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​​​​​​Chapter 1 - Proximity
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Earth Year 2252

“Michael? Humans are getting closer. Have you figured out how to move Samson Station further out?” Talking to a two-billion-year-old alien AI several galaxies away has become semi-normal for me over the past two hundred and thirty years, but it’s still a bit unsettling.

“Sorry, Riley. I can’t find a workaround for the hard-code locks. I’ve tried everything. There’s nothing in my library that even hints about it.”

“So, we’ll let it just sit there until it’s discovered and boarded, or do we turn it into space dust? You know what would happen if they found it.”

“There’s a solution. We’ve talked about it before.”

I imagined Michael folding his imaginary arms and tapping his foot impatiently waiting for my biological self to put two and two together. “Leaving the galaxy is not what I call a walk in the park.”

“I think you’re becoming agoraphobic,” Michael said in my head.

“I feel connected here, where my family and friends lived. I miss them.” How many times have we had this conversation? I swung my ax, embedding it into the chopping stump, then walked to the cabin.

“It’s been over eighty years since they died in the war, and they never lived where you do now.”

“I mean here on Earth, this solar system.”

“When was the last time you were aboard Freedom, other than to climb into the auto-doc?”

“You know very well that I took him out five years ago on my last trip to the station.”

“You might not want to go into the dark, but I need to leave soon, and I can’t do that without a ride.”

Two sets of alert canine eyes followed my every move. A hand wave tells them it’s not dinnertime yet. “Has your star been acting up again?”

“Its red giant phase is accelerating. My planet will be a burnt cinder if one of those spurts comes my way. So, if you want to relocate the station, you’ll have to pick me up and install my cube on Samson for a direct link.”

“Alright, alright. We can talk later. I’ve got to finish my chores.” Michael is right. I do have a fear...no, not fear; more of a reluctance to leave my redoubt, my isolation. Eighty years ago—it doesn’t feel that long—I lost everyone who mattered to me during the brief tit-for-tat nuclear exchange started by the Chinese.

When the strike killed my family and friends on our South Sea island, I was aboard Sampson to retrieve a data cube with technology for improving energy efficiency for water desalinization. We didn’t keep an archive on Earth. It would have been a disaster if anyone took control of that alien engineering and scientific library.

The only thing keeping me from returning as an avenging angel was Michael. He put my ship in lockdown, preventing me from laying waste to the Chinese. I didn’t want my pound of flesh as retribution. I wanted tons of it. It took him three weeks to bring me back from the edge. Gone were my husband Denver, my twin Haley, Alex, her husband, and several generations of their offspring. Those I saw daily and loved so much were turned into disassociated atoms. It was more than a year before I returned to Earth as the wealthiest person on the planet. The attack hadn’t affected the companies and foundations we’d formed to channel selected advanced technologies we shared for use on Earth.

My new home is just outside Dawson City, Canada. I bought adjoining tracts of land along the Yukon River through a shell company, claiming it would remain an undeveloped wildlife refuge. The isolation is my solace. I thought moving to the subarctic from a tropical island would provide psychological distance from all I lost—relocation and a deluge of alcohol. It took eight years to finish my homestead project. I needed the hard labor to pay off my survivor’s guilt. It took another ten years and Michael’s intervention before I sobered up for good.

Other than Michael being in my head via Q-com, my wolf-husky hybrids, Jasper and Jinks, are my only live-in companions. My boys stay young and healthy the same way I do through annual sessions in Freedom’s auto-doc. I suspect Michael has done some upgrading to their intelligence levels, but he denies it. We are a pack of three... three and a half, if you include my distant conscience.

I’m going to retrieve Michael, but I need another two weeks to finish my hunt and pack in supplies for winter. When I opened the cabin door, two furry rockets blazed past me. They never let me take the lead, exercising their self-assumed task of protecting me, even from a couch that might spring to life if not closely observed and sat upon.

As soon as I slipped on my hunting boots, the twins scrambled over the wood plank floors to the door, sitting expectantly, waiting for their slow-footed human. Boots mean a long trip is coming. They were rolly-polly furry handfuls when I first got them. The local breeder suggested I get a trained adult, telling me the older dog would help prepare the sharp-tooth puppies for adulthood. She’d been right. Until Matilda died, I hadn’t thought of cycling the dogs through the auto-doc. Her death was a too-jagged reminder of my losses.

I let the boys’ expectations simmer. Before leaving the cabin, I banked the fire in the cast iron stove. I don’t need it for heat, but the orange flames, crackle, and light smell of wood smoke make my home seem cozier.

