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Twinkle, twinkle

little star.

 


How I wonder

where you are.

 


Wish I might.

Wish I may.

 


When I find you

will be the

day.
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Cond-Orbit




Frank died quite suddenly and
unexpectedly and Lillian, his wife, wasn’t sure what to do. Living
in an orbiting condo three hundred miles above Earth had certain
limitations and this was one of them. He was unresponsive, not
breathing and had no heartbeat. Dead. She considered ejecting his
body in the direction of Earth and hoped that he would burn up when
he hit the atmosphere. It didn’t seem like a proper burial, but
what else are you going to do?

Calling Cond-Orbit Central for advice,
she was informed that she must verify his identity and cause of
death with the Cond-Orbit Morgue who would send a recovery vehicle
to pick him up within twenty-four hours.

Not wanting to be stuck inside with
his body until they arrived, she attached one end of a tether to
his belt and the other to one of the many hitches outside their
condo. It’s not like he was going to suffer. It was minus four
hundred degrees out there and he would be frozen solid within a
minute or two.

Not that she didn’t love him. Frank
was great, had an infectious smile and he broke out into song from
time to time. Who couldn’t love a guy like that? But when they’re
dead…, they’re dead. There’s nothing more to do except have great
memories, cry a lot, whatever it takes to get through the sorrow.
But first, get rid of the body.

The results of the autopsy proved that
he choked on a cube of ice while inhaling his drink and that the
ice blocked his air passage. He died quickly and Lillian’s
efficient method of getting him out into sub-zero temperatures
might have saved his brain. If possible, would she like it
installed into an android with his likeness?

There’s a question. How
long do I have before I have to make this decision? Frank was great
but…, hmm, now that I have a choice. First, I need to check our
finances. How solvent am I? Wouldn’t be so bad to sell this place
and get back on Earth. I want to paddle across glassy waters in a
canoe, look out over the desert until my senses are full, sip wine
in open air at sunset. Frank, you wanted to come up here. How do
you like it now?

Assuming he does come back
as an android, what then? Will he still be Frank? Or more
importantly, how will he have changed? Will he still sing slightly
off-key or not at all? Will I be having sex with the new Frank…, or
his old self? Would there even be sex? Would he remember everything
from our past or would there be blanks?

Another question, what are
androids capable of? If we have an argument, will Frank have the
same temperament, a man who sometimes lost his temper? How much
physical strength will it have?

It. I just called him an
it. What if it tries to kill me in the middle of a heated argument,
not that we ever had one. What governs its limits? Hmm. I’m captive
up here. Nope. Better to have Frank dead than living with an
unknown.

Cond-Orbit promotes the
bright side, a city in space, a chance to get away from the
pollution, noise and crime of Earth, a chance to meet like-minded
people, people with a spirit of adventure, winners.

But that only goes so far.
When you need to get away, to where? Movies at Condo-Mall? OK. Seen
most of them, don’t care about the rest. Go to one of the three
restaurants? No drinking. Gotta navigate through space back to the
condo. Shopping? We have the latest styles, but what’s the point if
there aren’t many places where I can wear them?

Frank? They’re building
another city about an hour from here. Remember? You were working on
that project, Galaxy Estates. They want more condos. What a great
business trip that would be, right up your alley. We’re invited,
but who would I go with? Nope. None of this sounds good.

Lillian put her condo up for sale,
packed her things, made reservations at one of the hotels in
Cond-Orbit Central and booked a seat on the next available craft
heading back down to Earth.


 


Ruben




Ruben worked at
Cond-Orbit’s morgue and was trying to figure out what to do with
Frank’s brain. The widow left without leaving a forwarding address,
no contact information, and no further instructions as to how to
deal with it. Most all of his other parts are already gone or have
been spoken for, but the brain needed further instructions. Ruben
laughed at the thought of that.

Frank. You wanna be
cremated? Not much of you left so it would happen fast. Frozen
isn’t good because, for you, if you’re still alive, it’ll never be
over.

Seems odd that if your
brain was still alive, they coulda saved your body to go with it.
You got caught up in the gray area, so to speak. No pulse, no
breathing, dead. No brainwaves. Guess that proves it. But how can
you have that if you’re frozen?

I guess she didn’t want
you as an android. Sounds kinda funny to me, too. What’s the point?
No eating, drinking. I heard androids can have sex, but I don’t
know if they put sensors in for that. It’s not really your brain
anymore anyway. I hear that they just transfer the information. Not
sure how they do that.

Still, I don’t know what
to do with you. Guess I’ll just keep you frozen until we get
instructions or ninety days, whichever comes first. After that,
you’re going to the highest bidder. If no one bids, you’re going
into the fire.

Sorry.

Military’s interested in
you, though. So are a few universities. So, maybe you won’t die
after all. Don’t know if that’s a good or bad thing.


 


Bill of Lading




Malcolm liked to start his
day looking over the previous day’s accomplishments and setbacks.
He kept a list, two lists actually, and associated with them,
numbers to call to help resolve those problems. But none of this
came before his morning cup of freshly ground and brewed coffee
with cream and two sugars.

Having done that, he
glanced at the Bill of Lading from Cond-Orbit Central’s latest
shipment back down to Cond-Orbit LA.

