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DEDICATION

To everyone who believes 
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Before the Beginning




Keeper A kept her eyes on the 3-D projection of a brilliant lavender light jetting upward in the night sky. She leaned forward slightly, back ramrod straight, her perfectly manicured fingers curled around the arms of her enormous chair. The ceiling-tall metal shutters, locked tight, made her massive office even darker than the nearly moonless night.

As she watched, the brilliant light within the beam of the Aurora Borealis advanced faster and faster. A funnel of ballooning darkness appeared below, hurtling toward the glowing pastel light. Keeper A couldn’t see what transpired inside the funnel when the darkness encountered the light, but she knew a fierce battle raged.

An explosion suddenly disrupted the funnel. She held her breath. As the dark smoke cleared, the brilliant lavender light burst through. Eventually, the horizon of the little satellite moon, Pink, filled the view of the 3-D projection. The bright lavender light landed on Pink’s surface in a radiant bubble. She heard a faint cheer rise up, as if the very sound followed the enthralling light.

The door to Keeper A’s office flung open, and a nervous, wiry, tiny man, dressed in a bright yellow bodysuit, came into her office. As he focused on getting to the desk in the room’s darkness, he blurted out, “Did you see ….?”

“Get out!” Keeper A commanded in a low, dangerous voice.

The tiny man raised his eyes to the 3-D, watching the lavender bubble burst upon the surface of Pink. “Oh! How do you have this view on Pink before even the news bots?”

“Get out!” Keeper A’s voice rose a notch.

“Right.” The intruder retreated as he’d come, daring to glance again at the glowing lights above Keeper A, pulling the door shut with a solid thud as he exited.

“Idiot!” Keeper A whispered. She returned her attention to Heart, the runaway Darling Undesirable, secure upon her stunning, intrepid, winged clockworks horse, Equuleus, as they moved from the midst of the ballooning lavender light. Alive.

Instantly, the feed went black, the few minutes of her exorbitantly expensive space bot’s near view of Pink, drained. She sat in the darkness, pegging together many bits of information that would have shocked almost everyone who knew her. 
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Chapter 1




Heart tried to adjust to the endlessly pink environment, to the profound stillness, to the lack of responsibilities. She tried to adjust to the eternal twilight, with no true daylight, no real night. But she missed her garden, her flowers. She missed her precious friend, Eye. If she just knew she’d see him again, she could endure anything. But what was the likelihood of that? It appeared she’d remain on this small moon forever, while Earth loomed overhead in the sky.

She loved Equuleus devotedly, and she came more and more to adore Father Inventor—her father!—but she’d never been so isolated. Coupled with nothing meaningful to do—such as care for crippled and broken children, as she’d done at the Darling Undesirables Facility at Long Prairie—began to wear on her.

She sat with these brooding thoughts, book open, staring out at the pink and lavender hills. Equuleus nuzzled her shoulder.

“Enough of this dark reflection, Heart. Let’s explore!”

She reached up and patted him. “Explore? To find what? Pink upon pink—and then we’ll find—more pink.”

“You never know. We might find a flower, or—something.”

“Or something.”

“Well then, humor me. I need to stretch my wings.”

Heart plopped the book without ceremony on the little mahogany side table. “Why didn’t you say so? That’s something else altogether. Let’s go!”

She didn’t bother to tell her father they were going out. He’d been relentlessly busy, rarely uttering a full sentence to her. He seemed unable to focus on her whenever she tried to talk with him. She feared he regretted bringing her here, and, politely as possible, ignored her.

Equuleus started off in a lazy canter after they exited through the double airlock of the front door.

“What about the wing stretching?” Heart asked.

“Ah, if it’s flying you want, it’s flying you shall have!” Equuleus broke into a full run and lifted off the pink terrain.

“Yes!” Heart’s mood rose from the doldrums as they flew into Pink’s sky. “This is exactly what I need!”

“Me too!” Equuleus banked and spun, pulled in his wings and dropped, then turned over and over in a series of cartwheels. Heart stuck like a burr.

Exhilarated, they finally came to the ground. Heart jumped off Equuleus and they wandered to a small hillock, sinking down to rest. She leaned against him, contemplating Earth overhead. “Do you ever … do you ever miss Earth? I mean, do you ever miss being on Earth?”

“For myself? Not really, Heart. Through you, yes, I feel it through you. But for myself, all I need is you, and I’m happy. And being here with Father .…”

“Yes. But …” Heart paused.

“But what?”