When I reached for my 30-06 rifle, hanging by a peg next to the fireplace, the twins knew the hunt was on. When we leave, I don’t lock the door. Anyone snooping around would get a nasty surprise from one of my cloaked defensive drones after several warnings to leave.

Jasper and Jinks mostly prefer to run alongside my ATV and trailer. They know the stretches where I slow down to navigate slopes and curved trails. It’s there they leap out to trot ahead, jumping back in when I hit the flat runs. It won’t officially be winter for a while, but my cold weather gear and meaty snacks for my hunting party are ready. I always take my chew first to remind them who’s boss. Well-defined pack order is essential for them. Every member needs a job. A dog without a position becomes despondent.

Our destination is twenty kilometers away, but still on my property. We’ll set up camp, then hike to the overlook in the morning. Since caribou have superior hearing and sense of smell, I keep our base well back from the hunting ground. Once we get there, the rest of the day and night will be used to air out my clothes to absorb the natural scents of the area.

***
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THERE’S SOMETHING PRIMITIVELY therapeutic about setting up in the way out. Dawson City is in the middle of nowhere and is known for two things: the center of the Yukon gold rush and prominent mention in Jack London’s book Call of the Wild. Both were centuries ago. Mining continues, but the images of wildcatters and lines of hopeful panners crouched in shallow creeks are now only in the history books.

Jasper and Jinks don’t like sleeping in tents, so I’ll help them build a hollow, lining it with pine straw. They’ll curl up together when the temperature drops tonight, nose to tail, sharing body heat. I guess they don’t mind smelling each other’s night farts.

Caribou bulls, our prey today, are fearless and easier to find and kill during their season, but when they’re in rut the meat is so bad even the boys won’t touch it. Early September is the sweet spot when the herds move south before the rutting. Since caribou move faster than a hunter, you can’t track them on foot. If you know their annual paths, you just settle in downwind and wait.

***
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THE STOCK FEELS COLD against my cheek. He’s stopped to graze. Always alert, his head comes up, ears twitching, giving a snort before huffing, checking for scents. My crosshairs are on his upper chest, behind the shoulder. I take my time, waiting for a quick kill headshot. Pelts without bullet holes fetch a better price. He’ll graze for at least ten more minutes before moving on. Soft tongue clicks tell Jasper and Jinks to stay quiet and still. 

Most years, I hunt cows, but this year’s heard report indicates an excess of males. Too many bulls harm breeding and future herd strength as they expend energy and time fighting each other instead of mating when the females are in season.

Satisfied he’s alone, his head lowers. My finger squeezes. CRACK. The stock punches my shoulder. He drops. 

He’s my second today. It was dawn when we hiked to the overlook, settling in to find the early travelers. When you see one, others will follow the same path. Bulls have glands in their hooves that leave a musk trail for the later following herds. It took thirty minutes to descend from my perch after spotting a single bull making his trek south. The trick is to bag the first downwind, then move upwind a hundred yards to meet the next. If caribou scent a kill, they’ll take a wide detour to avoid scavenging wolves.

In auto-track, my rig came down into the valley so I could load up the trailer. I try to follow the old ways, but I’m not crazy enough to make several trips, humping over four hundred pounds of ex-caribou meat and skins uphill.

The gutting and butchering motions are automatic. I leave the organs, spine, and most of the bones for the wolves and foxes. They need to eat too. Even with the metallic scent of blood in the air, Jasper and Jinks wait patiently for the meaty scraps I toss, then tuck in for a good bone gnaw while I finish. The rib bones are added to my take as a marrow source for them during the winter. After skinning the bulls and slicing off the shoulders, haunches, and backstrap, I’m too tired, and it’s too late to go home tonight. Tomorrow, I’ll consider my intergalactic trip.

“Michael?”

“Yes, Riley?”

“I’m coming to pick you up.”

“Thanks. I’ll put on a pot of coffee.”

​​​​​​
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Chapter 2 - Dawson City
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Tossing my freezer mitts on the shelf, I’m satisfied with the red meat available for winter. Outside my cabin, the autumn flies gather in swarms around the pelts draped across the skinning racks. The flies will be gone in another few weeks, wintering over in the warm crevasses of rotting wood, emerging in the spring to lay eggs so their children can pester me.

The metal scraper makes quick work removing the subcutaneous fat. Fifteen minutes get all that goop into the trays below. Since I’m not into rendering fat for candles and soap, all that waste gets burned to prevent attracting bears and wolves. My bot over-watch protects my cabin area, but I’d rather not harm the wildlife if possible. Stinging shots are usually enough to run them off, but two bearskin rugs near my fireplace prove aggressive ones can’t be turned away so easily.

