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The Science of Magic
acollection of short Sories
by Peter W. Prellwitz

Science. Magic. Both sources of unimaginable power. All that prevents ultimate control, and thus ultimate
power, isthat science and magic do not exist in equdity in the same dimension.

Until now.

Itisthethirtieth century, and mankind has learned anew kind of programming. Pentringc code, which
USes zeros, ones, twas, threes, and fives, runs on athree-dimensiona platform: redlity. Running a
pentringc program resultsin awarping of redty. In other words, magic.

But still science had the superior position, for learning to "cast”" even the most basic pentringc program
took decades of study.

Until now.

Kerri Marks was born of human parents, but sheisaso thefirst of an entire race: Homo Magicus, an
offshoot of mankind born with the inherent ability to understand and use pentrinsic code. Other children
with this powerful, inherent gift are born. And so arace isborn. But their numbersarelow. They are
young. They are not organized. They do not have away to expresstheir raw power, thisblend of science
and magic.

Until nowv.
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POP QUIZ
October 12, 2953

Miss Hennessy had dways been pretty, Kerri decided on the first day of school. She was pretty in their
normal classroom in the puterverse, where her brilliant pinks and glowing blacks aways excited the
children with the way the colors wrapped and floated around her body. And now that Kerri was seeing
her inred lifefor thefirg time since school sarted two months ago, she was even more pretty than in the
puterverse. With akeen child's sense, Kerri could see Miss Hennessy as shelooked when shewas a
little girl like her: smdl frame, brown hair, blue eyes and even the same smile, with the same missing front
tooth, the grownup tooth not quite ready to show.

Kerri Marks had only been in schoal for two years; but at the age of S, she was quite certain no one
was as nice and wonderful and pretty as her teacher, Miss Hennessy. And now they were in the same
room!

"All right, children!" Miss Hennessy said in afirm voice that she softened by asmile. "Let'sal have aseat
on the floor and introduce ourselves properly. I'm just as eager to know you asyou are to seeme." She
sat down on the floor and carefully spread her long skirt out just perfect. The nine children; bouncing
around only seconds before, hurriedly settled down, sitting on the soft, warm floor around her. Kerri was
very happy to seethat she got the spot next to Miss Hennessy, on her left. Miss Hennessy gave her a
warm smile that made Kerri want to tell her absolutely everything about herself; but she did not, knowing
her teacher dways did thingsjust 0. The last of them quieted, and dl bright eyes |ooked up at her.

"Very good!" Miss Hennessy said happily. Shelooked them over carefully, and if anything, shewas even
happier with what she saw. "My! What lovely children you are! Bret, stop poking Maggie." Bret's hand
immediately jerked back, and Maggie gave him aquick smirk. "Maggie, you don't need to do that. Well!
| know you've been my pupilsfor two months now, but we've only met in the puterverse. Since I'll be
here on Codafor the next three weeks, we can do this properly. Please stand up and introduce yourself.
Tel mehow old you are, what you like the most, what you don't like the most, and what you'd like to be
when you grow up. Victor," she said to the boy on her right, "well start with you.”

Victor jumped to hisfeet and looked at his classmates, then at Miss Hennessy.

"My nameisVictor Luand I'm six and | like wiener dogsan’ Codan jump birdsan' | don' likegirls" he
said proudly, then blushed, "'cept you, Miss Hennessy. An" my mom. An' my sster, too, but only ‘cause
my mom says | haveto. An' when | grow up, I'm gonnabe aball chaser pilot like my dad!" He sat down,
certain no one could top his performance. The girl beside him stood.

"My nameisHanaY oshigawa Hanameans 'flower' in the language of my ancestors,” she said proudly.
"An'| like flowersand the color blueand | don't like boys!" she said sternly, ssomping afoot at Victor,
who laughed and buried hisfacein his hands. "And when | grow up, | wanna be an astro-namener, like
my mom AND dad!" she concluded, satisfied Victor had been bested and seated hersdlf with aflounce
on the floor. Suddenly remembering, she jumped to her feet. "And I'm six years old!" she shouted and
then sat down again.

One by one the otherstook their turn until at last Kerri stood up. She had her hands folded behind her
jumper and twirled back and forth, her pigtailsflopping againgt her small back.

"Hi. My nameisKerri Marksand I'm six yearsold. Umm.. . . ." She giggled and |ooked at Miss
Hennessy, who smiled reassuringly. "Oh, yeah! | like my Uncle Paul and | like being in school and | like
making things pretty. | don't know what | don't like. Broccoli, | suppose, only just alittle. And | want to



be amuser when | grow up, like my great grampa Marks was. Only maybe | want to be ateacher, too."
She sat down.

"Thank you, very much, children. That was nicely done. Shall we get started with today's lesson?"
"But you didn't say anything about yourself, Miss Hennessy!" Victor accused.

