, or part of the massive conurbation that called itself “Newam” these days. Max knew the other five people there. The rest were from Columbia’s capital region, Bawash. The fifth person was originally from India, but he’d emigrated to Metrawna when he was a baby. Max liked him, and not just because they were fellow Canucks. Mohindas was obsessed with twentieth-century media. Plus he had a wicked sense of humor, and a friendly face was just impossible not to like. 

			They were staring out the window when Max and the others arrived, looks of concern and bewilderment on their faces.

			“Boki,” Bettlo said to Jonnya, the tall man from Bawash, “what goes?” 

			“Bago, boki. Iz bad,” Jonnya replied in the patois of the younger generation. Jonnya hailed from Bawash, which had a thicker version that Max sometimes had trouble understanding. Jonnya was about a head taller than Bettlo and Sharinz, and about the same height as Max.

			“It’s not there,” Mohindas added. “It’s …”

			“Where is the colony? Where is the fucking colony?” cried Delann, who also came from Bawash. 

			The three new arrivals looked. They were in orbit above Callisto, where the colony should have been. They’d all experienced enough training cerebros to know exactly what it should look like from here. They recognized the terrain below – the land they would be mining in the years to come. Even if almost always remotely. The colony simply wasn’t there. There were no signal towers, no storage facilities, no landing pads. There was just rock and the harsh, pitted surface of Callisto. Jupiter bathed them all in red light that felt apocalyptic as they watched silently.

			“I wonder what went wrong,” Max said.

			Nobody answered. The intercom snapped on. “We have no idea what went wrong,” the captain’s voice said. “We will join you in the lounge for a quick briefing. Prepare for gravity.”

			The gravity came back on. The others all managed to get their feet under them and oriented the correct way before it did so, but Max had been staring at the baleful face of Jupiter. Thankfully, he was floating horizontally, just over a couch, so the meter fall didn’t cause any damage. Maybe it might have hurt his pride, if he’d had any left. 

			He collapsed onto the couch with a whoosh as air was pushed out of his lungs. 

			“Oh, boki,” Bettlo said, “you are so lucky.” 

			The gravity felt lighter and easier. Less than one g? Max wondered as he gasped. 

			A new door appeared – clearly it was designed to be secret – and two spacers arrived. Max had seen the captain before, so he recognized her. She was a moonchild, like many of the Space Guild’s captains. She was part of the first generation to live on the moon – first in Scobee Base and then in Heavens. They had formed the core of the Space Guild ten years ago. 

			Captain Velandra had been born on Earth – Max thought somewhere in Southern Columbia, perhaps Novbraz – but she’d left at the age of ten and had never gone back. For all purposes, the Daedalus was her home, and her crew was her family. Even with their gravity-wave drives, voyages from Earth to the Outer Moons were months in length, and communications were slow. Maintaining relationships over such immense distances was almost impossible, so most ships’ crews were composed of spacers who had been carefully selected by its captain for maximum compatibility. 

			Velandra looked angry. “What have you done?” she accused the group of colonists. 

			They just looked confused. “What do you mean, Captain?” Bettlo asked.

			“My crew. What have you done with them? We’re the only two left on the ship.”

			Velandra was accompanied by a hulk of a woman. She’s, like, two meters tall and has the mass to go with it, Max thought. She carried some kind of pistol as well. 

			“What do you mean, what did we do? We were drugged and strapped into our berths when we arrived!” Bettlo argued. “And most of us are gone too! This is all that’s left of twenty-five!”

			Velandra looked around at the eight surviving colonists. There were two spacers. That made ten. Max could see her calculating something as she stood there, grinding her teeth. Even in the midst of an intense rage, Max found her quite attractive. She was in her forties and had fine features, dark chestnut hair, and eyes to match. Her gaze fixed on Max and bored into his soul as though she were reading his mind, and Max pushed back into the couch. Damn my creepy-old-man vibes, he thought. He tried the breathing exercise and was rewarded with a few long, luxurious breaths. 

			“Is anyone here an engineer?” she asked.

