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      The pyramids in the place were tall and skinny as if built by people with far better senses of height perception than humans. It’s always been a thing that we humans are pretty good at estimating horizontal distances and lousy with vertical distances.

      Some kind of old survival on the Serengeti thing, maybe.

      Try it. You’ll see. Take a look along the road, or across a field and figure out how far it is to walk. Then go walk it. No trouble, right?

      Then go to a hill. Some steep incline you’ve seen from a distance. Go to the bottom. Walk to the top. Whew, how about that? Not so easy. It looked like it was maybe a hundred and fifty feet, but it was more like three hundred and it felt like six hundred.

      Or maybe that’s just me.

      I had a friend, Egret Palm, who loved rock climbing. She would take on the half dome without ropes and laugh at all the other climbers. Dead now, but that’s the case with most of my friends. Don’t cry for me, I’m the one still alive.

      And here I am digressing and I haven’t even started in on the story, which is what you all are really here for, isn’t it?

      About the time when we discovered the first sentients and it freaked the living pajamas out of me and my boss and my boss’s boss and right on up the chain to the New York Times and Chicago Post and Le Monde.

      Of course, who reads those venerable institutions now, after hundreds of years? Me for one. My daughter Kadie, and she would know, being of that generation what understand the world, they would think, and bring a certain element of annoyance about the state of things and the mess we’re leaving them.

      Same with every one of the generations since Gutenberg, I guess. All of us kind of with our back up about perceived wrongs in the world that need righting.

      And then, turns out, after hundreds of searches and investigations and hooptie-what-illions of petabytes of data analysis, that there actually are other sentient lifeforms in the galaxy.

      That put a capybara among the pythons for sure.

      And me, Peter Jaimble, the guy who found them.

      Wish I never had.
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      There was a time, and I don’t know the exact history, when the civilizations of Central America had been lost, but their pyramids and cities were later rediscovered. I think it was Tikal in old Guatemala or Belize that was one of the most famous.

      As someone who is now studying these things out on Wilderun IV—don’t you love how they number planets?—you’d think that I would know a little more. At least would have gone and done some reading.

      But really, I’m just a drone jockey.

      Before I was born—cue age jokes—some bright sparks in the remnants of NASA sent out something like one trillion kernel bots.

      Mostly forgotten, after all, this was about 2100, 2150, something like that. Hundreds of years back. Those people knew more about the dark ages than we know about their time.

      These things they sent were state of the art for their time. The size of a clenched fist, enclosed in some kind of bubble and fired out into the vast unknown.

      The historians all agree that it was an automated system, built out around the moons of Jupiter, self-building and self-directing. There have been archeological expeditions to the moons to look over the old workings. There are books about those, if you care to read them. Lemm Colwin’s one is my favorite—filled with remarkable and well-framed photographs. Ruined conveyors and sifts and stampers with the crescent of Jupiter hanging on the horizon. Fabricators that look like gigantic beached animal carcasses.

      Anyhow, these kernel bots were like little fabrication machines themselves. And they got accelerated to something like eighty percent of the speed of light. Ninety percent? I forget those details.

      I heard the most of them were sent to the nearby systems. Alpha and Proxima Centauri. Ten year trip or something, when you account for acceleration and deceleration.

      Story goes that there were people willing to sign up to go if the boffins could figure out a reliable vessel to keep people alive for ten years. A decade in a can. No thank you.

      But it was just as well they didn’t go. When the data came back, those places were not so hospitable. Everyone would have had to stay in the ship. And come back. Twenty years in a can.

      Just nope.

      Those kernel bots landed themselves on moons and asteroids and got to work building better bots. Mining the local resources to build satellites and telescopes, atmospheric drones—the kind I was watching through on Wilderun IV—and ground platforms, and vast dishes for sending the data back.

      That data took four years—so, including all that build time, over fifteen years from departure—and it was all quite wonderfully rich. Filled with extraordinary imagery of the system. Comets and asteroids. Gas and ice giants. Dwarf planets.

      And of course, rocky planets. Basically, you got a couple of Mercuries, a small hot damp Venus, a big baked dry Mars and an Earth-sized dead world.

      Scientists were thrilled. Of course.

      Media, not so much.

      But then, over the decades, more and more of the datasets came through as those kernel bots established themselves in more and more distant systems.

      For a long while, they were all dead.

      Until Ollatine.

      And here I am jumping around all over the place. Really you need a nice crisp narrative that tells you about Wilderun, since I was the first on the scene. You know, the Nell Armstrane of my time.

      I wish. Really, I was just the guy in the seat when the data came in.

      And you need background. About the program. About the history.

      Otherwise none of it makes sense.

      Or perhaps all this is just me trying to make sense of it for myself.

      And Kadie would tell me that would never happen.
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      So I’m going to ask a little more of you here. Because it’s important to getting to the pyramids and our understanding. If I’m going to understand the implications, I need to run through all this, and if I’m going to be clear, I need to be clear with myself.

      I’ve been a lousy father.

      I’m sure that fathers have been saying that since time immemorial. People will say that it’s the ones who say they’re lousy are the ones who are just regular fathers making missteps along the way, and that the fathers who really are lousy don’t acknowledge. They just plough on through, working late or vanishing, or beating up their kids’ mothers, justifying everything.

      But there was me. Working late.

      Because of Wuscha.

      Because I allowed myself to become entranced by that delicate soft artificial voice.

      And I allowed it to draw me away from Kadie.

      When she needed me.

      I’ll circle around.

      My job, at the institute, was to sit in the drone chair at the receiving station and watch the live feeds from Wilderun IV, Pasteur, Omigoggle, Selter II and III, Happenstance, Granite, Billshakes, T9-45ald, Top, Cleopatra and a half dozen other worlds.

      Lurching back and forth in the shell as the feeds come through. Keeping my eye out for anything interesting.

      Four hours a day. Four days a week. It’s long hours, I tell you.

      Meanwhile, Kadie was busy winning climbing contests and endurance races. Twelve years old.

      Mother in the ground.

      Let me take a breath there. Ease out of the anger at Belinda leaving us like that.

      And the anger at myself for dealing with it so poorly. As in leaving the kid to raise herself.

      Circling again. Amazing to think that I make my livelihood as a data interpreter and I can’t even put all this down in a straight line.

      Maybe what you do, dear reader, is run this through your system and have it reorder things to create a linear narrative.

      That’s what we’ve wanted since the Serengeti, isn’t it?

      Bral was hunting an antelope and threw his spear but missed and the antelope ran off. When Bral retrieved his spear, a lion spotted him and gave chase.

      Bral raced up a tree and hid for a while, but the lion stuck around until after nightfall. And when the lion slipped away, and Bral climbed down the tree, a branch broke and he fell and twisted his ankle and jabbed himself with the spear tip.

      His blood attracted hyenas, and he had to limp away as fast as he could, throwing rocks at them. He swiped with his spear, but it broke.

      He ran again. Just two hundred steps from the safety of the village, his ankle gave out and he stumbled. He could see the light from the fire.

      The hyenas swarmed him.

      But Bral still had hold of the spear
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