Salting the flesh side of the pelts takes longer than the scraping. You can’t use too much salt. In Dawson City, Danny will complete the tanning process. No money changes hands between us. He keeps half of the finished pelts and I get the other. Bartering is a more sociable way to trade, making a more personal connection. 

It’s noon before I have my truck loaded and cargo trailer connected for my trip to town. Looking at my two friends, I told them, “Sorry, boys, you’re not going. I’ll be spending the night. Folks get nervous when you’re with me.” The pair look more like wolves than dogs—their father’s gift. They wouldn’t hurt a fly unless I gave them a nod or they thought I was being threatened. Rabbits are another matter altogether. I don’t think there’s one left for five kilometers around. It’s their instinctive hobby.

Since I’ve lived here for eighty years, I reinvent myself every so often. Officially, I’m a third generation resident. The auto-doc takes care of aging me naturally from thirty to fifty. Then I start all over again, as a twenty-something niece. My face has changed so many times I sometimes forget what I looked like before all this started. I’m in a taller phase now. When it’s time, the old one of me tells friends I’m moving south, leaving a female relative to take charge of the property. That’s the official story. I’m careful after I regress to not recognize people I knew before until I get reacquainted with them as the new manager of the Henderson Land Preserve.

***
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ROLLING ALONG, WINDOWS down, and music blaring, the drive to Dawson is pleasant, the whine of tires on the road soothing. I didn’t see another vehicle until I got close to the settled areas along the river. Craning my neck out the window, I see evidence the rains should hold off for another two days. My truck looks like a ten-year-old model, with wind-stripped paint in a few places and some dings and dents—just the way I want it. Flashy rides draw attention I don’t want. My drone escort reported no Mounties along my route, but dragging a trailer behind reminded me to keep my speed down along Route 9. This road is called Top of the World Highway, the last improved road until you go over the north pole and get well into Russia.

I’ve been to Russia once to rescue my sister. I’m never going back there again. Considering what I’d done before leaving the last time, they wouldn’t like another visit from me.

At West Dawson, I parked to wait for the ferry just above where the Klondike River dumps into the Yukon. Since the traffic west of Dawson City is sparse, a bridge was never built. My first stop is at Danny’s to unload my skins. He’s the top pelt man around here. You can smell his tannery as soon as you get within a half kilometer of his place outside the town limits.

Nods and slight hand waves are exchanged by people on the ferry. Everyone is cordial, but minding your business is the rule up here. After pulling onto the deck, I like to ride near the bow to watch the water part as the ferry plows its way to the eastern shore. I’m not one for the spontaneous chit-chat that sometimes breaks out in the enclosed upper cabin.

***
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PLUNKING MY BOX AND skin bundles on the counter, I rang the bell. Danny has every variety of local birds and animals stuffed and mounted on shelves and in the corners, at least the legal ones. A stuffed grizzly bear looms over you when you come through the door. An imposing, two-legged, threatening stance. I named him Yogi, a reference lost to most people these days.

“Hey, beautiful. What do you have for me?” Danny asks.

He doesn’t know it, but I used to trade with his grandpa. I even set him on my knee when he was three. He’s thirty-two now. Married with kids. I’m twenty-seven and a five-year resident in this version of me.

“Two bulls. Bagged them yesterday.”

Flipping back the pelts for a better look, he says, “You got them before rut season. Good-looking. You should see the lousy job some people do. It’s becoming a lost art.” Unrolling the bundles on a large table for a closer inspection, he ran his hands over every square inch.

“No bullet holes.” A statement, not a question.

“Headshots.”

“These will make great boot uppers for the tourists. Hey, did you bring any of your gloves?”

“Yeah, in the box.”

Looking them over, he didn’t bullshit me. “These will bring in about a hundred fifty a pair. Fifty-fifty?”

“Yeah. Put it on my account at the hotel. I like to gorge there when I’m in town.”

“I swear you make the best skin gloves I’ve ever seen. What’s your secret?”

“Lonely nights in the way out.”

“You know, you don’t have to be lonely. My brother Kenny is still single.”

“You and I both know why he’s single. He’s a jerk.”

“Yeah, but at least he’s not a drunk like most of the men your age around here.”

Men my age? There aren’t any. They all died over two hundred years ago. Guess he doesn’t know about Nash.

“You coming back before the snow?” he asks.