			Mohindas put up his hand. “I’ve got a degree in robotic engineering.”

			“That will have to do. You’re the Daedalus’s new chief engineer. Pick your team. You’ll need four more. The rest of you come with me, and the bosun and I will explain your duties. If you all pay attention, and if you’re not the grounder idiots I take you to be, we may survive the day. Hell, if you do well, then I may even make you an official member of the guild,” Velandra said.

			Max was not inspired. He hoped that Mohindas would pick him for his team, but he chose instead to take the four Columbians from Bawash. That meant Bettlo, Sharinz and Max would be joining the captain and the bosun. Max hoped they would learn the bosun’s name and exactly how she managed to maintain such a prodigious bulk in the deeps of space. He could practically hear her muscle mass crying out for protein as they talked. 

			

			“But I have no idea how this ship works!” Mohindas said. 

			“You must have some understanding of gravity drives?” the captain snapped.

			“Of course, it’s one of the required courses in first year, but, but that was the last time I studied it! And I should tell you it was one of my lowest grades.”

			“Well, let’s hope you can brush up, because if you can’t keep the drives going, we are all going to die out here in the cold,” Velandra said. “I’ll square these grounders away. After, I’ll come and check on you and your team.” She said something subvocally. She addressed Mohindas, “You have access to the whole ship now, and your team has access to the engineering sections.” 

			On the positive side, if they became full members of the Space Guild, they would have access to all the best stuff – rejuvenation treatments whenever they wanted it, holidays wherever they wanted to go, and generally, all the finest things the system produced. Of course, they could only access it when they weren’t on duty. That was assuming they figured out what had happened to everyone.

			The captain turned and went back through the secret door. Bettlo and Sharinz trailed after her.

			“Follow your captain!” the bosun shouted at Max. He practically jumped off the couch and ran after them, feeling rather embarrassed that he’d missed his cue. Luckily, no panic pee! Max thought.

			He couldn’t help but glance at the bosun’s muscular legs and glutes as he walked by her. Max felt a stirring. Maybe it was the danger. But there was something about the power and bulk of the bosun that he found incredibly sexy.

			“Eyes forward, grounder,” the bosun said. Max might have been imagining it, but was there a friendly side to that growl? For the first time since waking up, he felt hope. 

		


		
			​β​

			5–Landing on Boardwalk

			It turned out Max was a quick study, and though the captain and bosun were both contemptuous of the grounders, they quickly learned to trust Max, Bettlo, and Sharinz.

			Max was put in charge of the waste systems in the ship. Ironic, considering that he’d only just recently learned to use the zero g input for those systems. And at first, he assumed it was because that was what they thought of him – he’s full of shit, so let him deal with ours too, he figured. 

			But when it was clear he could actually be trusted to maintain the system, the bosun said to him, “You know, this is an important job. If the waste systems don’t work at near-perfect efficiency, we’ll all die.” 

			“Really, Bosun?” He’d yet to learn her name. Only her title.

			“Yes. Grounders don’t understand how razor-thin our margins of error are out here. Everything matters.”

			“Thanks?”

			“You’re welcome, Max. You’re doing a good job. We’ll make a spacer of you yet. And you can call me Tarani. That’s my name.” She squeezed Max’s bicep, which Max liked, even if he felt like she might have bruised it. She could squeeze him anytime, in any fashion.

			Tarani sensed Max’s thoughts. “Let’s not get ahead of ourselves. But I’m not saying no, especially since it seems like almost everyone else is paired up.”

			It was true. In their week in orbit above Callisto, the emergency had solidified the pairings: Bettlo and Sharinz, Jonnya and Nakki, Delann and Lall, and though Max had not expected it, the captain had taken a liking to Mohindas despite her early hostility toward him and all the other “grounders”. Mohindas, it seemed, was a natural ship’s engineer, and he spent a lot of time with the captain discussing the state of the Daedalus. It helped that he was such an affable guy too. It wasn’t just his friendly demeanor. He had a sense of humor that even the captain occasionally smiled at.

