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DEDICATION

To Dante. You have been my inspiration since the day you were born, and you continue to inspire me to this day. 

Love you, Broski.

For those who have come with me on this race through space.

Hey there. 

Welcome to the final Race Through Space book, a story which is unique to the series, but also feels just as fun, and exciting as all the others. I’ve had so much fun creating the universe behind Race Through Space. It has taken me to Hollywood to meet with big name directors and has also given me the ability to speak about science and creative writing with elementary school kids. Race Through Space has meant so much to my life for the last decade. But now the story must end.

The words in which I write are truly the beginning of the end. I have written six incredible stories, following Neil and Marie across the universe, and watching them go from awkward kids to heroes. I have no doubt there are countless stories which could be told, but it’s time for me to do other things. I have other stories I need to tell, but I also need to help Race Through Space reach its potential. My goal is to sharpen up these books, add to the original trilogy, and see where else I can tell this story. So, although this will be my last book, the Race Through Space will go on.

Thank you all so much for reading this, and making my dreams come true.

David Hawk

January 2021
In Case You Missed it.

Hey there. It’s me again.

A lot has happened since we first started the series. This little section is inspired by my father, Paul, who said that so much has happened in the series, he has forgotten some of it. So, I wanted to give you a little recap before we begin Race Through Space: Event Horizon 3.

****
[image: ]


	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

Race Through Space
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Race Through Space takes place in Mountain View, Colorado, a small town nestled in the Colorado Rocky Mountains. Mountain View is home to huge science nerds, and best friends, Neil Webb, and Marie Arroway. It’s the first day of summer break, and the world’s most famous scientist, Dr. William Lowell, is coming to Mountain View to premiere his new planetarium experience at the museum Neil’s father, Stephen, runs.

During the planetarium show, Neil sees his father and Dr. William Lowell sneak out of the planetarium. At the end of the show Neil receives a message that he is to go wait in his father’s office. But the office is empty. A message awaits him, telling him to go to his grandfather’s mountain lab on the outskirts of Mountain View. Neil and Marie make their way to the secluded lab and discover it’s full of mysterious equipment. Neil uncovers another message sent by his father, but this message will change the future of Earth.

Neil’s father tells him a story about wormholes, exoplanets, and aliens, and a hyper-advanced civilization known as the Teva, the builders of the wormholes. They reside on the planet Varillam. Varillam is on the verge of destruction, and before the Teva are lost, they decide to award the culmination of their knowledge, to only the worthiest of civilizations in the world. Neil’s father, and Dr. Lowell are on a journey through the wormholes on their way to Varillam, when they are caught up in a war and barely escape. In doing so, they are marooned on a desolate planet, and Dr. Lowell is seriously injured. The video is a call for help.

Neil and Marie locate a wormhole device, which they use to travel to the planet Simia, a moon world, full of enormous rainforests. There, they meet with the Wychu, an advanced ape-like species who live in the rainforest canopy. Neil’s father has become good friends with Yyma, and Maiah, the leaders of the Wychu. Neil asks them for help, and Maiah agrees, but first, she must tend to a diplomatic mission to the Simian surface. Neil and Marie offer to help, but on their way to the surface, their transport is attacked by the Daro, a primitive species living in the dark interiors of the Simian rainforest.

Neil and Marie barely escape with their lives, but Maiah is captured. Neil is rescued by the Tryan, the reptilian-like civilization which survives just below the surface of the planet. With help from Neil and Marie, the Tryan and the Wychu come together and form a rescue team to find Maiah. She is found deep in Daro territory, but they have fallen into a trap. The search team makes it out alive, except for Nyla, who is killed in the rescue. Neil and Marie barely escape a Daro attack by using the wormhole device to go to the next planet along the wormhole path, Amphibios.
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Race Through Space 2: The Wave of Time

NEIL AND MARIE ESCAPE from Simia to the beaches of the ocean world Amphibios. Amphibios is home to weird worm things, enormous frogs with horns, and is a world recovering from an extinction event. Neil and Marie are surprised to see Neil’s grandfather, Albert, waiting for them. Together, the three of them devise a plan to find Neil’s father. 

Stephen and Dr. Lowell are stranded on a cold, dead planet. Dr. Lowell’s wounds have become infected, and he is clinging to life. Stephen, feeling helpless to save his friend’s life, wakes to a large storm. The storm leaves puddles of fresh water, causing the entire landscape to bloom with flowers. Stephen analyzes the flowers, and discovers they have healing properties, which he uses to save Dr. Lowell. 

Neil, Marie, and his grandfather discover the existence of another wormhole path, different to their own, and hope it will lead them to Stephen and Dr. Lowell. First, they must continue on to a rocky planet named Cylosis, but they arrive in the middle of a battle between resistance fighters, and the oppressive State. They are rescued by a resistance fighter named Oort. He takes them to meet General Rubi. She explains that Neil’s father and Dr. Lowell were with them, when they were caught in an ambush, but they were able to escape. 

General Rubi gives them a place to rest before they continue their journey. However, something doesn’t sit right with Neil, who wakes up Marie and his grandfather. They flee their tent, just as a rocket fired by the State, explodes nearby. They are able to open their wormhole, but Grandpa Albert gets stuck behind.

Neil and Marie end up on a cold, dark world. But when they arrive, Neil’s AI program, RALPH, says that he has detected his father’s location. Neil and Marie run toward the signal. Stephen also receives the news that Neil is on the planet, and they finally reunite. Neil is heartbroken to tell his father, that his grandfather was left behind.  
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Race Through Space 3: The End of Time

THE GROUP IS FORCED to wait for Neil’s wormhole device to recharge. Until then, they’re not able to rescue Grandpa Al. Stephen uses the time to tell them a story about the next planet along the Teva wormhole, an ice planet named Glacies. He tells them of a civilization of large, furry aliens called the Tartarians, and meeting the revered High Priestess Casho. 