In the Special Care
section, there was a notice that the specially marked container
contained a human brain that must be kept sealed in its container
and that the unit must be re-powered within an hour after being
unplugged. Failure to implement these instructions will be
prosecuted to the full extent of the law.

He selected Dorian’s number up in
Cond-Orbit and made the call.

“Hey, Malcolm. I was just
thinking about you. What’s up? Besides me, ha, ha. How are things
on Earth?”

“Dorian, what’s with this
brain that you sent down? What am I supposed to do with
it?”

“I’m fine. Thanks for
asking. And how are you?”

“Peachy. Same old LA only
worse. Where am I supposed to keep this thing?”

“Well, since you’re the
one that oversees that operation, I’d say you. That’s who’s going
to be held responsible.”

“Who’s taking
delivery?”

“Don’t know.”

“When are they going
to…,”

“Malcolm, all I know is
that his name was Frank, he died suddenly and that, theoretically
anyway, his brain might still be intact. Now you know as much as
me.”

“He doesn’t have
family?”

“His widow returned to
Earth three months ago and left no forwarding address. We don’t
know where she is and, after ninety days he’s up for
grabs.”

“You could’ve just kept him
up there until somebody claimed him.”

“The Morgue had him for
ninety days. After that, they handed him over to me. I kept him
here in my office for three days while I tried to figure out what
to do with him. I know he can’t hear or talk or anything, but I
could feel him through the walls of that container.
Creepy.”

“It’s still
alive?”

“It’s frozen. I don’t know
anything about alive.”


 


The Talk




Jordan snapped the latches of his
travel bag closed, carried it out of the bedroom and set it by the
front door. Ramon met him there.

“Mr. Jordan, I hope that you have a
safe journey.”

“I will, Ramon. Thank you.”

“Miss Tess will ask about your sudden
departure. What should I say?”

“Tell her I’ll call when I get
there.”

“She will ask where, Mr.
Jordan.”

“To meet with Malcolm. I’ll give her
all the details when I get back.”

“May I inquire how long that will
be?”

“I’m told, no longer than a day, or
two.”

“It is my privilege, Mr. Jordan, to
have access to your professional line of work. Miss Tess knows this
and will inquire…,”

“None of this is to be shared with
anybody.”

“Yes, Mr. Jordan.”

“I might have occasion to contact you.
Be available.”

“Yes, Mr. Jordan. This mission will be
dangerous?”

“I never know what to
expect.”

Stepping off of the Swift-Line, Jordan
traversed the long walk to Malcolm’s office. Running the operation,
he could have had the best view, best of everything, but he chose
one of the least accessible places under the dome.

“It’s not because I don’t like
people,” he replied, when Jordan asked about it. “If I was
accessible, there’d be a line of people coming through here all day
long. As it is, they figure it out by themselves.”

“That’s why I like to work at home.
What’s up, Malcolm?”

“Coffee?”

“Scotch…, on the rocks.”

Malcolm smiled, motioned for Jordan to
sit in one of the four chairs surrounding a low, coffee table, the
unofficial meeting place for behind-the-scenes
discussions.

“Stella, you remember her?”

Jordan nodded. “Government
overwatch.”

“Right. Anything else?”

“She had a spybot, um…,”

“Angel.”

“Right. Ramon has mentioned
her.”

“Did you know that they regularly
communicate?”

“No. I did not.”

“Angel, Stella tells me, monitors
communications for potential trouble, anything that might be
harmful to our operation.”

“OK.”

“She’s discovered a shadowy group,
still in its infancy, that is comprised of some highly talented
people. They…, um,”

Jordan waited patiently. Sometimes
Malcolm had trouble getting his words to wrap around his thoughts.
Sometimes the other way around.

“Their goal is to repair the damage
we’ve done to Earth.”

“And this is bad, how?”

“They want a share of the money that’s
currently being spent on expeditions to leave this
planet.”

“OK. How does this affect
us?”

“We suspect that they want to
destabilize Cond-Orbit. Bring it crashing down on
Earth.”

“How would that even be
possible?”

“It’s not that hard when you think
about it. Knock a couple of key modules out of orbit and see what
happens.”

“How would they do that? They’re all
locked into each other. You’d have to move the whole
thing.”

“I know. Inconceivable, right? But
it’d be a pretty good bargaining chip.”

Jordan got up, walked over to the bar,
found a glass, filled it with a couple of ice cubes and poured a
bit of scotch over that.

“Cond-Orbit’s actually helping their
cause, three hundred miles up, shading the planet. We’re cooling it
off. They’re building another city. That’s even better.”

“Mining on the moon is cheaper than
mining on Earth. Their philosophy seems to be, according to Angel,
now that Big Business is moving onto cheaper supplies from the
moon, they should be responsible for the mess that they’ve created
here on Earth. Can’t say as I blame them, but it works against what
all of us are trying to do.”

“And what are we trying to
do?”

“You know as well as I. Build condos
to make money and fund Eclipse.”

“Where are we on the
modifications?”

“Ramon’s designs work mathematically.
Ready to go for a ride?”

Jordan smiled. “To where? Or,
when?”

“We want to ensure that this plan
fails.”

“Using Eclipse?”

“Of course.”

“You know that every second into the
future has a million different possibilities. It’s a
crapshoot.”

“I’m surprised that Ramon has chosen
not to tell you about Angel. He suggested moving the ship forward
in time in small increments at first, and then increase the
intervals.”