“Probably, but I need to make a trip south. Might be gone for a few weeks.”

“Need anyone to look in while you’re gone?”

“Nope. All taken care of, thanks. Got to get over to Benson’s for supplies.”

“Well, see you next time. Hey, Alice would like you to stop by for dinner soon. The kids love your stories and your dogs.”

“I’ll let you know. My schedule’s iffy right now. See you later, Danny. Keep your blades sharp.”

Lifting his chin, he said, “You too, Riley.”

***
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BENSON’S CATERS TO the locals, so they carry a lot of things the tourists and hunting parties from the south don’t need or want. Canning supplies, bulk staples, tools, stoves, and hardware. I sent my list a few weeks ago, then doubled it yesterday. My ship needs a resupply, and I didn’t want to dip into my winter larder. Freedom’s auto-chef does a good job, but you get better output with better raw materials in the hopper bins. I could use the recycling systems, but I’m not into eating my own crap... or the dog’s crap. Recycled water is bad enough to consider, even if broken down into H and O before recombining. Speaking of hydrogen and oxygen, I need to stop at Samson for water and gas. The breathing type of gas. Oxygen and nitrogen on the station come from harvester ships sent into the Oort cloud to collect ice, volatiles, and other raw elements.

Like every place in Dawson City, it’s a short drive to Benson’s. Cathy’s working at the main counter today. She’s old enough to remember the last two Rileys. Only my facial and height changes between generations keep her from becoming suspicious. I couldn’t count the times she’d told me how much I reminded her of my aunt or another earlier rendition... all with the same first name. I told her it was a family thing. I’d toyed with taking different names but chose not to.

Michael manufactures birth certificates for my new iterations through Samson’s AI and then inserts them into the official digital government records, showing home births and homeschooling. Nobody up here gives a damn about where you came from. They judge you by who you are. The Land Preserve Foundation pays all my taxes, keeping me as far below the radar as possible without living in the wild like a hermit.

Cathy looked up and waved as I came through the door. “We got your first order ready, but it’ll take John an hour or two to get your additions bundled up. A few big orders ahead of you today.”

“Thanks, Cath. I’m staying in town tonight. I’ll be at the hotel if you have any questions.”

“Just unhitch and leave your trailer out back. Looks like you’re stocking up more than usual. Are you having someone winter over with you?”

She’s fishing, wanting to know if I’m keeping a man slave for work and pleasure.

“No, just need to replenish my spaceship.”

Cathy put hands to her hips and squinted. “Honey, if you say things like that, people will think you’re looney.”

“So, you’re saying I fit right in around here?”

Everyone knows you’re talking about the Klondike when you say the hotel. There are three others, one is a crap hole, and the other two serve visiting hunters and low-budget tourists, closing after every season. I don’t stay in those—too much testosterone, bragging, and loud brats. This is the short off-time between the tourists and game hunters, so getting a room shouldn’t be a problem. If the hotel is full, I can always get a room at Shiner’s bed-and-breakfast. The beds are comfortable, but the food is awful—way too much salt in everything except the cereal.

I have a tab at the Klondike. My glove money from Danny makes it zero out almost every season. I don’t stay here that often anymore, but when I do, I indulge. The front of the three-story structure resembles the height of the old gold rush days. For effect, a red-painted exterior with white turned posts and baluster railings along the covered walkways wrapping the second and third floors, the kind the saloon girls lean over in the old movies. The bar even has copper spittoons spaced along a brass foot rail. A large antique sign above the shelves of booze loudly tells patrons, NO SPITTING.

The reception desk is ultra-old, made of intentionally distressed oak. Rows of square pigeonholes for mail and room keys on the wall behind the counter complete the effect. The tourists think it’s authentic, even with the fake oriental rugs over wood plank floors. The elevator door is behind a stub wall passageway to maintain the ambiance. I’m known here, but not well enough for them to remember my preference for a third-floor room. Living in the way out, I’m not used to hearing footfalls above my head. More than half the reason I stay here is the food. Over the course of eighty years, they’d maintained high standards for good food served family-style for groups of four or more. Taking my favorite corner table in the dining room, I laid the menu aside.

“Chicken parmigiana, salad, no onions, and ice water, please.”

Taking my order, Amy smiles. She knows who I’m waiting for.

Nighttime in Dawson is a sometimes sketchy affair, changing as the tide of tourists, hunters, and non-resident miners ebbs and flows. Today is Thursday, one day before the mining companies unleash their workers on the town, one day before the professional hookers come up from Vancouver for a two-night stay. For them, Dawson City is a weekend gold mine. Tonight, the city prepared in a practiced, reflexive action.