“I feel he doesn’t—it seems he wishes—I mean, he’s always acting like he’s impossibly busy. As if I’m …”

“No, Heart! You’re not in his way. He loves you. But he’s working diligently on something of great importance.”

“You know about this?”

“Sort of.”

Stunned, Heart sat up and faced Equuleus. “You know something I don’t know? I didn’t think you even could keep secrets from me.”

“Ordinarily, I can’t. But Father has needed to engage certain of my integrated bio dark matter components, that are unique to me. Although I’m aware of the project in general terms, I cannot tell you. He has it locked away from even my access.”

“Oh! That doesn’t sound right. Why would he hide things from us? From me? Why? If you’re certain he’s not regretting that I’m here .…”

“He’s not! What he’s doing is for you. And for all the mechanical, clockwork, and bio beings.”

“But, will you promise to tell me anything if you become aware of it?”

“I will, Heart.”

“Hey!”

Heart and Equuleus leapt up from the ground.

“What was that?” Heart whispered.

“Hey!” a squeaky, high-pitched voice demanded, “under your feet.”

Heart and Equuleus looked down, where, right between Heart’s feet, the furry long ears of a lavender rabbit peeked from a rabbit hole.

“A rabbit!” Heart stepped back. “Where’d you come from?”

“I live here. A more relevant question would be, where’d you come from?”

Heart pointed to the sky. “Earth,” she said simply.

The little lavender rabbit looked skyward. “Earth! Ah … soooooooo beautiful! I love Earth. Truly, truly.” The little rabbit’s hyperbole made Heart and Equuleus chuckle.

“Is there something funny about Earth?” the rabbit asked, indignant.

“No,” Heart tried to stifle her giggle, but failed.

“Then logical extrapolation would only leave the probability that you’re laughing at me!”

Equuleus snorted, the last straw for Heart, and she burst out in an unseemly guffaw. “No. Sorry. I mean, yes. Yes, we’re laughing—not at you, just, you know, you’re so cute! And so indignant, and—you’re, ahm, well, you’re a rabbit! We’re charmed.”

“Oh, well then,” the rabbit’s tone calmed, “that’s all right.” Her little lavender front paws appeared at the edge of the hole and she pulled herself out, brushing off a couple bits of pink with her long ears. She extended her paw to Heart, “I’m Violet. I’m very pleased to meet you, Heart.”

Heart took the offered paw. “I’m delighted to meet you, as well, Violet. But—how do you know my name?”

“You two have been sitting over my head jabbering away .…”

“True,” Heart agreed.

“I’m not a dummy .…”

“Clearly not! I imagine you’re the smartest rabbit anywhere.”

Violet bowed slightly. “Thank you. Much appreciated. Though I suspect on Earth there are other brilliant rabbits.”

“Why would you say that?”

“It seems logical.”

“Ah, well, though you may be right, I can tell you that from my experience, I’ve never seen another rabbit such as yourself.”

Violet hung her head, her ears flopped forward, dramatizing her sadness.

“Oh dear, now what?” Heart asked.

“I know,” Violet sat on the ground and crossed her furry, lavender legs, “I know I can be very contrary at times. Although it’s lovely to hear I’m the most brilliant rabbit anywhere, it’s also very sad to imagine I’m the only one.”

Heart sat next to Violet, and Equuleus joined them. “I understand. I know what it’s like to be one of a kind. It’s the same for me.”

Then Equuleus quietly whispered, “And the same for me, too, as long as we’re making confessions.”

“Equuleus!” Heart exclaimed, “I didn’t know you were lonely .…”

“Well, now that you’ve come into my life, I’m not. But, there are those times when one thinks, ummmm, it’d be glorious to fly with another winged gear horse.”

“Oh!” Heart put her arm around his neck and hugged him.

“All those years in that showcase, waiting for you to come, Heart,” Equuleus continued, “now and then I’d dream of flying with another creature such as myself.”

“Well,” Heart said softly, “That’s a lovely dream, I trust you still have it.”

“Mixed feelings. A poignant pleasure.”

Violet hopped closer. “Yes. I have dreams of digging tunnels with other rabbits. Sometimes it seems so real. But when I wake up, this is my reality.” She waved her paw about. “Don’t get me wrong, I love my home—I love Pink. But those dreams of being with other rabbits .…”

Heart patted Violet, nodding. “I have truly strange dreams—I can never fully remember them—of flying through the Universe, and feeling so, so un-alone.”