“Most logical trajectory?”

“Follow the slope to predict the
future. Hours can be exchanged for days and so on.”

“Up to what? The event that causes
Cond-Orbit to fall?”

“Hopefully, you’ll discover something
that changes that course of history.”

“I thought we weren’t supposed to do
things that change history.”

“We have government
backing.”

“So, we’re favoring big business and
their desire to move on without owning up to the mess they’ve
created here?”

“You can’t look at it like that,
Jordan. Not only will you be saving thousands of lives, maybe
millions, you’ll be saving a lifetime of work for an entire
generation and what we’re building for the future of
mankind.”

“All that on me?”

“You’re the best.”

Jordan leaned back into the chair,
took a long sip, looked over at Malcolm and laughed.


 


Wine, Miss Tess?




“I’m bored, Ramon. Jordan’s hardly
ever around. He’s always busy on some new project.”

“And that is problematic for you, Miss
Tess?”

“Of course. Where did he
go?”

“To meet with Malcolm, Miss Tess. He
did say he would tell you all about it when he gets
back.”

“When is that?”

“He said, in a day or two, Miss
Tess.”

“What else do you know?”

“My instructions are to maintain
silence. I suspect that Mr. Jordan does not know much more than
what I’ve just told you.”

“Does it involve Eclipse?”

“I have no information on Eclipse in
regard to this conversation.”

“If Eclipse in involved, it should be
us working together. You and me.”

“He is their top test engineer. You do
not have those qualifications.”

“We’re the ones that saved him. We
don’t need credentials.”

“May I offer you a glass of wine, Miss
Tess?”

“Is that part of your curiosity
programming? Seeing if alcohol will make me relax?”

“It has worked well frequently in the
past.”

“I want to go somewhere, Ramon. I need
a break. I’m all caught up at work. I can get away.”

“Where might that be, Miss
Tess?”

“Someplace different. Someplace far
away from the coast. A complete change of scenery. And I want you
to go with me.”

“Mr. Jordan has left instructions for
me to be available.”

“You will be. Just not from
here.”

“Do you have a place in mind, Miss
Tess?”

“Yes. I was just reading about it. I
want to go to Arches National Park. I want to see unbelievable rock
formations, breathe clean air. What a luxury that must
be.”

“I am downloading information on that
location as we speak. Shall I make travel
accommodations?”

“No. Not yet. I’ll take my wine out on
the patio.”

“I understand your frustration, Miss
Tess. Jordan and you had planned for a quiet night together. Should
I continue with the meal that you had planned?”

“Put it on hold and join me on the
patio. Let’s talk about a vacation.”


 


Third Shift




Like most every woman named Samantha,
her nickname is Sam. She worked the late shift, midnight to eight.
The best hours, she’s always thinking, are when everyone else is
gone. Got the place to myself. No phone calls, no need to hurry and
get things done. The world is my oyster between midnight and
eight.

When the day crew couldn’t get all
their tasks done during their eight hours, they passed their
unresolved problems on to the evening shift, four-to-midnight. The
evening crew claimed that they could get their work done if the day
crew wouldn’t leave so many problems for them to fix. Bottom line,
the unresolved problems from the day were passed on to the night
crew, Sam, because she normally doesn’t do much anyway, even though
her time is uninterrupted. To that end, Sam amused herself by
messing with the system, screwing things up for the day
crew.

Feeling that she was the dumping
ground for all of their problems, Sam went out of her way to return
the favor. Little things, like losing a trouble ticket to fix
something, claiming that no one ever passed it on to her, which
caused the day crew to start all over with that problem along with
all the new ones cropping up.

Just for fun, she swapped security
cards between employees, causing the accounting people to wonder
why the evening person, who was collecting time and a half for
working evenings, was working days and why another employee, who
was supposed to be working days was working the evening shift and
not getting time and a half. Sam laughed at that. Fun and games,
something to pass the time between midnight and eight.

On this morning, just getting off
work, she decided to stop in for a bagel and coffee. Standing in
line ahead of her was a kindly looking lady, probably in her
eighties, who was confused about what to buy. Turning, she motioned
for Sam to play through and, hearing Sam place her
order…,

“Is that good?”

Sam smiled. “I like it.”

“All these choices. I get so
confused.” She smiled at the young girl taking Sam’s order. “I’ll
take the same thing and I’d like to pay for both of us.”

Sam started to protest.

“No. You don’t have to do
that.”

“Please. Let an old lady have her
way…, for once.”

Sam smiled. “Sure. Thanks.”

Sam normally would take her coffee and
bagel onto the SwiftLine and head for the exit. It’s been a long
night. But after getting her order, the lady seemed confused about
where to sit. Sam led her over to a small table next to the wall,
motioned for her to sit in one of the two chairs and then seated
herself, facing her.

“My name’s Sam. You are…?”

“Edith. Everybody calls me Eddy. You
are so kind. Thank you.”

“What brings you under the
dome?”

“I just wanted to see what goes on in
here. Everyone is so busy.”

Sam smiled while she spread cream
cheese across her toasted cinnamon-raisin bagel. “It’s a zoo.
That’s for sure.”

“What do you do?”

“I fix things, whatever breaks. That’s
about it.”

“You must be very proud. I couldn’t
fix anything in here. I used to do a lot of things before my
arthritis acted up. My hands cramp sometimes. Mostly it’s just a
dull ache.”

