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      The Oxford English Dictionary defines infinity as immeasurable, something with no limits.

      I think it's hard for our brains to get round that concept of something with no limits. It’s a natural human thing to put a measurement on something - height, weight, distance, even when that measurement is something we can't quite grasp.

      Our Milky Way galaxy has between 100 and 400 billion stars and a diameter of about 87,400 light years. If you're having trouble with those numbers, our nearest neighboring galaxy, Andromeda is estimated to be about 2.5 million light years from the Milky Way. It has an estimated trillion star and diameter of about 152,000 light years.

      Reading those numbers in isolation isn't so bad - two point five million - until you make that mental adjust that you have to travel at the speed of light for two point five million years to get to Andromeda from the Milky Way!

      For us here in the twenty-first century, that could be considered infinity. Leaving aside the technology issues, a craft leaving the Milky Way at light speed two point five million years ago, around the time hominids appeared on Earth, would only now be reaching the Andromeda galaxy!

      For me, infinity is where you are when you travel beyond the known. In space travel today, we might consider that to be anything beyond the orbit of the moon, certainly anything outside of our solar system.

      That's the theme for this collection - that edge of the known where infinity begins.

      A frontier if you like.

      A Question of Timing is the first of those edge of the frontier stories. If you've read my stories of the asteroid belt, especially the Ceres to Vesta collection, you'll know Roy Wheeler. I also wrote a story about his first meeting with Surgeon-Commander Angela Grove. At least I think I did because I can't find that story anywhere. Fortunately, you don't need that story to read A Question of Timing.

      The frontier idea is front and center in Lessons Learned. I was thinking strange, probably after watching an episode of the Twilight Zone, and this one for some reason almost wrote itself. I wondered if I'd gone a bit too far until I read John G. Cramer's The Alternate View in the March/April 2025 issue of Analog.

      Cramer talks about some of the discoveries by the James Webb Space Telescope, especially what are described as early-universe objects. These objects, grape-like cluster of star-forming clumps are outside of, and not predicted by, the current models of galaxy formation.

      These objects are so far away, Cramer doesn't even attempt to describe the distances. He settles by telling is they were formed about 930 million years after the Big Bang.

      For reference the age of the universe is estimated to be 13.8 billion years!

      I wrote Flying Solo and Tigers and Tomcats about the same time. Both in their own way deal with the loneliness of space travel on your own. In Tigers and Tomcats, you also get to meet Austin in tribute to one of the many cats who have allowed me to live in and pay for their house.

      The Other Sheepfolds is a title taken from a speech by Jesus in the Gospel of John. It's another of those stories that seemed to write itself. I can't say much more without it being a spoiler, so I'll let you explore it yourself.

      The final story, A Quiet Time, like A Question of Timing is about another character from my asteroid belt stories. Miranda Lopez is a strong, intelligent, independent woman. She doesn't suffer fools, doesn't really like people, and values her alone time. Needless to say, in this story it doesn't happen.

      There are many more stories about the edge where infinity begins. This is just the first.
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            A QUESTION OF TIMING

          

        

      

    

    
      Roy Wheeler studied his reflection in the smoked plasglas window of the Restaurant Monica while pretending to study the menu. It was a several years since he had worn anything except utilities, or his judge robes when court was in session.

      The formal jacket, dress shirt, and black pants felt awkward. The pants were a little tighter than they should be, and his stomach larger than he liked. He tried to tell himself it was distortion caused by the plasglas but couldn't quite convince himself.

      The door of the restaurant opened to let a couple leave, and with them came the wonderful aroma of sautéed mushrooms, and grilling meat that made his mouth water.

      Where the more popular, and cheaper, restaurants focused on bright lights, loud music and similar, bland menus, Monica was the opposite. The advertising vids Roy had seen showed dark panels that looked like real Earth mahogany, low lighting, and tables far enough apart you could talk without being overheard or drowned out by nearby tables. There was music too, soft, and soothing and reminiscent of twentieth century crooners.

      Monica also promised real meat, which Roy felt was quite an achievement on a frontier space station orbiting a yellow dwarf star named Travis.

      Roy smiled and shook his head at that thought. There wasn't really a frontier, just the limit mankind had reached along the Orion Arm of the Milky Way a couple of hundred light years from Earth.

      A frontier that needed law and order as much as Earth, while the explorers mined the planets for the materials to build a huge fleet of generation ships. Ships intended to push that frontier over six-thousand light years into the Perseus Arm.

      There was a flicker of movement in the window reflection. Roy turned and his breath hitched at the view.