They reflected upon their private dreams until Heart broke the spell. “But, we’re not alone—we have each other!”

“Yes!” Violet hopped up and down. “We have each other.”

A beeping sound issued from Equuleus.

“What’s that?” Heart asked, frowning.

“Father installed a communication module on me.” He paused, listening. “He’s calling us back to the castle. That’s what we get for not telling him we were leaving.”

“We’d better go.” Heart stood. “It’s been wonderful meeting you, Violet. We’ll come visit you now and then, if you’d like.”

“Like? I await the moment. Time will drag without meaning until I hear your dulcet voices again,” Violet’s squeaky-sweet voice trilled.

Laughter overtook Heart and Equuleus again.

“Really!” Violet demanded. “What. Is. So. Funny?”

“Hmmm, it’s hard to explain.” Heart leaned down and gave Violet a big hug. “You’re just so adorable!”

“Good enough, I guess. As long as you’re not laughing at me. I have my pride, you know.”

“Of course!” Heart jumped on Equuleus. “Good-bye, dear Violet, until we meet again!”

Equuleus took a running leap and left the surface of Pink, then he circled above Violet three times before heading back to the castle. Far below, Violet waved her paw and ears, calling after them something they couldn’t hear in that comical little pontificating tone of voice, making them smile all the way to the castle.
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Chapter 2




“Father’s message says he has dinner waiting for us.” Equuleus landed with a soft “swoosh!” at the front door.

“That’s unusual.”

“Rather.”

As they entered the dining hall, Heart noticed the light from the wall sconces muted into a mellow gold. Two places on the side of the table near the fireplace were set with muted golden plates and cups and dinnerware.

Everything glowed in a mist of gold.

“Oh! My!” Heart sighed, drinking in the beauty. 

The door behind them slid open and her father came up to them. “Do you like it?”

“It’s stunning,” Heart said. “What’s the occasion? Ought I to have changed into something more formal?”

“No, dear Heart, not at all.” Her father led her around to the two place settings. The fire crackled, adding its golden flowing light to the room.

He patted Equuleus on the forehead, who settled down in his place by the fire, relaxed but attentive. Then her father pulled a chair out for Heart. He sat beside her, then rang a little golden bell. A clockworks butler appeared from the kitchen, carrying serving dishes.

“Oh! Father, a clockworks friend, how lovely!” She turned to him. “Hello,” she said as he dished up green beans for the two of them.

The butler didn’t say anything.

Heart looked at her father, bemused.

“I’m sorry, Heart, he’s only clockworks. He has no dark matter or bios.”

“Oh!” Heart said, disappointed. “What a pity. I’m not used to clockworks that are only clockworks. But he seems to be quite intelligent, coming when you call, and gracefully serving us food.”

“His computer program makes him quite clever in his specific duties, but he’s limited beyond that.”

“What’s his name?”

“Why, I haven’t named him,” Father Inventor said, acting surprised. “I think you’ll have to name him!”

“You’ve done that on purpose.”

Her father smiled at her warmly. “Perhaps.”

“So … hmmm … what’s his name? Let … me … think.”

The butler stopped and turned to look at Heart, his clockwork eyes making direct eye contact with her. A frisson rushed through her, and the strangely familiar look they exchanged stopped her breath. “Ohhhh!”

His gear eyes sparkled. He knows more than he’s letting on, Heart thought. “I am going to name you, HelperFriend.” She paused, feeling quite pleased with herself. “Yes, it’s HelperFriend!”

The clockworks man’s mechanical eyes twirled in a twinkling dance, catching the firelight, and reflecting the sprinkling, golden light about the room like tiny fairies.

“Well, I like that very much, and apparently, Mr. Butler likes it as well,” her father said.

Equuleus made a soft neighing sound.

“Yes, and Equuleus,” he added.

HelperFriend returned to the kitchen.

“Oh, Father! The dinner, the clockworks man—everything is so, so lovely. You’ve made me very happy!”

“Mission accomplished! Shall I pour you some tea?”

“Yes, please.”

Heart watched as her father made a small ceremony of pouring her tea. A cozy warmth rose up in her. “But—Father, this feels like an occasion.”

“No occasion, Just … being in the moment. I know I’ve been neglecting you. I have too many projects, too much to do. I’ve been planning to have this dinner for some time, with poor Mr. HelperFriend hidden away in a closet, waiting for me to bring him out and put him to good use. 

“Every day, which, of course, is rather metaphorical here as there are no days, but, as every metaphorical day flew by, I’d say to myself, I’ll do it soon.

