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      Sometimes I think that all God did to create our universe was to burp it out, then let it inflate like a balloon.

      In that first fraction of a second, the compressed matter of His Burp sprayed out its offspring in waves. First came a crowd of misbehaving neutrinos, followed by a flood of photons.

      The universal balloon became transparent. As it swelled, the thick quark soup cooled enough to settle into atoms and stars.

      But along with His Divine Burp, God ejected laws, which He stuck like price tags onto our slowly expanding cloud... laws which included a meddlesome pair of cousins, Enthalpy and Entropy.

      The cousins’ fingerprints are on everything: on the atoms being forged in the hearts of stars, on black holes, on galaxies, on dust clouds, even on planets–including the planet that birthed, and bid farewell to, our species.

      Cousin Enthalpy’s always on her best behavior, but bursting with energy. She gives what she gets. A joule for a joule. I imagine her as vast and golden, her face perfectly symmetrical.

      Cousin Entropy is another story, though. She is a wastrel who skims a little off of every energy exchange, a bit like the percentage that banks once levied on every transaction. And what does she give in return? Nothing but chaos.

      Cousin Entropy’s effect on the universe is like the effect of a little kid on a nice, tidy room: you come back to find all your stuff dumped on the floor.

      But when I picture Cousin Entropy, I don’t see a little kid. I see a great, greedy mouth with blood-red lips–not that I’ve had lips, as such, for the past twenty billion years–sucking the energy out of the universe with a straw. Just a mouth: no teeth, no tongue, and especially no eyes.

      Because, if she had eyes, Cousin Entropy would see the dead end that she’s dragging us all toward.

      Oh, how I hate her.

      Of course, Cousin Entropy isn’t inherently bad. She’s just a perfectionist. She wants everything to be perfectly equal, uniform, and desolate.

      Desolate and cold.
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      I blame Cousin Entropy for the mess I’m in.

      And she’s also to blame for the mess the over-inflated Universe is in.

      Thanks to Cousin Enthalpy, the Universe’s been cooling as it expands. But, no thanks to Cousin Entropy, it’s also been falling into degeneracy, blurring the lines between types of particles. Greedy Cousin Entropy siphons heat from the nuclei of heavy atoms that don’t have enough energy left to get cracking (in any sense of the term).

      She’s the one pushing the Universe’s temperature down, down, down toward the point of no return, where all that’s left will be nuclei drifting in disorganized isolation, sluggish electrons clinging to them like an icy mantle in the absolute-zero vacuum.

      It’ll be a neat and tidy vacuum, utterly free of radiation. Not a single stray ray.

      It’ll be lifeless.

      There are no bright stars within sight, now. Oh, there are plenty of red dwarfs, those ubiquitous nobodies crowding our fading galaxy, but their glow’s as dim as a failing flashlight.

      And even those dim lights are going out. The nearest ones are spinning into a final, fatal dance that will land them in the vast black hole beneath my feet.

      Not that I have feet to speak of. But that doesn’t stop me from joining the dance.

      Okay, so I’m staying a prudent distance from the supermassive black hole (don’t mess with power, as the historian said). Just shy of the event horizon.

      Here’s the thing about dancing this close to the event horizon, though: like it or not, the rest of the universe speeds up around me. The closer I get, the faster the dying stars dance.
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      One of my buddies decided to take matters into his own hands, to end himself before Cousin Entropy ends us all for good.

      He slipped over the event horizon and let himself fall into the black heart of the galaxy, gaze turned outward.

      He had time to tell us how beautiful it was to see the remaining stars darting like moths, flitting and spinning faster and faster...

      I don’t know if he’ll still be watching when the last stars go out.

      But if I adjust my scopes and aim a precision laser just right, its light falls on his round body, which, for me, is endlessly falling.

      And he isn’t alone.

      There are so many celestial and post-human bodies piled up at the event horizon that they form a shining vortex of memories.

      I said “he.” I could’ve said “she,” or “ze.” Gender doesn’t mean much to the UnAttached.
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      I’ve been around for about twenty billion years–an obsolete unit, given that the ancient Sun long ago met its dramatic end, taking several inner planets with it. Even what remained, an insignificant little dwarf, has long since cooled into a dark, mute ball.

      Eternity has lost its meaning, now that the center of our once-vibrant Galaxy is nothing more than an ocean of dead dust, slowly swirling into an invisible singularity.

      For now, the remaining friction between bits of dust still gives off a little light, a trickle of heat, which I soak in with all my pores.

