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        A Short Story, a Novella, and More

      

      

      

      In Issue #49 I published a short story called “Let’s Dance” which was an Earth Protection League story. That’s the short story I refer to in the title of this column.

      Earth Protection League stories and novels are what I call my “Old People in Space” stories. Basically, for logical science reasons that I actually try to describe in the first novel, only really old people can fight for the league out on the frontier.

      They regress in age and health when they travel out there. Basically, the entire series for me is wish fulfillment. Who wouldn’t want to be old, then go into space and be back in their younger body?

      So I wrote the story “Let’s Dance” for a really fun anthology edited by Robert Jeschonek called Space:1975.

      My characters had to go from a nursing home on Earth to trying to stop a giant alien spaceship coming in from between galaxies. Problem is the spaceship is round, the size of Jupiter, and looks like a disco ball.

      So after the short story, I knew the story of the giant disco ball in space was a long ways from being over.

      So my two characters got to go back to the big disco ball in space and that became the novella in the title of this article.

      And it is also the novella and cover story called Ball of Confusion in this issue.

      The short story is in the novella. But they are two very different stories.

      My gut sense is that after the novella, I now could have an entire series of novels with the giant disco ball in space. That is the “and More…” in the title of this introduction.

      Will I write one or more of those novels? Maybe. But I honestly don’t know. Depends on what my creative brain wants to do. I have no control over it, nor do I try to control it. It most certainly wanted to write the novella that’s for sure. So now only time will tell if the giant disco ball in space makes another appearance.

      If it does, it will be in these pages, of course.

      So stay tuned.

      

      
        
        –Dean Wesley Smith

        August, 2021
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      In my Seeders Universe, giant ships built to seed humans in entire galaxies go missing at times. After millions of years, the Seeders now know how to find those missing ships.

      This story details out one of those rescues. And sets the stage for even more.
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      Chairman Evan West stood beside his chair on the bridge of Seeder ship Rescue Two, letting the twenty-seven people on the three levels of stations in the command center work in silence around him. He knew that his crew of sixteen thousand were pretty much all as intensely focused as he was at this moment.

      His wife, Tammy, her dark hair pulled back tight away from her face, frowned at her screen, one level above where he stood. He knew that tiny frown was not from a problem, but of extreme concentration.

      He and Tammy made a perfect couple, always had. At first, they had been on different ships, doing different missions for the Seeders. But after the mother ship she was on, Dreaming Large, had gotten trapped in a Void Space pocket and it had taken him over sixteen years to lead Rescue One to free the mother ship, they had decided to be on the same missions.

      And he loved that. Their apartment was large and comfortable and they both had offices. And every day they made a point of eating dinner together to talk over their days. Twice a week they had movie night.

      Those sixteen years she had been missing made him love her even more. Even though it had only been a few minutes for her, she seemed to understand and return the love and agree to the changes.

      After the war with the aliens had been won, primarily by his knowledge of Void Space Bubbles, Chairman Ray, the Seeder who seemed to guide all Seeders through thousands and thousands of galaxies, had given him an assignment.

      Chairman West was to have his ship, Rescue One refurbished and expanded, with the fast speeds known to Seeders, and all modern equipment that had been developed during the war. He was to recruit a crew and then his mission was to find lost Seeder ships.

      Especially two lost Seeder mother ships who had left the original Earth hundreds of thousands of years before and simply vanished.

      Since Mother Ships could smash into a planet and come out the other side without damage, Ray and West both thought the ships had run into Void Space Bubbles, where time didn’t really exist. Those ships could be gone for hundreds of thousands of years and only a few days would have passed inside the bubble.

      Rescue Two’s job was to try, after all the millions of years, to track those ships and find them and rescue them, or find out what had happened to the millions of Seeders who had been on those two ships.

      Ray had looked at West and said, “Some of my best friends were on those ships, Chairman. Find them. We need them more than ever right now.”

      West had only nodded. It had taken three years to refurbish Rescue One into Rescue Two. And another two weeks to track where the first Mother Ship might have traveled in over eighty years of flight.