“When I discovered that you and Equuleus left the castle without even telling me, without even a note, I realized I’ve neglected you so badly you felt I wouldn’t even miss you, and that you ought not bother me.”

“That’s true,” Heart said softly, looking down.

Her father patted her hand affectionately. “So! The time had long passed for me to give you some undivided attention. And to bring a helper onboard for you to direct as you please—to reach books off the top shelf in the library, to help you plant a garden, or what-have-you. Anything you might wish you had another pair of hands to accomplish.”

“Plant a garden!!” Heart flung her arms around him. “Oh, Father!”

He giggled a shy, schoolboy giggle.

“Is it possible? Is it at all possible that I could have a flower garden here?”

“Indeed. You and HelperFriend can build a greenhouse, anywhere you want it.”

“Wouldn’t it be lovely to have flowers along the walkway to the front door?”

“It would, Heart, very lovely. But please promise me you won’t be sad and depressed any more. I know it seems like I’m off in my own space, without hardly knowing you’re here, but that’s not true. Yes, I’m working furiously on several projects, but you are always on my mind.”

“I believe you. I believe you now, anyway. I thought you regretted my coming here.”

“NEVER!” He appeared to surprise himself with the force of his denial. “Never,” he said again, tenderly. “You are the reason behind everything I do.”

“Equuleus said something like that.”

He turned to Equuleus, “Really?”

“Only because I told him,” Heart went on, “that I thought you regretted my being here. He said that much of what you’re doing is because of me.” She paused, then probed, “Whatever it is that you’re doing. I’d be most interested to know.”

HelperFriend returned with steaming bowls of vegetables, disrupting the moment.

“Not to worry, my own Heart. It’s nothing other than boring math and the like.” He changed the subject. “So, Mr. HelperFriend, big day for you! You’ve been named, and are likely to help plant a flower garden on a synthetic, plant-less moon, off-world from one of the most verdant planets in the Universe. I guess I’ll have to increase your programming.”

HelperFriend seemed to understand exactly what Father Inventor told him, and, much to everyone’s surprise, he carefully set down the bowls, then danced and twirled up and down along the far side of the table.

“Where did that come from?” Father Inventor, asked, clearly shocked.

HelperFriend snapped his metallic fingers, and fabulous music came on from everywhere and nowhere.

“Amazing! Let us be in the moment!” Heart’s father stood and extended his hand to Heart.

“Yes! Let’s!” 

They joined HelperFriend, twirling and whirling about the room. Equuleus rose from his cozy space and flew straight up to the ceiling, adding the sparkling glimmer from his wings to the golden glow below, while HelperFriend spun faster and faster, until he looked as though his dazzling, twirling gear eyes wound completely around his head.




*     *




After dinner, after HelperFriend went to wherever he stayed, after Heart’s father kissed her on the forehead and took himself to his cot in his little room at the far end of the castle, Heart and Equuleus went up to her rooms.

Because of the delightful-but-unusual dinner, the amusing little rabbit, Violet, had surprisingly slipped Heart’s mind. But now she recalled the funny, furry, adorable little creature. How rich her life suddenly became—two new friends! A brilliant, amusing, lavender rabbit, and a dancing, eye-twirling, clockworks man.

Even if her father didn’t share with her information about the projects he was working on, she now had something to work on herself. A flower garden!

Please let it be true, she wished silently. Let it be true that I’ll be able to have a flower garden here on Pink, where I’ve not seen one single hint of vegetation anywhere.

She and HelperFriend would build a greenhouse. Father must have brought seeds from Earth, or he wouldn’t have suggested it.

She jumped back up from bed, running through her mind all the things she needed to make a greenhouse. Invention became her cause! She would build a plant-safe structure on an environmentally unfriendly moon.

She scurried down the back stairs in search of HelperFriend. After dancing and enjoying the sumptuous dinner, she and her father had their heads together over cups of tea, and Heart hadn’t even noticed that HelperFriend subtly stole away, taking with him the plates and serving bowls and dinnerware, leaving them with a steaming pot of tea.

But—where had he gone? Back to his little closet her father mentioned? If so, that would never do! He’d become a friend, and had a name, and he danced when even her father didn’t know he had it in him. He made them laugh, and dance, and fly, in a cozy golden glow. HelperFriend must have his own room, and he must have his own things!

Heart entered the kitchen. Everything hummed and sparkled in perfect order, white as angel wings, as far as the eye could see. White tiles, white appliances, white cupboards, white floors, stretching out—white, white, white.