The wormhole device is charged, and the four of them end up back on Cylosis. But, the landscape around them is charred. A large explosion destroyed everything, and Grandpa Al is nowhere to be found. As they search for him, they are captured by soldiers of the Cylosian State, and taken to a prison camp. There, they are reunited with Oort. He tells them that General Rubi was killed in the attack by the State. 

All of the State’s prisoners are waiting to be put on trial, and possibly executed. Neil is able to send an emergency message to Yyma. The Wychu use their wormhole devices to get to Cylosis and help them escape. They make it out of the camp, and back to where Neil last saw his grandfather, where they find Grandpa Al’s body. With nothing they can do for him, they must continue on toward Varillam.

The Wychu return to Simia, while Neil, Marie, Dr. Lowell, and Neil’s father, continue on to Glacies, and then on to Varillam. When they arrive, they are met by a Teva woman, named Maejem, who takes them to meet the Teva High Council. The High Council congratulates the team on making it to Varillam, and they are rewarded with a heavy red stone, which the Teva call a rune.

Within the rune is all of the knowledge the Teva have accumulated over the millions of years of their existence. The team’s next test is to find a way to open the rune. Only then will they be considered worthy of the knowledge. The team returns to Earth, to grieve the loss of Grandpa Al, and find their way into the Rune.
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Race Through Space: Event Horizon 1

NEIL AND MARIE HEAD back to school, after having such an eventful summer. Neil is frustrated that his father and Dr. Lowell haven’t unlocked the rune yet, and he is restless. He doesn’t want to be stuck in class when he could be exploring an alien planet. His frustrations are worsened when the school bully, Chris Roemer, starts picking on him and Marie. One day, Chris Roemer goes too far, and Neil hits him. Neil is suspended from school and grounded at home.

He tricks his mom into letting him meet up with Marie at the top of the Granby Trail. He tells her he has to do a project for school, when in reality, they are using a wormhole device to find different planets to visit. One of those worlds is a planet named Silva, after the silver trees of its forest.

As Neil and Marie leave Silva, and head back to Earth, they hear a strange sound, like someone calling for help. When they arrive back on Earth they find a backpack belonging to Chris Roemer. He had gone through the wormhole and was left behind. Neil and Marie need to rescue him, but they have to wait for their wormhole devices to charge, and they fight over whether or not to tell Neil’s father or Dr. Lowell.

Neil convinces Marie to keep it a secret until the next day, when they will return to Silva. However, when they are unable to find Chris Roemer, they know that they need help. They finally ask Stephen and Dr. Lowell for help. When they return to Silva to look for Chris Roemer, they are attacked by a fierce winged creature called a kymar. Stephen is badly injured, and Dr. Lowell needs to take him back to Earth to get him help, leaving Neil and Marie alone to search for Chris Roemer.

On their journey, they come across a tribe of people living in the silver forest. Their skin has adapted to look just like the trees of the silver forest. Their leader, Chief Brahman, agrees to help Neil and Marie locate Chris Roemer. He leads them to the base of the golden mountain, and the lair of the kymar, but he can go no farther. 

Neil and Marie climb the golden mountain, until the locate a small cave where the kymar sleep. They try to sneak into the cave, but Marie falls and wakes the kymar. They try to hide, but Marie is dragged into the cave by the largest kymar. Neil goes to follow after her, when he runs into Chris Roemer who had taken refuge in pile of bones. The two of them rescue Marie and are trying to run out of the cave, when their path is blocked by the large kymar. Out of nowhere, Chief Brahman arrives to help them escape. Neil opens up a wormhole, where they are able to return to Earth, with Chris Roemer.

Neil is forced to go to school the next day, and is about to doze off, when he catches a reflection from a crystal necklace around Chris Roemer’s neck. In that instant, he knows how to unlock the rune. He storms out of class, with Marie and Chris Roemer behind him. They make it to the mountain lab where they meet Neil’s father and Dr. Lowell. Neil explains that the key to opening the rune is to use a different spectrum of light. 

When they shine the red light onto the rune, a small opening is revealed. Using a kymar hair attached to his clothes, Neil opens the rune. Inside the rune are six chips. A glowing holographic cube appears when the chips are inserted into a small projection within the rune. The cubes contain layers of information, which changes every three seconds. They are able to capture a photograph of the cube, and RALPH is able to translate information. The picture they capture talks about the history of the planet Varillam and the Teva.

Based on this discovery, they all agree it’s time to tell the world the truth. At a press conference, Stephen unveils the rune and the information contained within. They have just changed the history of the planet. 

Neil and Marie become instantly famous, but their careers take them to different regions of the universe. Neil becomes a highly respected admiral for the Teva Federation, while Marie becomes a scientist studying black holes. Neil is aboard his federation ship, the F.S.S. Melvin, when he receives a call from Dr. Lowell, who is now the president, but also Marie’s adopted father. He informs Neil that Marie’s research ship has gone missing near a black hole in the Thaller System, and he asks Neil to rescue her. Neil reluctantly agrees.

Missions to black holes are extremely dangerous due to the crushing gravity they possess. Neil knows he can’t possibly rescue Marie alone. He needs help, and calls his old friend, Chris Roemer, who is an admiral aboard his own Federation ship. Together, they devise a plan to rescue Marie. Meanwhile, Marie stares out of the window on her dead research ship,  into the heart of the black hole.  
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Race Through Space: Event Horizon 2

AS MARIE STARES INTO the black hole, her mind wanders back to her childhood, and to Neil—the best friend she ever had. She remembers back to the moment when they announced the existence of the rune to the world, and how that changed her life, and the lives of everyone on the planet.