“Hmm. I guess I have that to look
forward to.”

Eddy laughed thinly as she spread
cream cheese across her bagel. “Pardon my language. Getting old’s,
a bitch.”

They talked small stuff for a while
longer and, Sam noticed, that as the conversation moved from this
subject to that, Eddy was not as helpless as she first seemed, nor
as old as she had first estimated.

“Actually,” Eddy whispered over her
coffee, “I’m looking for business opportunities. If they think I’m
a helpless old woman, out of touch, I’ll get more information.” She
laughed quietly.

“You want to buy this
shop?”

“Heaven’s no. I was just
practicing.”

“You fooled me. What are you looking
for?”

“Someone who wants to make ten
thousand IU’s.”

Sam sat a bit straighter in her seat.
This was as much as she’d make in two months. “For doing
what?”

Lydia glanced around the room and
noted the other customer’s conversations, checking for
eavesdroppers, leaned forward and whispered. “My nephew works up in
Cond-Orbit. He said that a special care unit was sent to someone
here. There is a buyer outside the dome that is willing to pay
twelve thousand for it.”

“Special care? What is it?”

“A very heavy, metal box.”

“Where is it?”

“It was sent to the head of
operations.”

Sam studied Eddy for a minute,
wondering if this was some kind of trap. Head of operations was
Malcolm. Everybody knew that. And yes, she had access to that area,
being the person that fixed whatever in the middle of the
night.

Sam knew exactly where it was, in
Pierce’s office after Malcolm claimed that he didn’t want it near
him. It was moved by the evening shift and one of her new tasks was
to ensure that it remained plugged in.

“Wherever it is and whatever it is, it
cannot be moved without a directive and authorization with the
proper signatures.”

“If I could produce those
papers?”

“If it’s authorized, it will be
delivered. How would one be paid?”


 


What?




Dorian was right. Felt
like I was sitting in here with a ghost. It’s frozen. It can’t do
anything, not even think. Well, I think it can’t think. I know we
can’t see ghosts. Don’t believe in them anyway. It almost felt like
he was calling out, asking for help.

Frank, there’s nothing I
can do for you, no-way, no-how. Sorry.

I need a
vacation.

If the military’s coming
for you, don’t know what their plans are, but I bet you won’t get
KP duty and I doubt they’re going to get you to march. Personally,
I hope you’re dead. Don’t take it personal. I don’t know you. I’m
just not sure if your future with the military is going to be
good.

Leaning back in his chair, Malcolm
blew the steam from his coffee and smiled. It was going to be a
good day. The new owners of Frank would be arriving tomorrow
morning. Due to the special needs of this transfer, what would be
the best time and arrangement for pick-up?

A special car on the SwiftLine could
get it to the loading docks on the east side of the dome, the
closest exit point, in mere minutes. Frank would have power all the
way except for the few minutes needed for signatures and transfer
of ownership.

Glad I sent it over to
Pierce. He’s in charge of Security and has control of the loading
docks. What better place to keep Frank than in Security? Should
have gone there in the first place. We build parts for cities in
space. We don’t need an extra brain hanging around and, laughing at
the thought of it, Pierce could use some extra smarts over
there.

Malcolm set his coffee down on the
fake, wooden coaster with the cork bottom and forwarded the
military’s contact information over to Pierce along with a request
to be kept in the loop until the transfer is complete.

Minutes later, Pierce replied that the
transfer had already taken place at 0400 hours this very morning at
the east-side cargo gate. Malcolm picked up the phone.

“Pierce. What are you talking about? I
just got the orders.”

“Well, there’s nothing
left to transfer. Frank’s gone.”

Malcolm had this sinking feeling, like
when Eclipse disappeared.

“Send me the documents authorizing
it.”

“Coming at you. I thought
it was strange happening at four in the morning. But who’s going to
question the military?”

“My authorization papers are from
Colonel March. I know who he is. I don’t know this…, this Captain
Hanson. Who is he?”

“How would I know? His
papers checked out.”

“You didn’t coordinate this with
me.”

“Malcolm, you sent me a
frozen brain in a box. I kept it plugged in. I kept it cold. I
watched over it for two days and let me tell you I did not like it.
I think it’s alive and I’m happy to see it gone.”

Malcolm hung up with a
sigh.

OK. It’s not going to be a
good day.


 


Gravity




Gravity up in the condo is
not the same as gravity here on Earth. They say that it’s the same.
I weigh the same up there as I do down here. But here on earth
there’s more of a tug, more resistance to move my arms and legs.
Even a spoon or a fork feels heavy and if it slips out of my grip,
falls much faster than what I’m used to.

Wanting to fix that, Lillian bought a
couple of hand weights at a local sporting goods store and worked
out with them a few times a day, stretching this way or that,
depending on where the weaknesses were and, later on, where the
pain was. Before long, she felt like she needed something
more.

Afraid of the ocean, but wanting to
confront one of her fears, she purchased fins and tried body
surfing in shallow waters and was enjoying it until the guy next to
her stepped on a sting ray. Seeing his injury and hearing that
sometimes, if the swelling gets too bad, there is a possibility of
losing a foot, Lillian decided that the ocean wasn’t for her and
gave him the fins.