Heart had only been in the kitchen once since she’d been on Pink, when her father took her and Equuleus on a tour of the entire lavender castle. She now suddenly felt as though she interloped somewhere she ought not be, tiptoeing around the great, open expanse of the kitchen. Why had her father constructed this gigantic kitchen for himself, with no one here to appreciate it?

She thought she’d find one little closet, and in it, HelperFriend, standing like a floor mop, inanimate. Instead, doors she hadn’t previously noticed, lined the walls. As she opened each, a bright, white light came on, displaying various cleaning and who-knew-what sorts of objects. It looked as though her father possessed at least one of each appliance or device related to kitchens or cleaning.

Then Heart gasped with insight.

These were her father’s inventions! He’d built this castle more as a repository for his creative work than as a home. A spectacular museum!

The realization made her instantly homesick for The Museum of Scientific Improbabilities and Unpredictable Oddities.

“Oh!” she sighed. She pulled out a white chair and sat in the middle of the white kitchen, most of its many doors now standing open. She recalled the first night she’d been at The Museum of Scientific Improbabilities and Unpredictable Oddities—the magnificent dance of the clockwork people, the clockwork moon working its way across the rotunda of the museum. And—Equuleus! The first time she talked with Equuleus, her own heart.

“Well,” she said aloud to herself, “it’s sweet to remember that time, but look at me now! I despised living at The Darling Undesirables Residence of Long Prairie, and now I’m free. Equuleus and I are together, no one can touch us! I’m with my adorable father, I have two new friends, and—I’m going to plant a flower garden!”

But this thought of new friends brought on a sad pain, and her ceaseless worry about her life-long and best friend, Eye.

What was he doing this very moment?

Her thoughts were interrupted by a sound that seemed to come from the back of the closet she’d just opened. It sounded like voices .…

It sounded like a lot of voices!
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Chapter 3




Poised, Heart didn’t move, listening. Voices? Raised and agitated voices. Her father must be listening to a transmission from Earth. But she’d never known him to do that, and, more mysteriously, the voices sounded very close.

The raised murmur dropped, then stilled altogether. Heart saw a door at the end of the room open and out stepped HelperFriend.

He moved toward her as if he knew she stood there and—he was smiling! “Hello Heart,” he greeted.

A bit shocked, Heart stood up. “Oh! You’re talking!”

“Yes. Father Inventor augmented my circuits. I’ve been perfecting my voices ....”

“Perfecting your voices? Is that what I heard?”

“Perhaps. Do you like this voice? Or how about this one?” HelperFriend raised the pitch of his voice nearly an octave and increased its volume. “Do you like this one?”

“Yikes!” Heart covered her ears. “No. That is not a preferred sound! Back to the other, beautifully modulated voice, if you don’t mind.”

HelperFriend lowered volume and pitch. “I don’t mind. I don’t think I can mind. I can only do as you or Father Inventor direct me to do.”

Oh, well,” distracted and a bit disconcerted, Heart continued to wonder if the sound of multiple voices could have come from the clockworks man before her. “I’m sure you’ll develop likes and dislikes over time.”

“All right. I will do my best to develop likes and dislikes. It’s a bit difficult because I don’t understand emotions. Cooking dinner, practicing voices, easy enough but ....”

Heart interrupted him. “I’m not giving you a directive to have likes and dislikes. I’m only suggesting it might be the natural outcome of increased experience.”

“I see,” HelperFriend said, seemingly thoughtfully. “No, that’s untrue. I don’t see.” His eyes whirled and he appeared distressed.

“There!” Heart exclaimed. “You seem unhappy. If there’s something you dislike, you’ll have a feeling you don’t like.”

Though his face was made of whirling gears, HelperFriend’s frown revealed his unmistakable confusion. “Why would I want to have a feeling I don’t want? That challenges logic. Totally incongruous.”

“Here’s how it works—when you realize there’s something that gives you a feeling you don’t like, you move away from it, and toward something that gives you a feeling you do like!”

“Oh, goodness! Couldn’t I have the feeling I do like without going through this business of experiencing a feeling I don’t like?”

“Well, of course. That’s the whole point of the emotional learning curve. To discover the feelings you like. For example, what did you feel at dinner, when you suddenly started dancing?”

HelperFriend thought very deeply. “I—I don’t know!”

“Why did you do it?”

“Because, hmmm, because—no, I don’t know.”