Moments after they unveiled the existence of the rune, Marie, Neil, Stephen, and Dr. Lowell are approached by General Copper from the United States Air Force. For the purposes of national security, he requests that they all meet in Stephen’s office at the museum. Once they are inside, General Copper shows them a series of photographs taken by the Hubble Space Telescope. The images show a solid, black object shaped like a Vee, called The Chevron, that is quickly approaching Earth. Stephen and Dr. Lowell go with General Copper to the NORAD facility in Colorado Springs.

Neil and Marie are left behind in Mountain View, worrying about Stephen and Dr. Lowell. Finally, overcome by exhaustion, they fall asleep. Marie dreams that she contacts an alien named Senberg, aboard the Chevron. She soon realizes that she’s not dreaming, but has created a telepathic link with Senberg, and he gives her a warning. He tells her that his people, the Vades, have been searching the cosmos for thousands of years, looking for a rune to steal. He further warns her that the Vades are on their way to Earth.

Marie wakes up and tells Neil about her vision. They know they need to tell Stephen and Dr. Lowell about the warning. The only way to get a hold of them is fly in a helicopter to Colorado Springs. Problem is, there is no helicopter. However, they realize that some of the reporters outside their hotel may have access to one. They offer a reporter an exclusive interview, if she agrees to fly them down to Colorado Springs. 

When they arrive in Colorado Springs, they are brought to the NORAD facility where they are reunited with Stephen and Dr. Lowell. There, they tell General Copper about Senberg’s warning. They need to find a way to get the rune off of Earth. Stephen and Neil agree to take the rune back to Silva and hide it there. But when they arrive, they are surrounded by the enormous, Viking-like Invaders of the silver forest. Stephen is knocked unconscious, and Neil is seriously wounded. They are about to be killed when Chief Brahman comes to their rescue. Neil is barely able to escape back to Earth, but he doesn’t have the strength to bring his father back. 

Dr. Lowell rushes back to Silva to rescue Stephen, and Neil is rushed to a hospital just as the Vades arrive. Marie is able to establish a telepathic link with Senberg, and he tells her how to call for help throughout the universe. Marie breaks the link with Senberg, finds the rune, and finds the information she needs. She is able to establish a telepathic link with Admiral BellBurn of the Teva Federation, just as the Vades begin their attack.

The Vades fire down onto NORAD and  are about to overrun the base when Admiral BellBurn comes to the rescue, with two other Federation ships. The Vades open fire on the Federation ships and send out their thousands of drones. The Federation ships are about to be overwhelmed, when one of the ships releases an experimental black hole weapon, and The Chevron is destroyed.   Admiral BellBurn comes to Earth to meet with Marie and make the first contact between the Teva Federation and the planet Earth. 

Thirty years later, Marie stares right into the heart of the black hole, wondering how life would be if they had never opened the rune. She falls asleep and begins to dream. In her dream, she is a kid again, standing atop the Granby Trail, and Neil is there. But, she knows it’s not a dream. She has created a telepathic link with Neil. At first, she thinks the link was created so she could say goodbye. Neil tells her that he and Chris Roemer are on their way to the Thaller System and to rescue her. 

Marie wakes from the vision and has to convince the captain of her research ship to rally the crew up to the top of the ship and wait for Neil’s rescue. The captain agrees and leads his crew up to the top of the ship. But, on the way, the ship breaks in half and the captain is swept out into space. The new captain leads them the rest of the way. 

A wormhole appears at the top of the research ship, and Neil walks through. He sees Marie standing across the ship and as they run for each other, the ship breaks apart. Marie falls into the ship, while Neil is pulled back through the wormhole just before it collapses. Neil is devastated by the loss of Marie.

Marie wakes up in the wreckage of the research ship and is quickly reeled in by the black hole’s gravity. Soon, she is captured by the event horizon and falls into the singularity, where she floats in darkness. A voice in her head tells her to use her wormhole device, and when she does, a wormhole opens and allows her to escape the black hole. The wormhole takes her back to the Granby Trail, but she notices that something is different. When she sees Neil walking her, she realizes that she has traveled to a parallel universe. 

Well, there you have it. You’re all caught up now. Without further ado, I present Race Through Space: Event Horizon 3.
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Chapter One
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Mountain View, Colorado

Year 2050

Neil stood five feet away. At least he looked like Neil. Same hair, same eyes, same smile. But it couldn’t be him. Marie had just seen him, seen the pained look in his eyes as she crashed into the Otto as it broke apart. Yet, here he was, at the top of the Granby Trail. Neil’s smile faded and turned into a worried look.

“Marie, are you okay?” he asked. “What are you wearing?”

Marie looked down and, and although she had removed her helmet, she still wore the black spacesuit from her research ship. Her hair was matted to her forehead, as beads of sweat ran down her face. The suit was sweltering in the sun, and the world began to spin. Suddenly her stomach cramped up and she fell to her knees, landing in a puddle of mud just below an aspen tree. A blackness appeared at the corner of her vision, and it began to close in around her. She was about to pass out, when she felt a light hand touch her shoulder. Suddenly, her vision improved, and fresh air filled her lungs. When her vision cleared, Neil was standing over her, with a look of concern on his face.  

“My love, you okay?”

My love.

She had waited to hear him say that for so long. Ever since the day she was at the hospital when Neil first opened his eyes. He looked so small, and frail in the hospital bed, surrounded by a dozen beeping monitors. Bandages were wrapped around his head. A line of blood had soaked through. Marie thought he looked so helpless, but she knew better. He was alive because he was strong, and he was a fighter. She remembered watching his eyes slowly raise up, blink, and then close again. It happened so fast, she thought she had imagined the whole thing. A moment later, his eyes opened, and stared straight at her. It was then when she knew he was going to be all right, and that was when she knew she loved him. 

The scar.