She wasn’t ready for a new
relationship and didn’t have any family. Going to church seemed
silly and backward after living up in space and although everyone
was friendly, she didn’t feel like these were her kind of people.
Most of their friends, when Frank was alive, were far more focused
on science and moving forward. Sure. The Ten commandments are
great. Everybody should live by them anyway. How many really
do?

Living in Los Angeles County,
impossibly over-crowded for someone returning from space, Lillian
longed for a view that didn’t have people. Living up there with
Frank, her feelings were just the opposite. That’s when she
discovered that she needed people, just not in LA
density.

Space is quiet, sometimes so
overwhelming that it hurts to listen. You can hear your own brain
humming. There is never a quiet moment in LA. Twenty-four hours a
day, sirens, racing cars, jets taking off and landing, arguments,
doors slamming, honking horns, an occasional gunshot? This is what
made Frank want to leave in the first place. OK. Time to go. But…,
to where?

Viewing travel shows and reading
through lots of pamphlets that explained why she should visit this
place or that, Lillian decided to buy a good sturdy bike, get a
one-year pass for all of the National Parks and travel.

I won’t bicycle from park
to park. Just get there however and then bike through.

Mapping out her escape, she decided to
travel slowly across the land and look for a place that she would
like to call home. Supplies?

Sleeping bag, tent, a tire
patch kit, air pump, water, energy foods, reservations at wherever
I’m going to end the day. A grand adventure.

After Sequoia, Yosemite and
Yellowstone, Lillian took a bus to Springdale, Utah and spent the
night resting and preparing for her ride through Zion on Highway
nine, cleaning and filling water containers, checking tire
pressure, getting supplies and ensuring that her bike was ready to
go.


 


Bighorn Sheep




“What is it, Ramon? How do I always
get behind the slow drivers?”

“Miss Tess, may I suggest that you
slow down and relax? Is that not the reason that we are on this
vacation?”

“I didn’t realize that there is no
passing. This guy’s crawling and there aren’t any cars in front of
him. I would enjoy this a whole lot more if I were in front of him
or if you were driving.”

“If only it was legal, Miss
Tess.”

“You have better reflexes, endless
patience, and I would be able to watch the scenery.”

“If you back away from the car in
front of you, Miss Tess, you will have more time to look
around.”

“I’m stressing, aren’t I?”

“Perhaps the twenty cars that are
following you are contributing to your state of mind, Miss Tess.
And since this vehicle is slightly larger than the one in front of
you, you might feel that everyone is blaming you for going this
slow. Normally, I would recommend that you have a glass of wine,
but it is illegal…,”

“I know. I know. I’ll make up for it
tonight. Not that I’m an alcoholic or anything.”

“We are approaching some tunnels, Miss
Tess. It is a single lane tunnel, so we may be forced to stop and
wait for the oncoming traffic to clear before we can continue. So,
it is pointless to worry about how slow this car in front of you is
going.”

“You’re right, Ramon. I’m bringing all
my stress with me, aren’t I? Don’t answer that.”

“These tunnels are carved out of solid
granite, Miss Tess. And there seven portals that will allow you a
glimpse outside. You must keep your headlights on when inside the
tunnel.”

“You are a great travel companion,
Ramon.”

“I am tuned into park information,
Miss Tess. We are approaching the tunnels. Prepare to
stop.”

Crossing the road, several Bighorn
sheep were causing a traffic jam along with the tourists getting
out of their cars to take pictures.

Tess set the brake. “Looks like we’re
going to be here awhile.”

“There is a ‘no-bicycle-in-the tunnel’
policy, Miss Tess.”

“How does that affect us?”

“There is a bicyclist stranded near
the entrance. She will not be able to pass through.”

“So? You’re suggesting that we give
her a ride?”

“She is stranded until someone gives
her a ride, Miss Tess. That, or she turns around.”

“I didn’t think that you had
compassion, Ramon. Has Jordan programmed that in?”

“I have compassion as far as logic
allows, Miss Tess. And in this instance, our vehicle has enough
room for this person and her gear.”

“You’re saying that it’s logical for
us to help her through the tunnel?”

“It is compassionate for us to help
her, logical for both of you to converse.”

“Why?”

“Both of you are displaying signs of
stress, Miss Tess. And one helping the other will relieve stress in
both.”

“Jesus, Ramon. You scare me.
Sometimes, you’re too human. Let’s give her a hand.”


 


Where to Start?




Sitting inside Eclipse, Jordan
initiated a start and waited for the multitude of programs to run
through their tests and ultimately clear him for full power. Now
built into the program, thanks to Ramon, the ship would linger in
that instant of time between this reality and the next.

The theory was that if Eclipse
remained on the stand and if communications were still intact, then
Jordan should be able to get updates, current information, from
Angel as he moved forward in time, incrementally to determine the
trajectory of realities that lead to Cond-Orbit’s fall.

“So…, if I go five years
into the future, I’d have to initiate contact with Angel in that
time to get what she knows, if she still exists. Because she can’t
know the future, right?”

“Right.”

“And if I leave the
stand?”

“Don’t.”

“Let’s bring Ramon
along.”

“You can’t. We needed that
space to modify the craft for propulsion.”

“What if this shadowy
group never amounts to anything and none of this ever happens? I’m
chasing a ghost.”

“I hope you’re right.
Actually, what we’re looking for is any sequence of events leading
up to it. Don’t do anything.”