			Everyone had been working flat out, learning their new duties. Sometimes, such as in Max’s case – learning entirely new areas of science that he’d never even considered before. Their lives depended on it, as Tarani said. 

			Each night Max fell into his bunk, exhausted. Because there were so few to do all the work, some things had to be ignored for the time being. The most pressing of these was trying to figure out what had happened to all their shipmates. They’d lost seventeen colonists and thirteen spacers. Thirty people had simply disappeared. As had the colony below. 

			The captain had sent an emergency communication to the Outer Moons communications system, but so far they’d received no reply. It seemed as though all the comms satellites around Jupiter had disappeared along with the colonies at Callisto and Io. They called, but nobody answered. 

			Max feared that everyone else was gone; from Pluto to Mercury Station, humans had been erased from the system, except for them. And the one interstellar colony ship, Sapiens One, somewhere out past the Oort Cloud, was just now starting to go relativistic. 

			He wondered if the probe to Alpha Centauri had gone through the Ring yet. It had been scheduled to leave about the time they approached Callisto. He fell asleep, wondering if this was the end of his adventure. His only regret was that he wouldn’t get a chance to write about it. Actually, Max had a lot of regrets from his long life. There were things he’d do differently this time around. 

			The thought that he still had a shot with Tarani made him smile as he fell asleep. 

			That night he had a strange dream:

			Another version of himself was playing an ancient board game with two children – a boy and a girl. Max remembered games like these from the twentieth century. It seemed odd that they’d fallen out of fashion, because the kids and the other version of Max were having a great time. It was a game called Monopoly, which Max also recalled. Even the history of the game was interesting. It was designed by someone who wanted to pass along an understanding of the evils of capitalism, but it had been coopted by large corporations. By the time people stopped playing such games, there had been versions that focused on all kinds of corporations – movie franchises, fast-food restaurants, and so on. The original intention of the game had been lost. But not to this tight family unit. 

			“Crap, I landed on Boardwalk,” the little boy said.

			“Then you owe me … $2,000,” the little girl said, her voice filled with awe. “So much.”

			“It’s more than I’ve got,” the boy said.

			“That’s okay. You can stay for free this time,” the girl said.

			Another adult joined them, a beautiful woman who was clearly the children’s mother. “How are the budding entrepreneurs doing?”

			“They’re not playing like ruthless capitalists, but they have inadvertently discovered the joys of nepotism. I suspect we’ll be playing a long time,” the other Max said.

			He looked at Max as though he could see him observing in his dream. 

			“Or will we?”

			The other Max pointed to the sky, and the sun darkened. For an instant, it looked like a green melon. It went black. The vision faded to the sound of weeping.

			Max woke himself with his own tears. That had been him. Those had been his kids, his wife. It had been so real. What had happened? Why had the sun just gone dark like that? Those poor kids.

			He tried to go back to sleep, but he just couldn’t. It happened surprisingly often. When he had his rejuvenation, they’d told him his sleeping patterns should return to those of a younger person, but that hadn’t panned out. He still had dreams like this. Vivid dreams that took him to other worlds or places that he’d never been but apparently existed in the real world. Or felt like they did.

			Oh, Max realized. My sleeping patterns did return to my younger self. I’d stopped having these dreams, and they returned after my rejuve. 

			

			He was not complaining. He’d been lucky to win the actual lottery and get his chance to set back his biological clock when he did. It had bought him time to do something remarkable or write something important so that he could legitimately get another chance at rejuvenation. Not that he feared death so much as never contributing anything meaningful. But if he had more time, perhaps he could.

			The revolution had eradicated the unfair advantage the wealthy had over everyone else, but the formation of EarthGov hadn’t eliminated human hierarchy. Even though their society was the most just and fair in the long history of human societies, there were still haves and have-nots. It was just that those who had the most benefits didn’t have the most financial wealth: They had the most talent, skill, or insight. It was their minds that gave them advantage, not their money. 