Marie looked upward, into Neil’s face. The scar that Neil—her Neil—had received courtesy of the kymar, was missing on this Neil’s forehead. Her mind swam, making it nearly impossible to make sense of what was going on . She closed her eyes and took a deep breath. Cool, crisp, Colorado mountain air filled her lungs. The scent of wildflowers filled her senses. She knew that she was at the top of the Granby Trail, but she couldn’t be. She was dead.

She didn’t feel dead, though. The last thing she clearly remembered was being in the absolute darkness of the black hole, and then watching the wormhole singularity open in front of her. The rest was all a blur. Perhaps it was a vision. That meant she was alive, and Neil had escaped the collapse of the Otto, and he was able to connect with her using the telepathic wormholes. She closed her eyes in relief. 

“Neil, who’s this?” asked a voice, that sounded so much like her mother, it caused her to open her eyes. Standing ten feet away was...her. Seeing herself—or someone that could be a long-lost twin—was too much for her brain to handle, and the world went black around her.
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SHE OPENED HER EYES and was enveloped by a brilliant white glow and floated in nothingness. But, she wasn’t scared. There was something about the nothingness which felt familiar to her. Even comfortable. A feeling she hadn’t had since she was a kid.

“It’s been far too long,” said a voice from behind her. 

Marie turned in a slow, floating motion, until she locked eyes with a young man. His head was bald, and he wore flowing red robes, which floated in the nothingness. She erupted into tears, which turned into small orbs of water. 

“Senberg,” she said.

“I’ve missed you,” said Senberg, the Vades scientist, who had connected with her when she was a kid, and who she thought was dead. “What is this? Am I dead? Are we dead?”

“The event horizon is life,” he said. A phrase she had heard ringing in her head for the last thirty years. “Nothing that goes into a black hole is lost. It simply falls and falls, until it moves from the darkness into light.”

“White holes,” Marie said under her breath. “They’re real?”

“Yes. All time, light, and information falls through the black hole, and is reborn in a new universe. The big bang in our universe was the result of a white hole. 

“Is that what happened to you?”

Senberg nodded. “Our black hole collapsed in an instant, and we reappeared in this universe.”

“How long have you been here?

“Centuries,” he said. “Floating around listlessly, as the last of the Vades began to slip away. Now, there are less than a hundred of us remaining.”

“Where?” she asked.

“When we appeared in this universe, we were still high above Earth. We slipped to your Jovian moon, Io, and that is where the last of the Vades people will perish.”

“So, where are we?” Marie asked.

Senberg extended his hand, and his red robe flowed behind. A small, blue dot appeared between them. “This is our universe. There is a law in our universe—energy is neither created, nor destroyed. So, how can that be, if black holes eat up all the energy?”

“They don’t,” Marie said.

Suddenly the blue dot split into two equal sized blue dots.

“This is our universe, and the universe we are in. It’s a cycle, much like the plate tectonics on your planet Earth. Energy moves through a black hole and is sent to a parallel world. Their black holes feed our universe with their energy.”

Suddenly, the two blue dots multiplied, and multiplied and multiplied, until it filled the nothingness. The glow from the dots lit their faces. Marie swished her arms through the dots, and they separated and came back together. In a lifetime of incredible things which she had seen, this was definitely one of her favorites.

“This is the multiverse, an infinite number of worlds, planets, energy, all connected as one.”

“This is super cool. But, what are you trying to say?” she asked. 

“In the universe we are in, there are no defenses stationed outside of Jupiter, because this Earth is not part of the Teva Federation. In nearly every way, this universe is a copy of our own. But, it’s different. For every decision you have made on Earth, there is a universe where you made the opposite decision.”

“Why are you telling me all this. Are you saying I’m trapped here?”

“Yes.”

Marie dropped her head and began to cry. Senberg looked on with a blank She raised her face, wiped her tears away, and took a deep breath. “What do you know about this Earth?”

“They need a helping hand,” he said.

Senberg turned and began to drift away.

“Hey,” she said. Senberg turned back toward her. “So, if we’re connecting, that means the Teva wormholes still exist?”

“Yes,” Senberg said. “And Varillam still stands.”
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MARIE OPENED HER EYES, and her own eyes stared back at her. She felt cool air prickle her skin. That’s when she noticed that somebody was holding her hands. Her left hand was cradled by a strong, rough hand. Her right hand was held by a thin, smooth hand. She raised her head six inches off the ground. Neil was kneeling on the ground, next to her. There was no kymar scar on his forehead. 

Her eyes shifted to the person holding her right hand. Standing next to her was a little girl, no more than nine years old. Her hair was curly and poofy. She had on a gray T-shirt with the blue NASA logo across her chest. On her back was a pink backpack. Marie had always envisioned what her daughter would look like, and now there she was, holding her hand. She looked exactly the way she had in her dreams.

“Ma’am, are you okay?” asked the Marie standing over her. 

Marie did a quick systems check of her body. She felt a tightness in her back, and she was terribly thirsty. Other than that, she seemed fine, and sat up. Her vision swam, and dimmed, but two blinks of her eyes, and her head was clear. The sweet scent of late summer flowers filled her senses. Of all the places in the universe she had been, the Granby Trail was still her favorite. It was home. 

“Here, have some water,” said the other Marie, as she extended a water bottle in her direction. 

Marie took the bottle and took a small sip to wet her mouth. Then she took a small drink and savored the flavor of the water. It was the little things that told her this was home. The taste of the water was exactly as she remembered. She took one more sip and gulped it down.

“Thank you,” she said.

There was an uncomfortable silence, which hung in the air for several seconds. Marie struggled to come up with the right thing to say. If she didn’t play her cards right, this universe’s Neil and Marie would think she was a crazy person. There was still that possibility, even if she did say the right thing. Hi, I’m Marie. I’m from a parallel universe. Nice to meet you, she thought.

“Hi, I’m Franny,” said the little girl, shaking her hand.

“Hi Franny, I’m Marie.”

“Like my mom,” Franny said. Marie watched her squint her eyes. “You kinda look like her, too.”