Seeing the all-clear lamp flash on the
console, Jordan hesitated.

“Eclipse to Angel. Come
in.”

“I hear you, Mr. Jordan.
What can I do for you?”

“Connect me with Ramon.”

“Connecting, Mr.
Jordan.”

A soft, calming woman’s voice spilled
into his headphones. “All systems are Go. Initiate launch when
ready.”

“Mr. Jordan. Ramon is not
available for communications at this time.”

“Thanks, Angel.”

“You are welcome, Mr.
Jordan.”

Jordan glanced at his instruments,
ensured everything was still a Go, stared for a long while at his
hands, took a deep breath and initiated start-up. Hit with a sudden
surge, Eclipse hummed into life, losing substance, pulling away
from here. Translucent and glowing, Eclipse disappeared.


 


Frank




Gaining consciousness, Frank stared
blankly at the white ceiling and wondered how he wound up flat on
his back. Directly above, a ceiling fan hummed quietly and, while
providing a light breeze, gave him a target to inspect, a game he
played as a child. How many blades? Three, four or five?

Staring at the blurred blades, he
varied the speed of his blinking until the blades stopped. He was
never able to get them to stop completely before, barely enough
time to count the blades before they became a blur again.
Five.

He was lying on some sort of hard, yet
cushioned mat. Rolling his head to the right, a row of white
cabinets spanned the wall with a sink and faucet at one end and a
row of cabinets above, all white, sterile.

Rolling his head to his left; a woman
wearing a white smock was sitting in a chair, watching him through
her blue-rimmed glasses. She had fair skin, auburn hair and dimples
when she smiled. She placed her clipboard on a small stand next to
her chair.

“Hello.”

The utterance did not compute. Her
smile was non-threatening, her voice, calm. Frank closed his eyes
while some processor in the back of his head whirled through a
thousand different languages. Traditional greeting in English
speaking languages. Load?

Yes.

She waited patiently and then tried
again. “Hello?”

“Hello.” Frank is surprised to hear
his voice. He does not know what it should sound like, but that
didn’t feel right.

“I’m Matti. You are…?”

Processing. Boy, selfish,
cute, darling, Frank, smart, numb-nuts, friend, Frank, lover,
dumb-shit, Frank, fucked, clever, intuitive, inventive, boring,
Frank…,

“Frank.”

“Can you sit up?”

Sit up. Not stand, not lie
down, both horizontal and vertical, sit.

Surprised at how easy the move was,
Frank swung his legs over the side. “Yes.”

“Can you move all of your body
parts?”

Turning his head side-to-side, Frank
looked up, down, shrugged his shoulders, extended his arms and
wiggled his fingers, bent over and touched the floor, straightened,
turned side-to-side, and then walked around the room.

“Yes.”

“Do you feel nervous or
anxious?”

“No.”

“Do you have any physical needs at
this time?”

“No.”

“Hungry?”

“No.”

“Questions?”

“Where am I?”

“Middle of nowhere in
Nevada.”

“What am I doing here?”

“You were dead. We’ve brought you back
to life.”

“I was dead?”

“Pronounced dead. Your brain was
frozen and presumed dead.”

“When did I die?”

“About four months ago.”

“I don’t remember.”

“You were dead. How could
you?”

Frank studied his hands, turning them
this way and that slowly, examining them, making a fist, checking
his strength. “Where is my body?”

She smiled. “I hate to be the one to
tell you this, but it went out for parts. You’ve saved many lives.
You should be proud. If we had an award for such a thing, you’d be
the pioneer recipient.”

“Didn’t I have some say in
this?”

“You did. You were a
donor.”

“And nobody wanted my
brain?”

“We did. And here you are.”

“Is it legal to bring me back to
life?”

“That’s the goal in any emergency.
Save lives.”

“Like this?”

“You’re alive.”

“What am I?”

“You’re a human intelligence inside an
android. How does it feel?”

“I don’t remember…,
anything.”

“We will help you recover that. Over
time, we believe that you will recover most of your
memory.”

Frank walked over to a mirror mounted
on the wall and studied his face, skin textured, tanned, green
eyes, military style haircut. “What did I look like
before?”

“You had black hair, cut short, brown
eyes, medium build, slightly overweight.”

“Why did you make me look like
this?”

“Several reasons. One good thing about
being an android is that we can change your looks. If you want to
look like someone else, let us know and we’ll see what we can
do.”

“What if I want to be
something else?”

“Like what? Humans are at the top of
the chart.”

“A dragon. What if I want to be a
dragon?”

Matti laughed. She has a clear voice,
light. “We’d have to take a vote.”

“What kind of powers do I
have?”

“Approximate? After your training,
double human strength, double speed running. Same for jumping,
twice as high. You don’t need air, food, drink or need of a
bathroom except for cleaning. You are waterproof and able to
withstand temperatures between zero and one hundred-fifty degrees
Fahrenheit. You have night vision.”

“What am I supposed to do with all of
this?”

“Before we get into that, we have many
things we need to discuss. Welcome back. You’re a success, Frank. A
hero. You’re alive!”


 


Pizza!




Lillian slid a slice of pizza onto her
plate, reached for the wine and offered some to Tess, who nodded,
yes. “Thanks again for giving me a ride.”

“Thanks for the pizza.”

“Thanks for the wine.”