      And Rescue Two had not been traveling at top speed, either, but instead going relatively slow to check out some Void Space Bubbles along the way.

      Tammy’s expertise was in space mapping through time, dealing with the galaxy shifts and drifts. Extremely high-level math that they had installed extreme levels of computers in Rescue Two just for her and her department.

      “Dropping out of Trans-Warp,” James, his navigator said, “right on target.”

      West trusted James with just about anything, even though he looked like he had barely left college with a baby face, blue eyes, and blonde hair. Actually James was almost four hundred years old and maybe the top navigator to come out of the war.

      “Void Space Bubble should be right ahead of us,” Tammy said.

      “It is,” James said.

      “Take us to within scanning distance slow and carefully,” West said.

      Since the war, all Seeder ships could see clearly on their scans all areas of Void Space. But they were all still very careful around them, since one wrong move could cost them thousands of years lost until they either went through or got rescued.

      This large bubble ahead of them had been on the assumed flight path of one of the ancient Seeder mother ships named Dawn’s Light.

      The Void Space was as big around as about ten solar systems, one of the bigger ones West had dealt with.

      It would have been on the edge of a galaxy at the time where the Dawn’s Light would have been heading to possibly seed. It now had shifted a great deal in space, but Tammy had tracked it through the five million years.

      Actually, she had taken its position now and backtracked it to where it would have been at the time of the flight of the mother ship.

      They all believed this one bubble was their best hope so far.

      “Scanning distance,” James said. “All stop.”

      Extreme silence.

      Heavier than West could imagine being on this command center, which usually felt light and full of laughter and fun.

      After a moment, Tammy looked up at him from her screen, a smile on her face. “Scans show a Seeder mother ship.”

      West broke into a large smile as around the command center applause and cheers filled the air.

      “Any idea with this size bubble how much time has passed for them?”

      “Six days and a few hours,” Tammy said.

      West just shook his head. This massive ship with over a million souls on board had been missing for over five million years.

      “Let’s set up to get them out of there,” West said, sending a thousand small probes launching to surround the huge bubble.

      Then sat down in his command chair and asked to be put in contact with Chairman Ray.

      Chairman Ray’s stern face appeared almost instantly. He had long, gray hair that hung down his back and always wore expensive silk shirts and slacks.

      “We have a Seeder mother ship in a bubble,” West said. “We think it is the Dawn’s Light. I thought you might want to be here to greet them and help start them through the transition.”

      “How long until you have the bubble destroyed?”

      “Thirty minutes,” West said.

      Ray nodded. “I will be right there in ten minutes.”

      West nodded and clicked off. Then he turned to his command center crew. “Stay sharp, people. Chairman Ray will be here shortly.”

      Then he smiled at Tammy, who smiled back before going back to work.

      A good day. At least so far.
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      Chairman Ray appeared beside West’s command chair and a slight gasp went out through the command center. Chairman West understood that feeling. Ray was the unofficial leader of all the Seeders and was well over five million years old. Seeders lived a very long time, but only some of the ancients were older and had lived as long as Ray.

      And Ray had a presence about him with the dark slacks, silk white shirt, long gray hair combed perfectly down his back, and ramrod-straight posture.

      “Are you going to be all right?” West asked Ray, moving over closer to him so that his words would not be heard by any of his crew.

      Ray nodded. “My brother is one of the chairman on this ship. For millions of years I have feared him lost forever, dealt with his death a long time ago. It was only with your discovery of Empty Space and the rescue of Dreaming Large that I had let myself hope again.”

      West just nodded. Not a thing he could say to that. Not a thing. He was only about twenty thousand years old. He couldn’t imagine thinking that a loved relative had been lost for millions of years and now had a chance to see them again.

      Impossible to imagine.

      “Chairman,” James said, “we are ready.”

      West glanced over at Tammy who nodded her agreement. She was his technical expert in Empty Space Bubbles.