Kinda? Marie thought to herself.

“Do you need some help?” Neil asked.

“No. I’m okay. Thank you for your help,” she said. “I just need some help me to my feet?”

Neil gently pulled her to her feet. She stood a just a little taller than Neil. Even in this universe, she was still taller than him. She turned toward to the other Marie. She was virtually identical, but her hair was pulled back into a ponytail and there were hardly any wrinkles on her face. She wore a pink Mountain View Middle School T-shirt and had a green backpack strapped to her back. It looked like the one she had brought with her to Simia and all the way to Varillam. 

“Let’s walk you back down the path,” the other Marie said. “Did you hike here? Can we take you somewhere? Maybe to the hospital?”

“No, I—uh...” she began, but then her mind clenched down. What exactly was she supposed to say? She wondered if the best thing to do was to come clean and risk sounding crazy, or to play it off like a funny coincidence that she looked identical to the other Marie. She decided that it would be better to keep them at ease. “I hiked here from the Granby side. I forgot my water bottle and I think I’m just dehydrated. Thank you for helping me.”

“Are you sure you’re okay?” asked Neil. 

“Yeah, I’m good. Think I can keep the bottle of water for my hike back?”

“Of course,” said the other Marie.

“Why do you look like an astronaut?” Franny asked, pointing to Marie’s space suit, which hung open, and revealing her black flight suit beneath, with the words FSS Otto stenciled across her chest.  

“Oh. I’m testing a new suit for place I work at,” she replied, hoping to sound vague. Her mistake was forgetting about her own curiosity, which she shared with the other Marie.

“Where do you work?” the other Marie asked. “My husband and I are both science teachers down at the middle school.”

Science teachers, she thought. That sounded like a good life. She thought it was adorable that they ended up being teachers at the same place where they met. Now she was forced to think of a lie on the spot. Lying wasn’t one of her talents. In fact, her mother told her that she was the worst liar to walk the face of the Earth.

“I’m a private researcher, from Denver. I mostly make prototypes out of my garage,” she said.

“Cool. Well, we’re always looking for guest speakers for our class. It’s hard to get people to come all the way up here. Perhaps you can come up sometime and show off your spacesuit,” said Neil. 

“That sounds like fun, but I’m going to be pretty tied up this week,” Marie said. “Maybe some other time.”

“Well,” Neil said, squinting his eyes. “School doesn’t start for a couple months. It’s still July.” 

“Oh, yeah. I must still be dehydrated. Sure, I’d love to speak to your classes. Just send me your Te-mail and we’ll set a date,” Marie said, suddenly wanting to leave very badly. She could tell her lie was breaking down with every word which passed her lips.

“I’m sorry, what’s a ‘Te-Mail?” Neil asked. 

Marie had forgotten that Te-Mail—which was short for Teva Mail and was the preferred way to send electronic communications throughout the universe—didn’t exist here. 

“I’m sorry. I meant my email. It’s blackholelover, all one word, at,” and then Marie paused. Did this universe have Google, or Yahoo, or even AOL? Then she remembered something. She had an official United States Air Force email address. Surely, there was a United States Air Force. But—was there a United States? 

The lies were just piling up, and she couldn’t stop them. Her mom had always told her to just tell the truth, no matter how crazy it sounded. Heck, her mom believed her when she told them about the wormholes and going with Neil to different planets. The only difference was, back then she had evidence to back up the truth. Here, all she had was the truth, which sounded beyond crazy. There was no other choice. 

She took a deep breath and turned toward Neil, Marie, and Franny. She looked down at the little girl and a thought popped up in her head. Her story was so crazy, it might scare the little girl. She quickly analyzed the situation and decided her best chance was to talk with Marie directly.

“Um, Neil, can I talk with your wife one-on-one?” she asked. “You know, girl problems.”

Neil’s eyebrows raised as he understood what she was asking. “Oh yeah, Franny and I will go check out the flowers in the field.”

Neil grabbed Franny’s hand. She waved her other hand at Marie.

“Bye. Nice to meet you. I hope you feel better,” said Franny.

Marie smiled and knelt down. “Thank you, Franny. It was nice to meet you too.”

Neil led Franny from the trailhead and out into the field of grass and wildflowers. June bugs droned on in the forest, and a hawk circled overhead, looking for its next meal. Marie waited until they were out of earshot before she spoke to the other Marie.

“Can I tell you something? It might sound a little crazy.”

“Yeah, sure,” said the other Marie.

“Is your name Marie Lynn Arroway of Mountain View, Colorado? Daughter of Katherine Arroway?

“Yes, except my middle name is Abigail.”

“Abigail,” Marie whispered to herself. Her mother had once told her she was either going to be named Marie Lynn after the grandma on her mom’s side, or Abigail from her dad’s side. Apparently, in this universe, her mother chose the middle name, Abigail.

“Why are you asking me that? Are we some long-lost twin sisters? I mean, we look almost identical,” the other Marie asked. 

“That’s actually pretty close.”

“You’re my sister? I can’t believe my momma never said anything about having a sister,” said the other Marie, as tears welled up in her eyes, poured out of the sides, and down her cheeks. She used her hand to wipe the tears away.

“Marie, I’m not your sister. I’m you.”

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

Chapter Two


[image: ]


FSS Aryabhata ~ Thaller System

Year 2050

All Neil could do was watch as the Otto broke apart. Firm hands gripped his arms and pulled him through the singularity. A second later, the singularity collapsed, and the site of the Otto was replaced by the bridge of the Aryabhata, led by Admiral Chris Roemer. Neil looked around the bridge, stunned by the site of Marie falling into her ship, her gravity boots dragging her down. 