Tess raised her glass. “Nice to have
someone to talk to.”

“Where is Ramon now?”

“Back in my room.”

“Does he hibernate, or
what?”

“He goes down for maintenance from
time to time. Other than that, he’s always there.”

“Does that bother you? No
privacy?”

“If I want that, he’ll give it to
me.”

“What all does he
do?”

“If I told you, it’d take another
bottle and I don’t want to feel like crap tomorrow.”

“Arches National Park. I’m ahead of
schedule. I was going to stop back in Piute tonight, recuperate,
and then come into Moab tomorrow.”

Tess laughed. “I’m not driving you
back.”

Lillian sipped her wine. “Well, it’s
nice to have an easy day.”

“Where are you going next?”

“Canyonlands. After that,
Colorado.”

“And then?”

“Don’t know. Looking for a place to
stay, I guess.” Lillian pointed to the sky with her wine glass. “I
was living up there.”

“What’s that like?”

“Exciting. Everything’s so new. But…,
looking down, I realized that here is where I want to
be.”

“What kind of work do you
do?”

“Trained as an engineer. Got married.
Working from home and…,” Lillian sipped her wine.

“And…?”

“He died.”

“Oh. I’m sorry.”

Tess picked a piece of pepperoni off
of her pizza and nibbled at it. She was always worried about Jordan
and what might happen to him. In a heartbeat, she could be in the
same situation.

“How long did you live up
there?”

“Little over a year.”

“Where are you from down
here?”

“Everywhere. I was raised by foster
parents who moved all the time. I never had a real
home.”

“Where are they now?”

“They were on a jet that went
down.”

“Jesus.” Tess clinked her glass to
Lillian’s. “Just keeps getting worse.”

“We weren’t that close. We tried to
be. Inheritance got me through college.”

“Do you know who your real parents
are?”

“Haven’t had time to look. It’s been
school, work, marriage and here I am. No time to think about
things. What about you?”

“Parents got into a nasty divorce. I
stayed away, moved on with school. He died of a heart attack. She
died of other problems.”

Smiling, Lillian clinked her glass to
Tess’s. “Just keeps getting worse.”

“You have any brothers or
sisters?”

“Nope. Not that I know of.
You?”

“No.” Tess took a long gulp of her
wine. “What are your plans for tomorrow?”

“If I could hitch a ride to
Arches?”

“We could just do the park together
and forget the bike for a day.”

Lillian, smiling, raised her glass for
a toast. “Deal.”


 


Coordinates

 


“Eclipse to Angel. Do you read
me?”

“I hear you, Mr. Jordan.
How may I help you?”

“How much real-time has elapsed since
my launch?”

“Fifteen minutes, Mr.
Jordan.”

“What time am I calling
from?”

“I am receiving your call
approximately one hour from launch, Mr. Jordan, plus or minus two
minutes.”

“How are you doing that?”

“Our communications link
is unbroken, Mr. Jordan.”

“Any news that I should be aware
of?”

“This communications link
is working properly, Mr. Jordan.”

“Is your real-time Angel aware of this
call?”

“No, Mr. Jordan. She will
never be aware of this call.”

“Thanks, Angel.”

“You are welcome, Mr.
Jordan.”

Jordan set launch time as the baseline
and this conversation with Angel one hour later as the second data
point. He then eased Eclipse ahead another day and made another
call.

“I hear you, Mr. Jordan?
How may I help you?”

“How much real-time has elapsed since
my launch?”

“Twenty minutes, Mr.
Jordan.”

“What time frame am I calling
from?”

“Twenty-five hours, Mr.
Jordan, plus or minus forty-eight minutes.”

“Why the uncertainty?”

“The communications link
between Eclipse and this station remains unbroken, Mr. Jordan. But
the syncing of time is erratic. Therefore, I can only give
estimates.”

“Thanks, Angel.”

“You are welcome, Mr.
Jordan.”

Just on impulse, Jordan moved Eclipse
ahead six months.

“I hear you, Mr. Jordan?
How may I help you?”

“Any news regarding
Cond-Orbit?”

“A reporter investigating
those involved in the proposed demolition of Cond-Orbit has died,
Mr. Jordan.”

“Cause of death?”

“Mechanical failure of his
vehicle, Mr. Jordan.”

“Mechanical. Not a bomb or anything
like that?”

“His vehicle went over a
cliff, Mr. Jordan.”

“His name?”

“Wesley Kitch, Mr.
Jordan.”

“Any names of the people he was
investigating?”

“Colonel March and Lindy
Moore, Mr. Jordan.”

“What? The Colonel March?”

“Affirmative, Mr.
Jordan.”

“What are they accused of?”

“They are not accused, Mr.
Jordan. Wesley Kitch claimed he knew of a plot to destroy
Cond-Orbit and was investigating.”

“Who is this, Wesley
Kitch?”

“We have no records on
Wesley Kitch, Mr. Jordan.”

“No records. None?”

“His vehicle exploded when
it hit the rocks, Mr. Jordan. The incoming tide washed it
away.”

“Time that the accident
happened?”

“Estimated one hundred
seventy-two days after initial launch, Mr. Jordan. With an error
factor of approximately five days.”

“Thanks, Angel.”

“You are welcome, Mr.
Jordan.”

Kitch. Kitch. Kitch. The
same one? How? He lives in the future. No way.

“Angel?”