			But Max could see the problem there too – the people who had those kinds of skills and talents had simply won a different metaphorical lottery. Not the sweepstakes of who their parents were and what they owned, but by the chance of what genes their parents had passed along to them. Still, it was better for the human species. 

			The woman who discovered gravity drives came from a place in Africa that a generation before didn’t even have clean drinking water. They were off to the stars because of her, and under capitalism she would never have had proper nutrition or education. 

			Max got up and dressed. Captain Velandra had issued them all spacer uniforms. The others had objected, saying they had no desire to be part of the weird quasi-military guild, but Velandra didn’t give them any choice.

			“Look. Consider yourself drafted. We have no idea what has happened or how long it will take for us to figure it out, so until then, you’re part of my crew.”

			Max left his new quarters in the spacers’ side of the ship. The crew had their own staterooms, which included toilet facilities and more privacy – an important consideration given how closely they all worked together. Even the closest of crews needed their own space.

			Max went to the other observation lounge; the one the crew used was a workspace, not just for leisure. The Daedalus was a science vessel and so had telescopes, lidar, and other long-range sensing equipment. Unfortunately, the only person left on the ship who had any experience with any of these was the captain, and most of her time was devoted to keeping them alive. So in his scant free time, Max had been training himself to use the telescope. It seemed like the easiest to use because the astronomy boo did most of the work for him. He just needed to figure out what orders to give the equipment. 

			Max had lived through the global transition from analog to digital technology, the browser wars, social media, and all the bullshit that followed in the period of terminal capitalism. AI had been reviled under capitalism. After its collapse, the technology allowed for so much, though it was inhuman and weird. There was always a ghost in the machine, and so, over time, people started referring to “the ghost” until it became a verb, like Google had so long ago. But it didn’t get cute until the next generation did its thing, and that morphed into “the boo” and “booing it”. Now they were surrounded by a plethora of boos. 

			Max had spent a lot of his downtime with the astroboo, as he thought of it. He wasn’t just gazing at the stars and planets. He was searching for signs of other humans. Tonight the orbits of Jupiter and Mars should allow him to view the inner planets. 

			“View Bradbury Station,” Max asked. He thought he’d start with the orbital station built in one of Mars’s stable Lagrange points.

			“Any particular part of it?” the astroboo asked. “It’s a large facility, Dr. Tundra, and my equipment is quite powerful.”

			Max liked that it remembered his doctorate, but he felt there was something in its tone that made it seem like he hadn’t earned it. And the boast about its equipment smacked of what the British called “dick thumping”.

			“Just show me the whole base; then we can decide.”

			The telescope dutifully focused, though Max thought he detected a sigh coming from it. 

			“There it is,” the astroboo said.

			There was nothing there. Just space. He bit back the panic that was threatening another embarrassing bubble of urine. 

			“Um, there’s nothing there.”

			“I assure you those are the correct coordinates.”

			“I believe you.” Max gulped. “Okay, let’s try Galileo City.” After another terse exchange with the boo, he saw nothing. “Tenzing?” Nothing. “PK’s Town?” Nope. 

			None of the colonies on Mars were there. Max started looking for old rovers and signs of early NASA missions. Nothing. There just wasn’t anything there.

			He had a terrible thought.

			“Show me Earth.”

			Luckily, they were in an orbit that could see both Mars and Earth, so Max had a view right away. 

			“Zoom in on Landon, Ontario,” Max said. 

			There was nothing of his old hometown but trees and the Medway River. No buildings, no roads, no sign of any human habitation at all. But even weirder, as he had the boo zoom out, the town wasn’t even on a continent he recognized.

			“Wake the captain,” Max commanded. 

			“You do not have authorization to wake the captain,” the astroboo replied.

			“Then wake Bosun Tarani.”

		


		
			

			α

			​6–The Void That Was Unavoidable

			He was back in the Void of Everything. His family was gone. So were Jeeves and Justin. And nine billion other human consciousnesses in that reality. Just snuffed out by the death of the sun. Well, not entirely gone. Their consciousnesses were now part of the void. Everything and nothing was possible there, but it had been ten years since he’d been here, in this place. Non-place.