A dozen alien faces looked back at him. One being had bright yellow skin and large black eyes. One face was red and black, with a black mohawk., and the first female face he saw was all green, except for her long, red hair. He turned to the right and saw the first familiar face. Chris Roemer stood two feet away. He wore his white Federation uniform, and his hair was still as blond as when they were kids. Chris Roemer still had a kymar scar across his right cheek. He and Chris Roemer always debated who had the cooler kymar scar. Tears rolled down the admiral’s cheeks. Neil’s helmet hissed as he took it off and he dropped it to the ground. It landed with a dull thud.

“She’s gone, Chris,” he sobbed, as he was overcome with grief.

Chris Roemer ran over and wrapped his arms around him. The image of Marie, bouncing along the top of the Otto, just as the ship collapsed, played over and over in his mind. She was so close. Only a couple feet closer and they would both be alive. Their whole future, determined by less than two feet. As he sobbed into Chris Roemer’s shoulder. 

“You did everything you could. Her crew is alive because of you,” said Chris Roemer. He hugged Neil tightly for a moment longer and then let go.

Neil was comforted by Chris Roemer’s words. His mission was to save lives. But it was Marie’s life that he was specifically asked to save, by her father, President William Lowell. He had failed his mission. It was a small comfort knowing he saved lives, but it didn’t lessen the guilt he felt toward Marie. He took a moment to catch his breath.

“Thank you, for saving me,” he said.

“I think that makes us about even,” said Chris Roemer, smiling at Neil.

“I guess it does,” Neil said, giving a faint smile in return. He watched Chris Roemer’s smile fade and it became concerned. “What is it?”

“Neil, there was an accident aboard your ship. Your wormhole machine exploded, and it left a hole in the top of your ship. I’ve sent my engineering team over to help with the repairs.”

“Casualties?” Neil asked.

“Unknown. One crew members missing.”

“Who?” 

“I haven’t heard who it was.”

One of his crew was missing, and his ship was damaged. Neil knew he had to stifle his grief, at least for now. The most important thing was for him to return to the Melvin and resume his command. Time was of the essence. If his ship was unable to move, then it would continue to be reeled in by the black hole at the heart of the Thaller System. If that happened, his ship would slowly be ripped apart. He had to return, at once.

“Do you have an available transport back to the Melvin?” he asked. 

“We have a transport waiting in launch bay six. Captain Massimo will take you to the transport and fly you to your ship,” said Chris Roemer, motioning toward a tall being, with scaly, black skin and yellow eyes.

“I can’t thank you enough,” Neil said, as he hugged the admiral once more. 

“Any time, old friend.”

Neil and Chris Roemer saluted each other and shook hands. Captain Massimo led Neil to an elevator door. Chris Roemer stepped back onto his control deck. The elevator doors swished opened, and Neil stepped inside. He turned and waved to his old friend. Chris Roemer waved back, as the doors swished closed.

The elevator descended silently to the lower decks of The Aryabhata. Captain Massimo also remained silent. After a moment, the elevator came to a halt, and the doors swished open. The launch bay of The Aryabhata was cavernous. There were nine launch bay doors leading out space. The doors were several hundred feet tall and wide, large enough to allow the many transports, surveyors and drones kept in the lower decks of the ship. There was one ship parked next to the launch bay doors. There were six dots on the door, indicating launch bay six. The transport ship was sleek, and black, like an arrowhead made of onyx.

Captain Massimo led Neil to the ship. He climbed a small ramp, which led to the interior of the transport. Captain Massimo took his place in the cockpit. Neil took a seat nearest the window, hoping to catch a glimpse of the damage on his ship when they approached. The interior lights of the transport dimmed. A loud whooping sound came from the launch bay door as it slid open. Neil felt the transport lift and fly out of the launch bay. 

The transport cleared the doors and slipped effortlessly into space. Suddenly, there was a loud thump against the hull of the transport. And then a came a bang as something solid hit against the far windows. A shadow covered the inside of the transport. He turned just in time to see an enormous chunk of his ship float by, with the letter EL stenciled on the side in red paint. He knew just by the color of the paint, that this was a section from the top of his ship. A knot tightened in his stomach.

“Captain, please accelerate to capacity,”

The was no reply from Massimo, but Neil swore he heard someone say, “Aye, aye, Admiral.” But, he must have heard it in his head. He felt the transport begin to accelerate. Suddenly, the transport jerked to the right just as another piece of debris rocketed past. This piece was long, and silver. Neil knew it was a piece of the wormhole machine affixed to the top of his ship. That meant the machine was destroyed. The shock of seeing the debris was enough for the strength to give out in Neil’s legs, and he fell back into his seat.

If the wormhole machine were irreparably destroyed, then the Melvin would be stuck in the Thaller System. That could make the situation worse than it already was. The transport dipped down and then back up, as Captain Massimo dodge more pieces of debris. After several minutes, they were close enough for Neil to get his first good look at the damage to his ship.

The Melvin was taller than the Empire State Building, and over a mile long. It’s hull was constructed of a special metallic allow invented by the Teva. It was virtually indestructible. Yet, at the top of the ship, an enormous section of the roof had been blown away. His eyes followed the damage downward until he could see the windows to the bridge. It was a stroke of luck, that the bridge was still intact. 

Hovering above the damaged section of the ship were a hundred drones. Some provided additional lighting, while others worked to repair the ship. Electric blue light sparkled and danced as the hull was being mended. 

“Admiral, touch down in thirty seconds,” said the voice inside of his head.

The bay doors of the Melvin opened ahead of the transport. Neil could see at least two dozen more drones, ready to assist in the repair. The transport landed inside the launch bay, and the doors closed behind. There was a hiss as the pressure inside the launch bay, and the transport ship balanced out. There was a whirring sound as the exit ramp was lowered. 

“Thanks for the ride, Captain,” Neil said, and exited the transport.