      “Are you ready, sir?” West asked, turning to Ray.

      Ray nodded and said nothing.

      “Get them out of there,” West said.

      A moment later a few thousand small explosions showed the massive globe of the Void Space Bubble, then the next moment an ancient Seeder Mother Ship appeared.

      In comparison to the modern, sleek Seeder ships, this one looked ancient in design, even though completely undamaged in any way.

      “It is the Dawn’s Light,” Tammy said, smiling.

      “Please hail their chairmen,” Ray said.

      “Coming on screen,” James said.

      On the big screen in front of them, a man who looked a great deal like Ray, only without the wear and the long gray hair, appeared standing next to a dark-skinned woman with a beaming smile.

      “Hello, Cannon,” Ray said. “Hello, Anna. This is Chairman Evan West of the Rescue Two.”

      “Wow, what are you doing here?” Cannon asked. “And Rescue Two? I don’t understand.”

      Someone on the Dawn’s Light command center said something in the background. West had a hunch it was someone reporting that they were no longer anywhere where they were supposed to be. And that a lot of time had passed.

      Cannon and Anna both turned to listen for a moment.

      Cannon then turned back to Ray and his face suddenly had a look of panic on it. Anna looked the same. “What happened, brother?”

      “You were trapped for over six of your days in what is called an Empty Space Bubble. We found you and broke you out of that bubble.”

      “But how?” Anna asked.

      “We need to talk in private first,” Ray said. “Chairman West and his wife and I can meet you in your main meeting room?”

      Cannon cut the connection and a moment later West found himself with Tammy standing beside Ray in a standard old-fashioned mother ship meeting room. A large wooden table ran down the middle, with ten comfortable cloth chairs around it.

      Pictures of galaxies and planets covered the walls.

      West and Tammy stood back as Cannon and Anna came into the room. All three embraced. For Cannon and Anna, it had been eighty-plus years since seeing Ray.

      West had no idea how Ray was even holding it together for this meeting.

      “How is Tacita?” Anna asked about Chairman Ray’s wife.

      “She is fine,” Ray said, smiling. “She can join us later when you are ready.”

      Then all five of them sat down after introductions had been made.

      West found himself holding Tammy’s hand under the table and she held his back just as tightly.

      “So tell us exactly what has happened,” Cannon said. “And how did you and your modern-looking ship get here, let alone know we needed to be rescued.”

      Ray turned to West. “Chairman, would you like to tell my brother and his wife how you rescued your wife?”

      He then turned back to his brother. “You will have questions, but hear him out completely first.”

      West nodded and went over the story of the Dreaming Large vanishing. And all the years it took to understand Empty Space Bubbles and learn how to get ships out of them safely.

      “So time does not work the same inside of these Empty Space Bubbles as outside,” Anna asked after West was done. “Is that correct?”

      All three of them nodded.

      “So how much time passes inside versus in real space?” Cannon asked.

      “That depends on a lot of factors,” Tammy said, “but mostly on the size of the Empty Space Bubble.”

      “Was the bubble we were in large or small?”

      “Large,” Tammy said. “So the time difference was extreme.”

      “How long have we been missing?” Cannon asked, looking directly at Ray.

      Ray just frowned. “Just over five million years.”

      Cannon sat back hard in his chair and Anna’s eyes looked distant.

      “You thought we were dead for over five million years?” Cannon asked softly.

      “I did,” Ray said.
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      Silence, thick and very heavy filled the room.

      West squeezed Tammy’s hand, very glad she was beside him for this.

      Finally Ray asked if he may connect Cannon’s ship with West’s ship. “I have a presentation for you that I think will make you proud.”

      “Go ahead,” Cannon said, looking at Anna who just was sitting shaking her head. West could not begin to understand what they were feeling right now.

      “When you left on this mission eighty of your years ago,” Ray said as a map of galaxies came up on the screen on the wall at the end of the table. “This was the number of galaxies we had seeded.”

      “Ten if memory serves,” Cannon said, looking at the green dots in a tiny area of the wall screen.

