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“INSERTION COMPLETE,” announced Sherrafenn, her gentle synthetic voice calm and even, despite the arduous length of the voyage. Though she possessed emotions, she never experienced fatigue. At this moment KnowsMuch and ThinksFast envied her for this.

For 32 days they had been aboard the Sherrafenn Vallmar, traversing the unimaginably immense ultra-dark voids between galaxies. They had just completed their 100th MindJump. From the start it had been their plan to pause their journey at this point, get some rest, and then consider their options.

KnowsMuch, especially, had found the journey a strain. Now halfway through her pregnancy, she tired easily. Her abdominal bulge expanded daily, but somehow she had escaped the more unpleasant aspects of Isskan pre-motherhood, such as morning sickness.

This was not surprising – she was, after all, no ordinary Isskan. She wondered in what other ways her pregnancy would deviate from the Isskan norm. Time would tell ...

Out here, in this super-remote spacial location, the galaxies didn’t even have names; the Alliance astronomers had labelled them with numbers only. The Home Galaxy itself was now a mere dot of light in Sherrafenn’s three-dimensional cosmic map.

“So where are we, Sherry?” enquired KnowsMuch wearily, running her fingers through her long dark-red hair.

“We’re equidistant between Galaxies K145, K149 and K153,” replied the AI. “Mean distance from said galaxies is approximately 370 IGLUs.”

In other words, they were literally in the middle of nowhere, 37 million lightyears from the nearest major stellar structure.

KnowsMuch glanced at her husband, seated beside her. Even he looked fatigued, despite his robust constitution. “We should get some sleep,” she said with a sigh.

“I won’t argue with that,” he replied, yawning and scratching his beard.

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

​​2


[image: ]


Having slept solidly for ten hours, they pulled on CHGs and ate a simple breakfast in the galley. Then they marshalled their courage to face the great challenge that now confronted them – to find a suitable home for themselves and the children they hoped to raise, the very first generation of a brand-new Protector/Isskan hybrid species.

Having decided to take a look at Galaxy K145, they adopted their usual MindJump posture: sitting cross-legged on the padded living-room floor, joined knee to knee, hand to hand, head to head, KnowsMuch’s bulbous child-belly between them like a giant egg they were both sheltering.
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THEY IMAGINED K145 and willed the Sherrafenn to take up position in close proximity to it ...

In less than the blink of an eye, they and the ship were indeed transported to the outskirts of that galaxy.

But all was not well:

“Danger!” warned Sherrafenn. “We are inside a dense asteroid field! Evasive action is urgently required!”

She flashed a video stream to their Yevvs, showing the local volume of space. It was littered with countless chunks of rock, some of them enormous and moving at alarming velocities. If one of those were to strike the ship, they could all die.

Immediately ThinksFast and KnowsMuch MindJumped the ship back to its previous spacial location.

“I suppose it was bound to happen sooner or later,” remarked KnowsMuch, somewhat shaken by the incident.

“That’s correct,” concurred Sherrafenn. “The universe is almost entirely empty space, but despite that, any one of these MindJumps could place us in the path of solid objects. The statistical likelihood of this ever happening is extremely low – but, as we have just seen, it is not a zero-level probability.”

“We have a bit of a problem, then,” commented ThinksFast, making one of the Xunnish-style understatements of which he was so proud.

“What if ...?” began KnowsMuch, resting her hands on her belly and staring at the ceiling, deep in thought.

“What if what?” ThinksFast gently enquired.

“Basically,” she continued, “we know hardly anything about our new abilities ...”

“True. Go on.”

“Well ... maybe there are ways to refine our MindJump technique.”

“Interesting. Such as?”

“Maybe – just maybe – we can somehow take a peek at our MindJump destination, before we actually get there, so we can check that it’s safe.”

ThinksFast pondered this. “So ... somehow we’ll project our minds to the destination, without transporting our bodies and the ship?”

“Exactly!” she replied, getting up and pacing about. She gazed into one of the Habitat Sphere’s many camera pods in order to have a “face-to-face” conversation with Sherrafenn. “What do you think, Sherry? Does that sound plausible?”

The AI laughed her beautiful feminine laugh. “My friend,” she answered, “we’re now living in the realm of the almost unimaginable, so just about anything is possible, it would seem. I suggest you conduct an experiment to test this hypothesis of yours.”

“Why not?” agreed KnowsMuch.

She rejoined her husband on the floor and they assumed their MindJump posture once more.

“When I get to five,” she suggested, “let’s imagine our minds as thin, thin, thin lines, cutting across empty space to the outskirts of K145.”

“Let’s do it!” he replied with enthusiasm.