He walked along the quiet launch bay, made his way to the elevators, and took them up to the bridge. The doors swished open, and the bridge was loud with activity. Crewmembers hustled this way and that. At the control monitor was Lieutenant Commander Arno Leavitt. Neil’s chief mate, Commander Alice Vaughn, stood in front of the captain’s chair, and barked out orders in her thick Jamaican accent.

“Lieutenant Commander Arno, I need a damage assessment report,” she said. She turned to a pair of crewmembers who stood by, awaiting their orders. “I want you two to prepare your flight suits and head to the top of the ship. Battle Commander Nico has requested additional crew to search for Tiger. A life signal has been acquired, but it’s weak and fading. Go, now.”

The two crew members, Ensigns Shostik and Hakeem, saluted Alice and left the deck, just as Neil exited the elevator. There was so much activity happening, that nobody noticed Neil reentering the bridge, until Alice turned and saw him coming. This was the first major crisis, where Alice was in charge, and Neil was impressed with her look of confidence and focus. 

“Welcome home, Admiral,” said Alice.

Neil smiled in return, as he stepped onto the flight deck where Commander Vaughn sat. 

“Admiral, you’re back,” said Arno.

“How bad is it?” Neil asked.

“Bad,” Alice said. “We are waiting on a full damage assessment from Nico, as we speak.”

“What’s the preliminary report?” asked Neil.

“There was an explosion from where the cables leading from the anti-matter engines were attached to the wormhole machine. The flames quickly went out, but the resulting explosion blew a hole in the top of the ship, and the wormhole machine was lost,” said Alice. 

“Admiral Roemer said a crewmate was missing,” Neil said. “But he didn’t say who.”

“It was Tiger. The explosion knocked him off the ship. We have detected a faint life signature, in the debris cloud, but it is quickly traveling away from us, and so is the signal,” said Alice, tapping on a small tablet attached to her left arm. A video feed of a large cloud of debris appeared on a monitor at the front of the bridge. The Aryabhata floated in the darkness of space. “We are scrambling drones to the debris cloud as we speak.”

“I’ll go to the debris cloud,” Neil said. “The drones aren’t fast enough. My anti-matter rocket pod will get me there in just a matter of minutes, and I’ll be able to administer medical attention.”

“Admiral, I can fly to the debris cloud, instead,” said Alice.

“Commander, you are doing an excellent job leading the crew through this. I want you to stay in command for now.”

“Thank you, Admiral,” Alice said.

“I can come with you,” Arno said.

“No,” said Neil. We’ve already sacrificed so much for this mission. I won’t risk another member of this crew. I will find Tiger and bring him home.”  

“Aye, aye,” said Arno. 

“Okay, Commander Vaughn, please relay the damage assessment to my rocket pod, and have the infirmary on critical standby,” Neil said.

“Aye, aye, Admiral,” said Alice.

Neil saluted his two officers and turned and left back toward the elevators. He waved his hand in front of the sensor, the elevator doors opened, and he stepped in. He turned back toward the bridge. Commander Vaughn was giving orders to the ship’s navigator, a being named Khaos, from the gas giant planet Anaximander. Khaos had a mask around his face and nose, which provided the right chemical components for him to breath. Neil was impressed at Commander Vaughn’s poise, and knew she was ready to take command of her own ship. The doors to the elevator closed and Neil began his descent.
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Mountain View, Colorado (Universe Beta)

Year 2050

“What do you mean ‘you’re me?’” the other Marie asked. Suddenly, her face looked concerned, and she took a step back. 

“Have you ever heard of the ‘Many Worlds Interpretation?”’ Marie asked. 

The other Marie shook her head and took another step back. From her position, she could easily bolt down the path to where Neil and their daughter were. Marie knew if she didn’t pick the right words, the other Marie would think she was crazy and flee. That would make her situation a whole lot tougher.

“Where I live, we have this scientific theory called the “Many Worlds Interpretation.” There was an episode of Mysteries of the Universe about it when I was a kid?” Marie said. “It says that there are an infinite number of universes.”

“Ma’am, you aren’t making any sense. Give me one good reason why I shouldn’t run out of here or call for help?”

Marie was losing her, and she knew it. This was her last chance. 

“My name is Dr. Marie Arroway, from Mountain View, Colorado,” Marie said, pulling up her spacesuit and showing the name “Arroway,” stitched in red. “I am a black hole researcher for the Teva Federation, and I was on a research mission when my ship was pulled into a black hole. When I was behind the event horizon, I initiated a wormhole, which brought me here to your universe, and your version of Mountain View. I know it sounds crazy, but I can back it up with evidence. If you are anything like me, then I know you will remain skeptical until you see the evidence for yourself.”

The other Marie glanced over at Neil and Franny, and then back to Marie. “That is literally the craziest thing I have ever heard.”

“You sound like my mom,” said Marie.

“Yeah, mine too,” said the other Marie, smiling for the first time.

“Is your mother Katherine Arroway?” asked Marie.

“Yes.”

“My mother, Katherine, brought me up to Mountain View to get away from the city. That’s when I met Neil.” The other Marie’s mouth opened in disbelief. Marie knew she had begun to convince her. “We became best friends because of a book called Harry Potter, about a wizard.”

“You mean Hailey Potter?” the other Marie asked.

“Hailey, that’s interesting,” Marie said to herself. 

“I’m not sure what you are trying to tell me,” said the other Marie.

“What I am trying to tell you is that the ‘Multiple Worlds Interpretation’ was correct. I am from a parallel universe. We are virtually identical to each other, but with some small changes. In my universe, the book is called Harry Potter. In your universe, this universe, it’s called Hailey Potter.”

“Are you saying that you’re me?” asked the other Marie.

“Yes, and no.”

“Gee, thanks for that clarification.”

“What I mean is that we are the same person, but we’ve lived different lives. It is those life experiences which make us different. I know this sounds crazy. Heck, if the roles were reversed, I’d think you were crazy, too. But I am being one hundred percent honest.”