      Ray nodded. “Yes, ten. This is how many human galaxies now exist.”

      Ray changed the image of the map.

      West was stunned at how massive the amount of green was, spreading like a plant over massive amounts of space. Every green dot an entire galaxy with billions of stars.

      “Wow,” Tammy said softly beside him. This kind of perspective was not something they always saw or paid attention to.

      “We have so many Mother Ships,” Ray said, “we are now seeding a new galaxy on the average of every ten days. And a new Mother Ship is coming on line now almost every month.”

      West shook his head in amazement. He didn’t even know that.

      “What is the gray area?” Anna asked after a moment of everyone staring at the incredible image.

      “Those are the home galaxies of the Gray. They also live on every human seeded world as well and help us in the seeding process in a behind-the-scenes way. We have had a treaty with them since right after you vanished.”

      “And the black area,” Cannon asked.

      West looked down. Not something he wanted to talk about much.

      “We had a war with a Seeder-made culture. Those are all dead galaxies.”

      “And the bright blue dot and line?” Anna asked.

      “The Ancient’s home world and the area we think they disappeared into,” Ray said.

      “Ancients?” Cannon asked.

      West had no doubt this was going to take a lot of time to explain over many, many days.

      “Yes, we were seeded as well,” Ray said. “We call our Seeders the “Ancients.”

      “Oh, shit,” Anna said.

      “We can ask Daniels to join us later,” Ray said. “He can explain that part.”

      “Daniels?” Cannon asked, looking puzzled as to why Ray would want their second in command to join them.

      “He’s an ancient,” Ray said, “along with about eighty other crew members on this ship, riding along to help. I’m actually very interested in talking with them as well. Ancients are not enemies. They are Seeders as well. But all of them have just left their home worlds and no one knows exactly where they went.”

      “I am so confused,” Anna said.

      Tammy leaned forward. “Let me try to get you some grounding, since I was also trapped inside an Empty Space Bubble and suddenly had six hundred ships surround us.”

      Anna nodded, as did Cannon.

      “What happened is that without your knowing it, six days ago your time, you ran into an Empty Space Bubble. Your engines shut down and nothing seemed to work as normal.”

      They both nodded.

      “You could also no longer see real space, but you could see the edge and were trying to get to it with just your forward real-space motion, correct?”

      Again they both nodded.

      “For every second you existed in that bubble,” Tammy said, “out here in standard time, years went past. And there was nothing at all you could do about it or change it. And there was nothing you did wrong at all. It has happened to many, many Seeder ships until my husband here and his team invented a way to scan for Empty Space Bubbles and avoid them.”

      “We will be looking for the Mother Ship Shadow Stars next,” West said. “It vanished about three hundred years after you did.”

      “It was Chairman Ray’s desire to find you that got this mission going,” Tammy said. “Although he did not tell us why exactly.”

      Cannon glanced at Anna, then back at Ray. “We need to tell our crew what happened. Can you give us some time?”

      “Contact us when you need more answers,” Ray said. “I have a fleet of ships headed this way that should start arriving at any moment, with the majority of them arriving tomorrow to help you retrofit your ship and get you into a Seeder port for a complete overhaul to get you and your crew five million years into the future.”

      “Any moment now?” Anna asked. “How fast are your ships?”

      “We can make the journey it took you eighty years to make in a few hours at normal speeds. Faster if we had to.”

      Anna just sort of shook her head.

      Cannon nodded and stood. “Thank you, brother,” he said.

      They hugged and then Ray nodded to Anna.

      Then West, Tammy, and Ray were back in the Command Center of the Rescue Two.

      West turned to his command crew and said simply, “Any question any of the crew of that ship have, no matter how stupid sounding, answer it carefully, fully, and with compassion.”

      Around the command center his crew was nodding.

      West then turned back to Ray. Tammy has his arm around him and seemed to almost be holding him up. Finally Ray seemed to gather himself and stand, his posture back completely.