			But unlike the other nine billion minds, Max had a choice. A part of him remembered that he had once been called Alpha Max by his counterparts, but that he’d never liked that moniker. It meant he could skip to other realities from here. 

			For the longest time, he’d done it without really understanding what it meant. He could reappear in the body of another Maximilian Tundra somewhere in the multiverse. But that would mean that his consciousness would in many ways supersede the consciousness of the body he inhabited. Even powerful minds such as the colonel he’d once occupied would eventually fade and become part of the background radiation of his existence. So to speak. 

			In the void there was no radiation. No things at all. Not even emotion. Not really. There was no physical being, which was a blessing. It meant the grief his body would feel at the loss of Vee and little Justin and Samantha would not hold him until he incarnated.

			But he didn’t have to. He’d been enjoying the love of Vee and his family too much to choose to cease existence back on Earth, but now that they were gone, he could fade too. He could simply choose to join the others in the void. It would be a new experience, to totally let go of his idea of self and deliquesce into the probabilities that made universes possible. Or he could choose to find another universe where the sun had not turned into a honeydew melon, and reintegrate with himself in that universe. He could return to that. 

			But why had the melon appeared? Decoherence, obviously, but why? 

			Only two forces he’d experienced had that kind of power. The Xaxta and himself. Were there others? And were they destroying Sol on purpose? 

			These were not questions per se. It was impossible to think of anything in the void as happening or not happening. But nevertheless, they guided Max’s consciousness before it joined the void.

		


		
			​β

			​7–Pansexual Castaway Possibilities

			The captain insisted on double-checking Max’s observations.  Unhappy, she triple-checked them. But it didn’t matter how many times they looked; it was clear that the Daedalus was the last remnant of human civilization left in the system.

			Nothing remained anywhere – no colonies, no satellites, no ships. And nothing was as disturbing as the total lack of human habitation on the home planet. Earth was not only without humans, but it was also without any large mammals. Yet it wasn’t lifeless. It was overrun with dinosaurs.

			And there weren’t seven continents, as Max had discovered – there were two: Laurasia and Gondwanaland, or what would become the northern continents and southern continents respectively. Max knew about this because he’d been obsessed with the dinosaurs when he was a kid, and understanding the Earth had changed along with the development of the creatures was part of his obsession. There were entries in the ship’s databases to back him up, of course. 

			“So this is, like, the mid-Jurassic or so, based on the position of Laurasia and Gondwanaland. Look, you can even see the outline of some of our continents in them,” Max said as he showed the images to Velandra and Tarani.

			“That’s all well and good,” Velandra said, “but how is this even possible?”

			“Maybe we somehow traveled through time?” Max suggested.

			“How? We were simply preparing to dock with Callisto,” Velandra argued. “There’s nothing we could have done to travel through time.”

			“Maybe we didn’t,” Tarani said.

			“Can you clarify that for me?” Velandra asked. 

			“What if it was something the Ring did?” Tarani asked. “They were operational a month ago, and they were due to start testing it.”

			“Hmm,” Velandra said. “Okay, that makes more sense. But why just us? Why are we the only ones left? What happened to the rest of the crew and passengers? And how did it change Earth?”

			They were excellent questions, but neither Max nor Tarani had answers to them. 

			“Maybe we should let the others know?” Max said. “They might have some ideas.” 

			“We don’t have any physicists on board though. At least, not anymore. My executive officer had a degree in physics, but he’s gone,” Velandra said, the tone in her voice making Max feel like she was blaming him for it. “I suppose we could let the gravity-drive boo have a crack at it, but it’s fully engaged with keeping us alive.”

			“I have another question, if I may, Captain?” Tarani asked.

			“Go ahead, Bosun.”

			“What do we do? Where do we go?”

			“Good questions, Bosun, good questions. First off, I’m going to ask our budding astronomer here to see if he can see the Ring. I want to know if that still exists. Then I’m going to think about it. You two are not to tell anyone about what we’ve found, understand? I don’t want panic. We’ve just barely managed
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