“But it was wonderful, and fun, and made us all so happy that we joined in and danced with you.”

“Yes, and I made the music.”

“And you made the music! Why?”

“It—just—seemed—right. Somehow. But—strange, wasn’t it? You’re right! Clearly odd behavior. Why would I do something completely different from serving dinner, as instructed?” HelperFriend hung his head. “I’m broken!”

Heart jumped up from her chair. “You are not broken! You have within you a core of emotion. Of feeling. You acted spontaneously because you somehow knew it would make others happy. Making them happy would feel good. And it did, didn’t it?”

“I don’t know, Heart.”

“Well, I think it’ll become clearer over time.”

HelperFriend hung his head even further. “May I go back to my closet now?”

“Ah, poor HelperFriend. No. We have things to do! I’m going to plant a garden. But first, I have to ... I mean, we have to, build a greenhouse.”

“A ‘green’ house? Will that go with Pink?”

Heart laughed. “Yes, green and pink are lovely together. But, more importantly, what we’re going to build will have an environment flowers can grow in.”

“Flowers.” HelperFriend looked around him as if a flower would suddenly appear to let him know what they were talking about.

“That’s all right, my friend. You don't have to know everything.”

“Oh!” He perked up visibly.

“Did you really think you must know everything the moment I mention it?” Heart took him by his metallic hand and wandered back through the kitchen, closing all the doors she’d opened along the way.

“It’s my directive to help you,” HelperFriend said. “But how can I help you if I don’t know what you’re talking about?”

Heart chuckled at his impeccable logic. “Excellent question! You will help me simply by helping me. If I say, ‘could you bring that bucket over to me,’ and you don’t know what a bucket is ... ”

“I do know what a bucket is,” HelperFriend said, cheering visibly.

“That’s very good, but I’m just giving an example. So, if I ask you to bring the wanogtic to me .... ”

“What’s a wanogtic?”

“Nothing. I made it up, to explain my example. Anyway, if I ask you to bring anything to me that you don’t know what it is, you simply ask, ‘what’s that?’”

“I did, and you said it’s not a real thing. So how can I bring it to you? How, Heart, how can I bring unreal things to you?”

They stepped out of the kitchen into the dimly lit hall. Heart turned to him and put her hands on his shoulders. “You’re very literal, aren’t you?”

“Am I?”

“Yes.”

“Well, that’s good.”

Heart giggled, “You are so frustrating and charming!”

Equuleus came around the corner. “What’s so funny?”

“I’m very literal, and Heart says that’s frustrating and charming!” HelperFriend’s eyes spun, beaming.

“I see,” Equuleus looked at Heart for clarification.

“It’s as he says.”

“Wait! You’re talking!” Equuleus extended a wing around HelperFriend’s shoulder.

“I am. I am indeed! And learning. Heart is teaching me it’s good to feel bad because ... ahm ... because. Hmmm, well, I’ve lost the logic of that, but, anyway, we are going to make a greenhouse, and it will go beautifully with Pink. We’re going to grow flowers. I don’t know what flowers are, but it seems like they might be somewhat like a wanogtic.”

“What’s a wanogtic?”

“It’s nothing. I asked. Heart said if she asks me to bring her something, and I don’t know what it is, to simply ask her what it is. Which I did, I asked her what a wanogtic is and she said it’s nothing. I still don’t comprehend how I am to bring her something that doesn’t exist. But I’m sure she’ll make it perfectly clear, eventually. Eventually.”

“I hope I’m there when it happens,” Equuleus said, slightly sardonic.

“All right, enough of this unreal chatter about unreal things,” Heart moved down the hall. “We have work to do. A real project. Growing flowers on Pink. It needs to be done!”

Heart led the way, heading for the front entrance. “Father said there is some sort of structure that looks like a hill, outside the castle a ways, where we’ll find building materials and ‘everything I need for a flower garden,’ were his precise words.”

“Yes, yes, he told me to show you.” HelperFriend pushed a finger to his temple and a 3-D map appeared in the space before him. “Here’s the front entrance where we are. Over here, this is the hillock he mentioned.”

“Let’s go!” Heart gestured about her to make sure all the door locks were sealed. The three of them could tolerate any environment on Pink, but not so for her father, who was fully bio. Then, once she and HelperFriend were in the double baffle, she waved her hand over a series of buttons, and the front door slid open, Letting them through, followed by Equuleus.