The Klondike has a pleasant bar. Corporate roughnecks and ladies of the evening are politely excluded as unsuitable for mingling with the hotel’s tourist families. The hunters who stay here may frequent the bordellos, but they don’t want their vacation depravities smushed in their faces twenty-four-seven. 

Hank sits at the piano, warming up with light jazz. My table is fifteen feet away. Far enough to let the rich melodies mix and mingle with the aged timbers and close enough to drown out the conversations and noise from the bar. By nine, Hank will begin working on some improvisations. After ten, he’ll start getting requests. I’ve been here enough to know he hates that, but it fills up the tip jar. Before I sat down, I dropped in two tens to help prime the pump, setting the standard for future request tips.

To the locals, I appear to be living off my job as the land preserve manager, making extra money with my caribou skin gloves and freshwater winter fish hauls. Territory records show I own a hundred acres around my cabin, inset from the preserve’s seven thousand square kilometers of wilderness. Up here, a hundred acres is considered a small plot. They have no inkling I’m the wealthiest person in the world. 

While the Chinese attack destroyed our clan’s idyllic island paradise, they didn’t damage the corporate structures and bank accounts. The licensing of trickled-out advanced technologies continues to bring substantial cash piles to the Henderson Foundation through back door corporations Michael controls for me behind the scenes. I’m the sole owner, but the digital records won’t show it without some impossible digging. Michael ensures that won’t happen—he’s set tripwires to detect snooping. After the war, several countries set up financial havens promising privacy and security.

Before my personal disaster, we engaged in philanthropic projects worldwide, primarily to aid indigenous populations. It was a balancing act to provide infrastructure and job opportunities without causing an adverse cultural tsunami that could wipe away historical heritages. Plane loads of cash influenced those in political power to leave the native people and cultures alone by enacting strict protection laws. Plain old-fashioned bribes still work. Through Samson’s AI, I keep my eye on the efforts from afar.

Stirring my drink—iced soda water and lime—I let Hank’s music flow past, mellowing me. A year after I arrived in the Yukon, I bought thirty percent of the bar ownership. The hotel had sold it to avoid the hassle and operating expenses. New management had taken over, and they needed fast cash to complete a stalled renovation. Henderson Foundation chipped in to support the historic building. Of course, the Henderson Foundation is me, lock, stock, and barrel. 

When my family was wiped out, I started my alcohol diet days to drown my heartache and pain. I didn’t enjoy drinking alone, so the bar ownership was, I thought at the time, a good idea. I didn’t work there. Just drank. Back then, there were more than a few times Michael had drones pick up my truck while I was passed out inside or weaving my way home. Once, they carried me without the truck. But he never broke me out when I got arrested for D&D. I was an angry drunk back then—with a short fuse. More than a few folks around here have great grandfathers I’d taken a swing at just for general drunken purposes.

The family who took over the bar made up all the employees they needed. I would have made a lousy bartender. My problems were magnitudes more than any stool warmers, so they wouldn’t get the expected barkeep sympathy from me. I stayed mildly plastered and alcohol-happy when I wasn’t starting a fight with some roughneck or two or three at a time.

For eighty years, their grandfathers, fathers, and now, some from the fourth generation, hit on me when I was in town. I thought it was a game the brave liked to play. Who could blame them? I wore my sexiest outfit, baggy canvas pants, mud-stained deer boots, and topped off with a too-large flannel shirt and slightly tattered but serviceable goose down vest. What more could a man want besides the large skinner knife I keep strapped to my thigh. Oh, yeah, and no makeup... no fakeup.

It was for the best, but for weeks I was pissed off after Michael changed my body chemistry to remove my desire for and the ability to process booze during one of my auto-doc dry-outs. After that, just the thought of drinking made me nauseated. So now, it’s just soda and lime for me. All the fizz, none of the biz.

I sighted a shark circling from under the brim of my grungy ball cap—a tourist, up here to shoot a trophy moose and his mouth. He thought I was good enough to bag as an accessory. His inebriated buddies watched the show from the bar. I wondered if he’d come up with something original to impress this local lassie. “ID, please,” I messaged Samson.

There’s only one Q-com on Earth that’s cranially implanted, mine. It was a Surron design, nano-assembled to connect to my cerebral cortex and my brain’s sensory areas. The heads-up display in my occipital lobe sat in the upper right corner of my eyeline, appearing to float eighteen inches ahead of
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