They gripped each other’s hands tightly. She counted up slowly as they prepared themselves for the experiment.

“Five!”

Together their minds journeyed almost instantaneously across the super-vast deep-space void that engulfed the ship. (Were their minds actually making this journey, or were they merely imagining it? But when you have powers that make your imaginings into realities, what’s the difference ...?)

They halted at the outer fringes of K145. The scene before them was confusing – a constantly shifting collage of starlight and nebula-glow and interstellar darkness. Evidently, they were “seeing” this region of space not as Sherrafenn’s exterior cameras would have seen it. This purely mental mode of perception was much more subjective. However, the significant thing was that they both intuitively knew that this point in space would be safe to enter.

“Shall we bring the ship?” he asked. His voice sounded titanic, enormous, almost monstrous.

“Yes,” she answered, her voice also weirdly inflated and distorted, bringing to his mind ridiculous images of the mythical warrior-queens of Xunnish opera – big gleaming swords, ultra-buxom brass breastplates and absurd multi-horned helmets. “When I get to five.”

Again she counted up, and at five they willed the Sherrafenn Vallmar to join them at their hyper-distant location. They experienced the familiar psychic jolt that always accompanied their MindJumps.

“Your experiment has been successful,” announced Sherrafenn. “My cameras confirm we are in the vicinity of K145. And yes, this sector of space is indeed safe – there are no stars or other significant bodies within 25 lightyears. Congratulations, my friends!”

Immediately KnowsMuch and ThinksFast began a new MindJump ­– much smaller than the one they had just completed. They now sent their MindLines into the nearest spiral arm of K145. Again they were able to “see” their destination in advance and ascertain that it was safe. And again, they then pulled the ship to it.

At once Sherrafenn flashed a big swathe of video data to their Yevvs – views of the densely populated starfields which now surrounded them. They had been journeying in the intense blackness of intergalactic space for many days, and they had missed the warm glow of the stars.

“It’s so beautiful!” exclaimed KnowsMuch, gasping with delight. “Could this be home, do you think?”

“Could be,” replied ThinksFast, hoping it might be true.
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Their goal was to find a planet where they could nurture their children without distraction or interference, so they needed to locate an Isska-like world lacking any kind of sentient life. What were the chances of that? In the Home Galaxy there were many thousands of intelligent species, but perhaps elsewhere in the universe sentience was a much rarer phenomenon.

Underpinning all their thoughts, hopes and desires was their firm belief that the Anthall would guide them to the right world. No matter how lengthy their search might be, they knew that one day it would be crowned with success.

For the next two hours they waited while Sherrafenn scanned all the star systems within a 100-lightyear radius. She eventually presented them with a list of 38 Isska-type planets. All of them supported life; it remained to be seen how many had spawned intelligent species. They only needed to find one that had not and never would. That would be their home.

Without delay they set about working their way through this list. Sherrafenn flashed to their Yevvs all her data about Planet 1. This world orbited a sun somewhat larger and hotter than Isska’s star, but since its orbit was wider, in theory it should be an Isska-type environment. The long-distance images of the planet that Sherrafenn had acquired were very appealing: it was a world of blue oceans and multicoloured landmasses.

“Let’s have a look at it, then,” said ThinksFast.

Husband and wife took up their MindJump positions on the floor: head to head, knee to knee, hand in hand, breathing each other’s breath.

“Our minds are micro-thin lines of consciousness,” whispered KnowsMuch, “spooling out across the depths of space towards Planet 1, that beautiful blue-green world ... closer ... ever closer ... There we are, in orbit!”

They studied Planet 1 in silence for a few moments, trying to interpret the shifting subjective images they were seeing.

“It really is beautiful, isn’t it?” she remarked.

“It really is,” he agreed. There, at the end of the MindLine, their voices were once again strangely distorted, but they were getting used to it.

If anything, Planet 1 was even more delightful to behold than Isska. There was something very pleasing about the way this world had been shaped. There were many small continents, and countless archipelagos of islands. There seemed to be nowhere on this world that was very far from the sea.

“We’re going to bring you in, Sherrafenn,” announced ThinksFast.

“Very well,” responded the AI, her voice sounding immeasurably distant, like a murmur from the bottom of a deep well.

The ship immediately dropped into orbit, and ThinksFast and KnowsMuch got up from the floor.

“Let’s launch the Habitat Sphere and do some exploring!” she enthused.

“Good idea! We’ve been cooped up inside the ship for too long.”

“Are you sure this is wise, my friends?” asked Sherrafenn, concern in her voice. “You’ve launched the Sphere only once before, and that was just an experiment in Isska
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