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About this Book

A pioneering journey on a space elevator reveals more than expected. The appearance of two doll-like children holds immeasurable dangers for Earth. Some things can be too close for comfort. We've all got at least one friend with a mad talent, but what about a friend with a truly terrifying gift? One woman’s health checkup reveals that Earth’s quest for new worlds might just have gotten a whole lot easier.

These five stories may be concepts still in the What If phase, but we can only progress when we broaden our imagination beyond our narrower world view. Then again, being narrow-minded is at least safe and comfy. 
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Earth’s first space elevator brings unforeseen contingencies
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WHEN EARTH’S PREMIER SPACE agency makes you an offer that’s out of this world, you don’t refuse, and you don’t ask questions. You simply sit on a Tuesday afternoon at a big desk in a Washington office, inhaling the scent of oranges, and nodding at the ten WSA big guns all around you. 

The World Space Agency was, admittedly, an ambitious title since membership stretched to just twenty-five of the world’s wealthiest industrial countries. Some were unexpected inclusions; some, very obvious omissions. But the agency had initiated several new space-mapping programs, plus this meeting seemed to have brought together most of the great, the good, and the hostile. 

I watched the undercurrent of nervous tension as chins were rubbed, new haircuts patted, and reassuring smiles forced. Looking across, I espied Ojibwe Senator Elsec Su Li James. James was an advocate of a One-Language Earth, therefore not a fan of my work. She must have been persuaded to come along and play nice. Beside James sat her lover and ally, Colonel Jakob Tsien Petersen, Head of One World’s Sovereignty Removal Programme. Petersen watched me closely, but those Catalan eyes, framed by the silver-white hair of Norseland, gave nothing away. 

From my own position, I could just about see the Capitol’s grey-blue skyline; the view rendered somewhat hazy by the holographic schematics of an engineering design floating around my eye-level. Clearly, this meeting had been hastily set up. But then, the entire ‘welcoming body’ had flown to me. Someone, it seemed, badly wanted me to be on this trip. 

While my brain struggled to unlayer the super-imposed image, I wondered what event had shot me into such uber-priority status. A voice to my left—it sounded like Mike Dugani’s—announced very formally, “Thank you for seeing us, Citizen Irena Liu Dem. This is the completed model of the Bean IV. As you know, it’s our newest innovation in space travel.” 

I did. Everybody knew. 

Mike—it was him—leaned in earnestly. “We need you on board. This situation is critical.” 

“Yes, we can tell by the company.” Petersen’s jibe was thrown out into the air for the less self-assured to scratch at. 

James leaned forward. “Just how critical, Dugani?”

Dr. Mikhail Dugani was WSA’s Lead Advisor on Strategic Planning. If anyone knew what the deal was, it was him. But as far as I could recall, I hadn’t been drafted into military service; and I couldn’t remember signing anything that obligated me to the Agency. I leaned forward too. “Can you tell us a little more, Dr. Dugani?” 

“Unfortunately, that’s classified.” Mike’s tone implied regret and frustration. 

I steepled my fingers under my chin: an acknowledged habit whenever I was about to squeeze a more substantial response from my students. Then I waited for nature to fill that vacuum she so abhorred. No one spoke. I looked around the table, trying to find the weakest link, and came right back to me. 

“Uh, ok.” 
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Three weeks later, tested and inoculated, I’m 49,000 km above the equator on the newest Bean. Our on-screen vista is showing black space all around, and Mother Earth is dangling below like a solitary blue bead of sanctity on the end of a rosary. 

I tried not to think about time or distance; normally I needed flight pills for a three-hour hop from San Diego to Mumbai. But a kind of terrorised excitement—and of course, professional curiosity—had reeled me in. However, luckily, at this point, we’d already passed both Van Allen belts. I stopped worrying about the effects of radiation and focussed instead on a miracle called Méca Popo.
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I wasn’t the only one who’d been invited. Also ‘on board’ were Yoshi Chén Onisawa, Head of Tokyo’s Aoki Institute for Particle Research, and Fan-ye Xua Akinyele, Chief International Liaison from the Dogon Space Institute. Mike Dugani sat with us, hands splayed edgily on the table as he often did during a holo-link report. Both Fan and I had seen Mike like this many times. We’d worked with him over the past eight years to decipher linguistic codes, create new symbols, and develop new syntactic patterns for WSA. 

Sharing the minimalised dining space, we played him out. I smoothed down my thermo-suit and scanned my data-screen of Greek poetry. Fan listened, black pony-tail swaying gently, to what we jokingly called his ‘space elevator’ music. Yoshi was silent, although his nostrils flared in a way that spoke volumes. Finally, he opened up. “An odd invitation, Dr. Dugani. Rushed, clandestine, unexpected. When before there’d been no money, no funding, no resources. Now this?”

Mike sounded almost apologetic. “There were financial restraints, Yoshi. Money was an issue.” 

Yoshi’s hands slapped down sharply on the welded table. “Bullshit, Mike! Money’s a prescriptive commodity! A herd of cows. A string of cowrie shells. Even a promissory note written on paper. Which, contrary to popular belief, does grow on trees.” 

“Look, Yoshi, I wanted you in from the get-go, but my hands were tied.”

Yoshi’s monetary references were long outdated, but everyone there understood his meaning. The Bean IV was a multinational project, and Japan’s technological expertise was well-known. Sadly, fears of its potential supremacy meant that WSA had created a ‘gentleman’s agreement’ which had effectively kept Japan out of the loop. 

China was in, but then we were everywhere, having acquired control of most of the world’s markets. And Fan was there because, just over a century ago, Africa had bullied its way into the space race, the continent’s rationale being, “We’ve been treated like another species for so long, who better to be reaching out to Earth’s non-human friends?” 

Under the Dogon Protocol, the continent had wrestled back ownership of 56.9% of its natural resources from international multi-conglomerates. Now every pre-teen from Ouargla to Guguletu aspired to be a ‘Moonie’ or star-traveller. These days, no-one said no to the United States of Africa. But then events had taken a very different turn, and all agreements—gentlemanly or otherwise—had dissolved in the rush to be Japan’s new best friend.  

“Come on, Mike. Tell us what’s really going on.” 

“I’ll tell you when we reach the platform. All I can say is, it’s big.”

Yoshi blew out the last of his resentment. “Man, I guess we’d already figured that part out.”
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Our ascent was tortuously slow. Despite other advances, technology still hadn’t found a way around the Coriolis force. As the Bean ascended, its speed increased, creating an outwards and upwards wobble on the cable. The effect was similar to a gymnast’s ribbon that twirled more at the top-end than the bottom. In order to reduce the effect, we were on a go-slow climb, measuring and adjusting as we went. It would be at least another week before we reached geostationary orbit. 

With Mike still tight-lipped, the urgency behind our invitations remained a focal topic. In the dining room, while we tried to unravel the mystery, I sipped a celebrated vintage beverage, still enjoying that moment before space erased the flavour. “Mmm, coffee, Jamaican Blue. They’re really spoiling us.” 

Yoshi grimaced. “We have to ask why. As we can all see, Mike’s wound as tight as a drum.” 

Fan’s thick brows met in
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