“I hear you, Mr. Jordan.
How may I help you?”

“Connect me to Ramon,
please.”

“I am sorry, Mr. Jordan. I
cannot make that connection.”

“Why, not?”

“There are an infinite
number of Ramon possibilities and there is no way to know which one
to connect to. I am sorry, Mr. Jordan. To contact Ramon, you must
return to real time.”

“Thank you, Angel.”

Back on the stand…,

“Angel?”

“I hear you, Mr. Jordan.
How may I help you?”

“Connect me to Ramon,
please.”

“Connecting.”

“Hello, Mr.
Jordan.”

“Ramon, how would I go about finding
Kitch?”

“The way to find Kitch,
Mr. Jordan, is to query Eclipse records for the time slot that
Eclipse was in when you disappeared.”

“But he was in another
reality.”

“One of infinite others. I
question why you are searching for Kitch, Mr. Jordan.”

“He might have information about
Cond-Orbit’s fall.”

“Only if it fell in that
reality, Mr. Jordan. If it did not, you will then have ten trillion
others to investigate.”

“This is hopeless.”

“One possibility, Mr.
Jordan. As you have said in your telling of that experience, Kitch
mentioned that you invented the fusion drive. Move ahead in time
and ask Angel if there is any news about your invention. Knowledge
of that will give you an approximate end point for your trajectory.
However, I must warn you that you lived in Kitch’s reality when you
were in Code Three. There is no guarantee that you will ever find
that reality again.”

“Ramon, if you could drink, you’d be
my beer buddy.”

“I do have a program that
mimics being drunk, Mr. Jordan. I could adjust my programs to act
accordingly.

Jordan laughed. “A drunk Ramon. I
can’t imagine. How is Tess?”

“Tess is fine, Mr. Jordan.
We are in Arches National Park and traveling with another female,
Lillian, who joined us when we were traveling through Zion National
Park.”

“What?”

“Tess was bored, Mr.
Jordan. She wanted to take a vacation.”

“Without me?”

“You were not available,
Mr. Jordan.”

“Speaking of that. Neither were you
when I tried to call.”

“Angel informed me of your
attempt to communicate, Mr. Jordan. At that time, I was inside a
tunnel with Miss Tess and no signal was available.”

“What tunnel?”

“In Zion National Park,
Mr. Jordan.”

“When is she coming back?”

“I have not been given
that information, Mr. Jordan. Should I contact you if I have new
information?”

“No. I’ll check in. Thanks,
Ramon.”

“My pleasure, Mr.
Jordan.”

Twenty years? Anything I’m
going to invent is going to happen in the next twenty years. If I
go there, I can look back and see when I invented it.
Twenty?

But…, what if I learn that
I died? Or Tess? Do I want to know those things but have no
memories in between? Nope. Thirty days it is.

“Angel?”

“I hear you, Mr. Jordan.
How can I help?”

“What time am I calling
from?”

“Thirty days from launch,
Mr. Jordan, plus or minus twenty-four hours.”

“Is there any news that I should be
aware of regarding Cond-Orbit?”

“Yes, Mr. Jordan. A man by
the name of Wesley Kitch was arrested for docking his boat in an
unauthorized location at the downtown wharf.”

“Arrested? For that?”

“He had no valid
identification.”

“Where is he being kept?”

“At the downtown jail, Mr.
Jordan.”

“When was he arrested?”

“Five days after launch,
Mr. Jordan.”

“Wait. How do you know anything about
Kitch? The conversation that you and I had took place in the
future.”

“I do not know about that
conversation, Mr. Jordan. I learned about Kitch from your
conversation with Ramon after your initial launch.”

“You were eavesdropping.”

“I monitor all
communications regarding Stella’s operation, Mr. Jordan. Cond-Orbit
included. I am sorry if this offends you, but it does make us both
aware of Kitch.”

“Thanks, Angel.”

“You are welcome, Mr.
Jordan.”

Back in real time, Jordan called
Malcolm. “Are you in your office?”

“Just got back in. You got
something?”

“Maybe.”

“See you when you get
here.”


 


Designs


They opted for salad, cheese,
crackers, olives and a bottle of wine at a picnic table in the
park. Lillian spread out the plates and opened up the containers
while Tess uncorked the wine.

“The condo can’t be sold without my
signature. So, I’m safe there. I just have to call in and do
whatever it takes to sell.”

“Are you going back up?”

“Not unless I have to. I won’t have
any trouble selling. There’s usually a waiting list of people
wanting to buy condos.”

“Did you leave any personal things up
there?”

“Mostly Frank’s stuff. I didn’t know
what to do with it.”

“His parents might want something.
Brothers? Sisters?”

“He didn’t want me to meet his family
because I’m agnostic and they are zealous believers. Ours was a
fast marriage with a Justice of the Peace and then we were off to
Cond-Orbit for our honeymoon and a new life up in the stars. Start
fresh, right? Live life to the fullest. Explore. Jump into the
future.”

Tess handed Lillian a cup of wine.
“What kind of work did he do?”

“He designed space-based condos and we
lived in one of his designs. Everybody came to him for advice. He
invented the Attracter for docking condo Go-Pods.”

“What’s that?”

“Everybody has a Go-Pod for
transportation. It comes with the unit. The Attracter takes control
of the approaching pod, takes it out of the approaching driver’s
hands
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