      Surgeon-Commander Angela Grove was mostly seen in scrubs or utilities. Now she wore floral palazzo pants that hugged her hips and flared along her thighs, almost covering the spiked black leather heels on her feet. An emerald-green blouse hugged the curves of her upper body and looked like real silk. Her blonde hair curled over her shoulders and there was a sparkle in her blue eyes.

      In the long dark years after his wife's murder, Roy had never engaged in fantasy. Now those thoughts were front and center in his mind.

      "You look stunning," Roy said, pleased his voice sounded normal.

      "You clean up pretty good yourself," Angela said as she reached him and pressed her lips to his so he could breathe the delicate lavender scent of her perfume.

      She eased back and slipped a hand through his arm. "I hope this place is as good as they say. I've starved myself all day, and pizza is a poor Plan B."

      Inside the decor matched the advertising, and even with most tables taken and the voice of a male singer in the background, the restaurant felt cozy and welcoming.

      A waiter escorted them to a table in the corner of the room. The table gave them both a view of the door and the other diners. Roy felt himself relax a little. He had asked for a table like this but received no guarantees.

      They ordered, talked about their days, then marveled over the juicy, succulent chicken in a rich and spicy cream sauce, that really was chicken and not a vat-grown substitute.

      "I could get used to this," Roy said, pushing his plate away, and wondering how bad it would look if he loosened his belt at the table rather than in the restroom because he was too full to move.

      "As could I," Angela said. "However, we'll need to renegotiate our pay grades, and my wardrobe if it becomes a regular event. I'm so glad I have an elasticated waist band.

      Roy laughed. Couldn't help himself. He glanced around the room, saw most of the other diners had left, and saw a party of four leaving a private booth on the far side of the restaurant.

      The man was maybe a meter sixty-five tall and built like a bowling ball. His bald head gleamed in the soft lighting as he looked up to talk to a woman. Even without the spiked heels she was taller, her face narrow with sharp angles that gave her a stark beauty.

      The chicken became a solid congealed lump in his stomach. The wonderful cream sauce curdled, and for a horrible moment, Roy thought he was going to throw up. He reached for the glass of water, took a long swallow and then a trio of careful breaths.

      "What's wrong, Roy?"

      Angela's arm came across the table, her fingers gripping his hand. There was worry and fear in her sapphire blue eyes.

      "What just happened?"

      Roy turned his hand over, squeezed her fingers, and kept hold as he leaned forward, keeping his voice low. "The party of four just leaving from the private booth. Husband and wife about our age, and two boys, young men really."

      Her head remained still but he watched her eyes flick to the left, then back again. She waited until the door closed behind them, then said. "I feel I should know him, but I'm not sure why. Who are they, Roy?"

      "Joseph Daz, his wife, and their sons."

      The surprise made her beautiful eyes pop wide. "I thought they were dead," and then she made another connection. "Marinaris?"

      He nodded. "We've never talked much about my past, why I came out to Travis. I'd like you to know, but not here. If the telling causes me to lose my dinner I'd prefer it to be in the privacy of my quarters."

      "At least you'll have a doctor in attendance," she said with a soft smile and released his hand as he signaled for their check.

      Roy's quarters were the same standard configuration every other single person was assigned. Living room, kitchenette, office nook, bedroom, and bathroom. The one difference was Roy's quarters were on an outer ring of the station, and he had a two-meter wide plasglas panel that gave him a view.

      He made coffee and they sat together on the couch facing the view. Tonight, it was the construction yards where the exploration fleet was being built. Lights flickered, blinked, and strobed across the complex which was a round the clock operation.

      "This was why I came out here," Angela said, cradling the coffee bulb in her palms. "The chance to push out in the unknown. Would it scare you if I said I've recently begun to rethink that decision."

      "I'm flattered. Although they might need some lawyers on that trip, and we could both go," Roy said.

      He took a long breath. He had opened this door, and if there was to be a future with Angela, it wasn't a door he could close.

      He took a sip of bitter coffee and said. "I was a fast-track prosecutor on Mars when the Marinaris Uprising started. My wife was kidnapped and publicly executed as a warning to the ruling classes."

      "Daz?"

      Roy shook his head, watched as an engine housing was lifted into place on one of the new ships. "He had nothing to do with that incident but was widely assumed to be behind the subsequent massacre of civilians in New Mapusa. A warrant was issued for his arrest, but he disappeared. Like you, many people thought he was dead. I was never convinced."

      "Is that why you came
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