      “Thank you both for your amazing work on this,” Ray said. “I need to tell Tacita that her brother-in-law and sister-in-law are very much alive and well. She was refusing to believe this possible. She and Anna were very close.”

      “We are here when you need us,” West said.

      Ray nodded. “I know that. But now I need you and your wonderful crew to see if you can find Shadow Stars. We will have this situation covered completely tomorrow with enough counselors to help a lot of those having issues with the time loss to deal with it.”

      “We will start our search for Shadow Stars,” West said.

      Ray nodded, but didn’t jump away. It seemed he had something left to say. Finally he looked at both of them. “My sister is on Shadow Stars. And Tacita’s father.”

      West only said, “Understood.”

      Tammy hugged the most powerful Chairman of all Seeders like he was a close friend, then she said simply, “We’ll find them.”

      And with that Chairman Ray nodded his thanks, smiled, and without a word vanished.

      “Open a ship-wide com link,” West said.

      “Well done, everyone, on finding and rescuing the million souls on Dawn’s Light. We will be here for support duty for a very short time, more than likely not longer than a day, then we move on. So we celebrate tonight, then we start our search for Shadow Stars. There are millions on that ship that need our help. Well done, everyone.”

      He clicked off the com link and smiled at Tammy.

      “I suggest we have a nice dinner in our apartment, just the two of us,” Tammy said.

      He smiled and hugged her. “You know we have no hope of making more than an hour or so without getting called back here?”

      “Then we better get going,” she said, laughing. “You make the steaks, I’ll do the salad.”

      “Deal,” he said, and with that they vanished from the Command Center.

      They actually got one hour and fifteen minutes before they were again needed. A wonderful one hour and fifteen minutes as far as West was concerned, because to him, he was really starting to understand the importance of time.

      Both on a large scale and on a minute-by-minute level.
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      Marble Grant works as a Ghost Agent. Ghost Agents crawl into people’s minds and get into all their hidden secrets and fears and desires.

      Yeah, creepy. At times. But Marble sort of thinks of herself as a gynecologist of the mind.

      Creepy.

      But she and Sims need to fix someone who really knows creepy.
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      Ghost Agents crawl into people’s minds and get to all of their hidden secrets and fears and desires. It’s what we do and as long as you don’t look too close at it, the job doesn’t feel creepy.

      We look into places that normally wouldn’t be looked into in a quest to try to help the person we are invading.

      I sort of think of us as the gynecologists of the mind.

      My partner and love, Sims, thought that comparison silly, but we both agreed that being dead had advantages, one of which was never having to go see a real gynecologist.

      Or get our boobs smashed in a machine.

      However, I liked thinking of myself as a gynecologist of the mind because it was better than thinking of myself as a voyeur or peeping Tom, looking in people’s minds for their dirty little habits.

      Now, on the other hand, just about everyone likes to learn things about other people. Secret things. Everyone has different levels of voyeurism in them.

      I was no exception to that.

      Neither was Sims. We both liked to watch.

      And with watching, we liked to help.

      Of course, together, at night in our big king bed, we did far more than watch.

      It was just a normal afternoon on an early winter day in Las Vegas when Sims and I found an extreme case of voyeurism.

      Creepy, icky, case.

      Sims and I had just finished our normal lunch a little after three. Today we had jumped to a really great Mongolian restaurant near the University of Nevada, Las Vegas, and I was feeling full. So was Sims, so we decided to get some exercise walking along the Strip.

      We were both wearing tennis shoes, jeans, and cotton blouses today with light jackets. The day was overcast and there was a cold wind that threatened rain. So far it was only a threat, but after about ten minutes on the Strip, I was wishing for a heavier coat and maybe some boots.

      And so were a lot of the tourists dressed in shorts and light shirts and wearing flip-flops like this was a Hawaiian beach instead of the winter on a high desert. The goose bumps on their bare arms and legs could have been used for rock climbing.

      We both spotted the Creep, as I came to call him, at the same time. He was leaning against a light pole and he damned near blended into the pole. The only reason we saw him was the aura around him.