Stepping outside, the strangest sensation passed through Heart as her bios closed down and the dark matter took over her breathing and everything else that kept her alive in Pink’s environment. It happened automatically, but Heart still liked to attend, at least intellectually, to the process.

“Is everything all right?” HelperFriend asked, coming up close to her, looking into her eyes and reaching a hand out to touch her throat.

“I’m fine! What are you doing?”

He jerked his hand back as if he’d been stung. “Sorry! Sorry! I’m—ah, well, I don’t like to say this ....”

“Say what?”

“I’m programmed to keep you ... to make sure you ... to ... you know.”

Heart frowned. “What are you babbling about?”

“He’s programmed to make sure you stay alive,” Equuleus said.

“Oh!!” Heart recoiled in shock. “Really?”

“Well, yes. Equuleus said it most accurately.”

“Goodness!” Heart shoved past the two of them. “Goodness! That’s disconcerting to hear. And I was in such a pleasant mood.”

“Please observe that I didn’t want to tell you,” HelperFriend said, hurrying after her. “I felt—see, a feeling!—felt it inappropriate to tell you. I felt you might not like it. I don’t even know how I knew that. It just came to me.”

“Right,” Heart continued to stomp toward the pink hillock.

“Be nice, Heart,” Equuleus said, coming around to fly backwards in front of her. “He only did as programmed. It doesn’t make sense to be angry with him.”

Heart stopped. “I’m not angry with him.” She turned around. “I’m not angry with you. I’m, I’m upset ....”

“You’re feeling something not good and very strong,” HelperFriend recited, “so you can know it when it happens again, and so you can know what a good feeling that big would be like, by contrast, and move toward it. That’s what you taught me.” He nodded, obviously self-satisfied, his eye gears twirling brightly.

“Oh, you! Clearly, you’re going to teach me more than I’ll ever teach you. All right now, let’s pay attention to what we’re doing. And what we’re doing is building a shelter for flowers.”

“A shelter for flowers,” HelperFriend said.

“A shelter for flowers,” Equuleus echoed.

At the hillock—much larger than it seemed on HelperFriend’s 3-D map, he pointed to the outline of a nearly invisible door frame, big enough for Equuleus to fly through with wings fully extended.

HelperFriend found the access pad on the side of the entrance, then entered a string of numbers nearly 40 digits long.

“What is that?” Heart asked, completely mystified.

“The code to open the door.” HelperFriend gestured as the entrance slowly slid to the side.

“But, why so many digits? Who’s going to break into this hill. On Pink? I mean! ....”

“Is it strange?” HelperFriend asked. “Isn’t everything like that? How do you get into your room?”

“I open the door. With one hand. No code.”

“Well! That’s not very secure!”

“Secure from WHAT? We’re on Pink. A tiny, synthetic moon, off world. A million miles from nowhere. Just us.”

“Where’s ‘Nowhere?’” HelperFriend asked. “A million miles, yes, that’s far. We’re probably safe from any problematic creatures on Nowhere.”

“Arg!” Heart cried. “‘Nowhere is not a place. It’s hyperbole. Figurative language. Meaning, why all this concern for security?”

“Hyperbole.” HelperFriend paused, cogs clicking. “Definition: ‘exaggerated statements or claims not meant to be taken literally.’ Are you giving me another example, Heart? Is ‘Nowhere’ like ‘wanogtic’?”

Equuleus snickered. Heart shook her head no but said, “Yes, my dear HelperFriend. The only reason I can see for security here on Pink is to assure that anyone fully bio does not accidentally come in contact with the lethal environment of Pink. My father is the only bio being on the whole moon.”

“You’re bio.”

“Not fully.”

“True, true. You’re dark matter and a bit of clockworks, and, you know, dark energy.”

“I know what I am! But that’s off the subject.”

“Is it?”

“I’m talking about—wondering aloud about—what we have to be secure from?”

“That I don’t know. No. I don’t know.” HelperFriend bowed deeply and gestured to the opening before them. “The door’s open.”

“So I see.”

The three of them stepped inside—bright lights immediately sparkled on.

“Wow,” Heart whispered softly.

“Why are you whispering?” Equuleus whispered back.

“I don’t know. I feel reverent, I guess. It’s sort of overwhelming ....”

As far as Heart could see, the ambient invisible lighting came on, in rolling, sparkly brilliance, revealing mountains of building materials. “Oh! Wow! Are we ready?”

“Yes!” Equuleus and HelperFriend said together.

“Well, come along then.”