“You said you need our help,” said the other Marie. “What kind of help do you need?”

“I need to find my way home, but I have no place to stay. I just need somewhere I can try to figure all this out—if even just for a day. I know this is a lot to ask, since we technically just met.”

“Let me talk this over with my husband. I have no guarantees.”

Marie nodded her head. The other Marie turned and walked over to Neil. Franny was still in the field and picking all the yellow flowers she could find. She could tell it was an intense conversation, because the other Marie stood with her hands on her hips, and her head bobbing around. Just like she does, herself. Neil’s blue eyes shifted to her, and the other Marie turned around and walked back. 

“Okay. I’m not saying I believe your story, but I’m also not saying that it sounds as crazy as you think it does. My father-in-law has an old cabin, just off—”

“Highway forty. The lab, next to the lake,” Marie interrupted. 

“Yes. It’s been empty for years. You may stay there for two days, and we have exactly thirty-five dollars between the two of us, that we will give you. That is the best we can do.”

“That is more than generous. I cannot thank you enough.”

“All right, follow me,” said the other Marie.

Marie followed as the other Marie rejoined Neil. Franny came running up with an armful of yellow flowers. The four of them made their way down the Granby Trail, to the trailhead. Marie was struck by how eerily similar it was to the one in her own universe. The biggest difference was that the top of the Granby Trail in her universe was now a historical. 

Neil and Marie’s sleek, black SUV sat alone in the trailhead parking lot. Two mountain bikes were attached to the top of the SUV. One was pink and the other one was black. A cloud passed over the sun and threw a long shadow across the valley. A breeze picked up and blew through the trees, making it sound as though there were near a river. It was Marie’s favorite sound—it sounded like home. 

The two Maries, Neil and Franny stood by the SUV. Neil opened the door, helped Franny into her seat, and helped buckle her seatbelt, closing the door behind her. The three of them stood looking at each other for a moment. Neil pulled out his wallet and handed Marie the thirty-five dollars. 

“I hope you understand that we can’t give you a ride,” Marie said. “Even if you’re not crazy, I just can’t take that chance with my baby girl in the car.”

Baby girl, Marie thought. Her own mother has called her that her entire life. A memory appeared of hugging her mother as she was about to board the Otto. The last thing her mother said before left, was to “Be safe, baby girl.” The memory made her more homesick than ever been before, amplified because she there was a good possibility that she’d never see home again. Warm tears stung at her eyes and rolled down her cheeks, cooling in the mountain breeze.

“I’m sorry. It’s just that I don’t know if you can hurt us,” the other Marie said, empathetically. 

“No, that’s not it,” Marie said. “I miss my mom. She called me baby girl the last time she saw me.”

The other Marie smiled. “I’m forty-two years old, and she still calls me that. It’s kind of embarrassing.”

“It’s kind of embarrassing,” Marie said at the same time, and in perfect sync. She wiped the tears from her eyes. “I’m glad you kept the tradition going. Franny seems like a good kid. You must be very proud.”

“Yeah, she is,” said the other Marie. “Neil and I are smart, but she is like genius-level smart.”

“The world needs more kids like her,” said Marie. “Thank you for allowing me to stay in the lab. I promise I won’t burn it down.”

“How did you know my family had a lab? My dad, and grandfather said they kept it a secret.

“Because, in my world, the lab was where we changed the world.”
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Federation Security Ship Melvin (Universe Alpha)

Year 2050

The elevator opened onto the Melvin’s cavernous launch bay, Launch Bay Black. This section of the ship was home to all of the personal flight suits, and robotic drones. The device on Neil’s left arm lit up as he went through the door into the launch bay. A menu of flight vehicles appeared, and he scrolled down until he found the picture of this personal rocket pod and tapped the screen.

There was a whirring overhead, followed by the loud, echoing clank of metal bracing metal, and then more whirring. A hole in the ceiling appeared, and a yellow, metallic claw descended. It held a slick, red and black rocket pod in its grasp, and set it gently onto the launch pad, before ascending back into the ceiling. Neil ran his hands down the sides of the pod. He tapped the screen of his device. The pod separated in the middle, revealing a small cockpit, bathed in red light. He stepped inside, and the pod closed around him.

“ANA, you with me?” he asked.

“Aye, aye, Admiral,” said Neil’s AI program, ANA.

“Okay, let’s fire the anti-matter engines. Time is of the essence. Let’s launch at fifty percent engine capacity. That should get us to the debris field quickly enough.”

“Aye, aye, Admiral.”

Neil ran a check through the different systems. All systems were working in proper order. Next, he flipped on the pod’s exterior cameras. In an instant the inside of the pod was replaced by a view of the surrounding launch bay, giving him a three-dimensional, three-hundred and sixty degree view. It gave him the sensation of floating.  

“Admiral, anti-matter engines have reached fifty-percent capacity,” said ANA.

“Excellent. Let’s take her out. Open the launch bay doors.”

There was a whirring sound as the enormous launch bay doors opened. The doors opened up toward the black hole at the center of the Thaller system. A river of fire, plasma, and energy, called ‘the accretion disk,’ swirled around the black hole’s event horizon. The site was breathtaking, and for the first time, he understood why Marie had been so obsessed with black holes. His eyes stung as fresh tears poured out.

“Cleared for launch,” ANA said.

He leaned forward and placed his hands on the pod’s control sticks. The pod rotated forward, until he was floating on his stomach. He gently pressed forward on the right control stick, and the rocket pod accelerated forward. Once he cleared the doors, they closed shut behind him. The pod was completely silent. The only sound came from the anti-matter engines. Neil turned the left control stick to the right, and the pod rotated its position, until it was facing the Melvin.

A cloud of repair drones hovered around the upper decks, toward the front of the ship. He could see that large sections of the hull had been sealed. It wasn’t the damage to the
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