      No one else seemed to even notice him. But he had this twisting green and red aura around him that seemed to fire off like a volcano, sometimes extending so far as to actually touch a person walking past.

      Usually a good-looking woman.

      “What the hell is that all about?” I asked Sims as we both stopped about five paces from him and watched. He couldn’t see us and didn’t have any idea we were there.

      But he was clearly doing something. I could tell that from the intensity in his eyes and his slack-jawed pimple-covered face.

      He wore a green shirt and green cloth slacks and green tennis shoes that exactly matched the color of the pole. That had to be planned on his part. Or some sort of strange chameleon power I had yet to hear about.

      I put my money on just planning the cover and it worked. No one even gave him a second glance as they passed by.

      He looked like a kid out of a college science class. His hair seemed greasy and not cut well and his teeth clearly needed work. I wasn’t getting close enough to sample his breath, that was for sure.

      Finally, after freezing our asses off while watching his aura lick out at a passing woman like a hungry animal licking prey, I got disgusted.

      “Let’s go find out what this guy is doing,” I said, trying not to shiver.

      Sims nodded and together we stepped up to the guy and went into his body and head.

      At least inside him we couldn’t feel the cold wind.

      I didn’t have to see much to understand what we were dealing with. This guy had a slight power to read minds. He didn’t understand it and hid it from everyone growing up.

      But he loved to peep into people’s dirty secrets.

      And their sex lives.

      Mostly their sex lives.

      The stranger, the kinkier, the better.

      In other words, he was a porn junkie who actually watched his porn in real people’s minds instead of on the internet like any normal person did.

      “Can you see that he has ever harmed anyone?” I asked Sims. “Or acted on any of his impulses or what he has seen?”

      I couldn’t see anything at all where he had bothered anyone at any point in his past. He didn’t like to do anything, including masturbate to what he saw. He just liked to peep.

      “Nothing,” Sims said.

      We stepped back out into the wind and away from the Creep a few steps.

      Damn this was cold and this guy wasn’t making me any warmer, that was for sure.

      His real name was Tommy Paris and he was twenty-four and still lived with his parents. He didn’t use his mind-reading powers to play cards or cheat anyone. In fact, he rarely went into a casino and hated them.

      He liked women, but had never really talked with any personally, only in places like restaurants or fast food joints. He had never had a real relationship of any kind or even tried.

      He had tried college but this porn addition had sidelined what had started off to be a great opportunity.

      He was working part-time at night as a watchman in a parking lot and he spent his afternoons standing near people walking past and peeping into their sex lives.

      I had no idea at all what we were going to do with this guy.

      He didn’t have an action desire in his mind. He wasn’t dangerous to anyone.

      He was just creepy.

      Really, really creepy.
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      “Let’s head home and talk about this one and get out of this cold,” I said.

      “Pick up some coffee on the way?” Sims asked.

      I nodded and a moment later we were standing in our favorite coffee shop waiting for someone to order our favorite coffees.

      The shop smelled of rich coffee beans and some baking breads and it was warm.

      Wonderfully, toasty warm.

      We stood off to one side waiting as the line of customers ordered. When someone got a coffee we liked, we would just take the ghost component of the coffee. It didn’t hurt the taste of the coffee for the customer, but we got a cup that tasted wonderful.

      I was waiting for pretty much any coffee with chocolate in it. This time of the afternoon, after the cold of that wind, I needed coffee, warmth, and sweetness.

      “Any ideas on Mr. Creepy?” Sims asked.

      I shook my head. “He has stunted his own development and his math and computer skills with this addiction. We need to somehow either kill his powers or kill the addiction.”

      “Think that will get him on the right track?”

      I shrugged. “Anything has to be better than what he is doing now.”

      “I agree,” Sims said. “But did you see a way to shut off or mute his mind-reading power?”

      “No,” I said. “And I would be afraid to use an aversion technique with him in his own head. We might cripple him. Who knows
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