      My body’s well-constructed.

      Too well.

      As the eons passed, we UnAttached added everything to our bodies that we could possibly need, in order to survive anything.

      Even the nothingness.

      Few of us still remember the distant era when our species lived on the surface of a single rocky planet... except through HearSay.
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      After the first humans tamed fire, they sheltered in boxes made of wood and dirt.

      When they tamed Cousin Enthalpy, they harnessed her and channeled some of her energy into lifting off into space, Detaching themselves from planet-bound life.

      They sealed themselves in metal boxes at first, out of habit. Pressurized, shielded tin cans, to protect their bodies from the steady rain of live, energy-rich particles that danced through the universe at the time.

      Gradually, medicine and micro-robotics came together to change those soft, weak Attached bodies into bodies that could live outside the boxes.

      That first generation of UnAttached was glorious!

      They still had arms, legs, even genitals, all proving their attachment to the primal human form.

      They gave themselves radiation-shielded torsos and skulls. They spun their hair of magnetic wire that waved and curled in the vacuum, tracing out its own sign language.

      They gave themselves eyes that could see the whole electromagnetic spectrum, which spawned a rash of exciting discoveries.

      And they gave themselves wings, vast nets that unfolded from their backs to catch the same flux of energetic particles that had so threatened their soft, Attached bodies. Cosmic rays turned from threat–to dinner!

      That first generation still needed boxes for in vitro gestation and birth, but they were nearly there.

      Their first UnAttached newborns were turfed out of their boxes straight into orbit, like baby birds being pushed out of the nest. They stretched their rumpled little wings and flew straight into the waiting arms of their parents.

      And their freshly-minted UnAttached minds came with added storage: memory banks filled with HearSay. Even back then, HearSay’s store of accumulated human knowledge was a deep well that we UnAttached could sip from at will.

      These fresh UnAttached had also been grafted with new organs that let them communicate without vocal cords. And their advanced polymeric skin tingled with new sensations.

      Meanwhile, the Attached stayed firmly planted on the ground, marveling at the dance of these cosmic butterflies that glowed bright as the aurora in the solar wind.
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      In all the excitement, everyone forgot about Cousin Entropy.

      Humanity had discovered her, measured her, calculated her slow drain on the Universe’s energy. And we had decided her effect was negligible. We dismissed her thieving ways as a minor counterpoint to the glorious harmony of the Universe.

      But Cousin Entropy never forgot about us.
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      Humans had been so accustomed to life with a horizon, that that horizontal bar had soaked into all our art–into our very souls. Many people just couldn’t handle life in three dimensions, with stars as the only scenery.

      None of the colonists who’d settled off-Earth planets wanted to become UnAttached. They’d struggled too hard to keep their fleshly bodies alive to sacrifice them in exchange for life in the vacuum.

      Thus began the First Division. We harassed each other, for a while: UnAttached VS. Attached.

      Off-color jokes made the rounds. Did you hear the one about the UnAttached who fell for an Attached? He convinced her to climb to the top of the tallest tower for a single kiss...

      But then the Second Division began. And it was even less amusing than the jokes.
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      To UnAttach, we had to learn to change our bodies and our brains to survive in the vacuum.  And we decided: why stop there? We had developed the power to become anything we could imagine.

      Our clever UnAttached scientists lengthened our telomeres. They peppered our chromosomes with novel proteins. They multiplied our neurons, with compound interest. And finally, they tweaked the speed with which messages fly down our axons from neuron to neuron, until they could control the very passage of time–subjectively, at least.

      That last came in handy for flitting between solar systems without suffering the twin depredations of old age and boredom.

      To hell with the deterioration and decay Cousin Entropy had planned for us!

      And the light-speed cosmic speed limit is no more than an inconvenience, when thousands of years pass in one long blink.

      But our extended lifespan was the seed for the second great Division of humanity.
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      The second generation of UnAttached made themselves useful: they ferried box after box of hibernating Attached to their future colonies, like seeds waiting to root and cover the planetary surface with roiling masses.

      The UnAttached sprouted reactors for the journey, and shields to let them shrug off cosmic rays and debris.

      And after dropping off their cargo of Attached, they simply traveled on, drinking starlight and stowing away knowledge.

      There was rarely any discord among the UnAttached, given our reduced needs and our diaspora’s dispersion across parsecs.

      Several of us chose glorious solitude, drowsing alone in distant nebulas.

      Little by little, we lost track of the
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