They moved into the interior of the gigantic space. Heart looked back, trying to keep her bearings. Where she felt certain the open door must be, she saw no opening. In every direction appeared smooth walls—or maybe not even walls. There was just space.

“I can’t see any walls!”

“That’s right!” HelperFriend agreed.

“What do you mean, ‘that’s right?’ That’s strange.”

“It’s another invention. Not to worry, I have my map.”

“But what’s the point? ... Oh! I see, if someone were where they ought not be, they’d not readily find their way out.”

“Precisely!”

Heart nodded. “Great invention—and as long as you can take us out, we’re good. All right, then, let’s get at it.” She looked around. “Look at these long, curved beams. Hundreds of them! Let’s look for shorter ones.” They wandered deeper into the hillside, the light becoming brighter around them as they moved, and dimming behind them.

“Here! These are good, shorter curved beams and short straight ones. They’re all right here. This pile of materials is perfect! And—what’s this?” She stepped behind the piles of beams and tugged at a gigantic, yet neatly folded stack of malleable material.

HelperFriend came by Heart and pinched the material between his fingers. “It’s non-woven material, in a kind of stasis.”

“A material that’s in stasis? I don’t understand.”

“It would seem that there’s a means of triggering it to an organically active state. There’s something that will cause it to do something—I’m not sure what—under certain circumstances.”

“Could this be my flower seeds? Yet another invention of my father’s?” Heart moved further into the space behind the stack of short beams. “ And another mound of pliant—stuff. Non-woven material. See how odd it looks in the pinkish light, sort of muddy. I’ll bet if we unfold it, it’ll begin to look green. I think this is the material to go over the structure of these beams, and this other pile of material is dormant flower seeds.” Heart turned and hugged HelperFriend.

“Oh, it’s so lovely, so amazing, is it not?”

“So—you’re happy?” HelperFriend asked.

“Happy is not a big enough word. I’m stunned. I’m moved. I’m grateful. And more than those feelings wrapped up together, I know I am loved! My father put this all together, not knowing if it’d ever be used, on the chance that I’d want to make a flower bed. Just on the chance!”

“He was right, though,” HelperFriend observed. “So, a pretty good chance.”

“Still! It’s love, dear HelperFriend. Love. Pure and simple.”

“If you say so. I’m learning. This pile of materials is what love is.” He made a whirring sound, recording the information.

“No, HelperFriend. These materials are not what love is, they are symbolic of my father thinking about me in a loving way, and then doing something he believes will make me happy. That thought, and this action show how he feels—which is love.”

HelperFriend whirred frantically. “Very complicated reasoning.”

“It’ll get easier. Truly, it will. But for now, let’s begin to take these building materials to the front entrance.” Heart started to shoulder some of the materials before her.

“Should we not summon a hover raft?”

“A hover raft?” Heart and Equuleus said together.

“That’s what they’re here for.” HelperFriend dialed a combination on the inside of his left wrist, and, immediately a huge flat surface zipped to them, and hovered, humming.

“A hover raft!” Heart exclaimed. “Excellent!” She began to carry the beams to it. 

HelperFriend’s strength came into play as he carried the remaining beams in one trip to the hover raft. Then Heart and HelperFriend loaded the green non-woven material on the hover raft.

Last, but certainly not least, Heart insisted that she, herself, carry the organic material she believed contained her sleeping flowers. She placed it gently on top of the other materials.

“I’m getting off easy,” Equuleus declared. “I thought I’d be loaded down for several trips. This hover raft is the best invention yet!”

“A great convenience, no argument,” Heart assented. “All right, dear HelperFriend, take us out of this strange maze. I will explore it more thoroughly some other time.

HelperFriend projected the map of the interior of the hillock before them as they returned the way they came. The lighting shut down to the total black of the deepest Earth cave as they moved.

“Kinda spooky,” Heart whispered, looking over her shoulder into the impenetrable dark.

“Agreed,” Equuleus said.

The wall before them slid open upon Pink’s eternal twilight. Heart, Equuleus, HelperFriend and the hover raft emerged, while the giant door slid shut with a slight “shush!” behind them.




[image: Image]

OPS/images/BackStairsLabyrinth-color1.jpg





OPS/images/BackStairsLabyrinth-color.jpg





OPS/images/ClocksworksManLabyrinth1.jpg





OPS/images/ClocksworksManLabyrinth.jpg





OPS/images/EquuleusColor1.jpg





OPS/images/EquuleusColor.jpg





OPS/images/E&T-small.jpg





OPS/images/cover.jpg