"You'reright, Victor. | sndl take care of that right now. My nameis Deborah Hennessy and I'm . .. ."
"Y ou gotta stand up, Miss Hennessy!" Megan and Donny both said.

"All right!" she laughed and stood up. She bowed to them. "My name is Deborah Hennessy and I'm
twenty-six yearsold. | like children and | like teaching and | like Begorian soul music. | don't like
broccoli, either.” Kerri's heart jumped, and she suddenly thought that being a teacher was better than
being amuser. "And since I'm aready grown up, I'll say that I'm happy to be ateacher and very happy to
be your teacher." She clgpped her hands. "Now! Who knows why we're meeting here today, instead of
in the puterverse classroom?’ Hands shot up excitedly. "Y es, Donny?"

"Y ou're gonna show us penters. . . prentis. . . you know! Magic!"
"That's right, Donny. But who knows the name? Kerri?'

"It's called Pentringc code, Miss Hennessy," she said precisdly.
"That's right. And do you know why we're not in the puterverse?’

"Uh-huh," Kerri said eagerly, happy to be the font of wisdom. "'Cause the puterverseis binary and trinary
code, an' pentrinsic codes gotsthrees an' fivesin it, sorta, so it won't work there!”

"Wel, I'm impressed, Kerri!" Miss Hennessy exclamed. Kerri beamed. "How isit that you know so
much about pentrinsc?'

"That's because | like it and my dad doesit and so does my grampaand gramma." She took a deep
breath, then burst out, "I can do some, too!”

Miss Hennessy blinked a couple times, then nodded for her to sit down, which Kerri did, still glowing
with pride.

"I'm sure one day you will do some, Kerri. But that's only for older people, who study very hard. Infact,
that'swhy we're going to talk about it today. Even though it might be ten years, each of you could one
day code magic!" They all stared wide-eyed at her, not so much at the thought of becoming musersas
much as a the incredible amount of time shed said. Ten years! She smiled understandingly and tapped
an access button, raising up ahologram of ablue and green planet in their midst.

"Who can tdl mewhat planet thisis?'

"Hdo!"

"No, it'snot! Wheresthe rings? That's Deerkin!™
"Huh-uh! That'sNojural"

"Hdo!"

"ol



"Mant!"
"Imdemodin!”
"Eath!"
"Hdo!"

"Wait! Children! Wait!" Miss Hennessy held her hands up, only narrowly averting open hostilities.
"Someone was right, though | suspect it was aguess. That's Earth. Let metell you about it.

"A long time ago, dmost athousand years, Earth was the only place that humanslived. Then welearned
how to travel through space and started finding planets like the ones you called out and Started living on
them. The planetsare dl different. Halo has eight rings. Mant isavery hot planet, and Nojuraisamost all
water. Soso has no moons, and Imdlemodin has five. And our planet, Coda, has such clear air that we
can see stars even after the sun comes up.

"But they al have thingsin common, too. They dl have air we can bregthe and plants we can eat. They dll
have animals, both wild and tame. They dl have weiner dogs" Victor shouted yay! causng Miss
Hennessy to force down asmile. "And one other thing, too, children, they al have magic. In fact, the
entire universe has magic. Except Earth.”

They dl looked suddenly sad and gazed in pity at the solid hologram that rotated dowly insdetheir
crce.

"How come?' Hanasaid in aquiet voice.

"We don't know, Hana. That's just theway it is. Scientists keep trying to understand why, but haven't
found the answer." She nodded her head and the hologram flashed out.

"What we do, know, however," she added with a cheerful note, "isthat pentrinsc code doeswork here.
A muser can write code on redlity, changing it. Some useit for hedling. Othersuseit for fixing and
working with machines. Some useiit to protect usin case we are attacked, though that hasn't happened
for dmost ahundred years now. And some use magic for teaching it to others.” Shefell slent.

What she said dowly dawned on the children. They began gasping and smiling, their eyeswidening even
further asthey stared at Miss Hennessy, the absolute center of al their attention.

She moved her hands close together and made an imaginary bal. The children watched in stunned
fascination as Miss Hennessy's hands moved faster and faster. Within her hands, they imagined they
could seethe bdl. She whispered a brief word that they didn't understand and suddenly moved her hands
apart. Their faces went from wide-eyed to bug-eyed.

Floating in the air where her hands had been was aflashing blue and red bal! 1t smelled like chocolate
and bright white flowers. It hummed and sang a soft song, tickling their ingdeslightly and making them
fed safe and happy.

"Thisis called aHaven spdll, children,” Miss Hennessy explained, not at al perturbed that they continued
to stare a her glowing ball instead of her. "It can be used to make you fed better when you're sad or if
you'realittle Sck. There are stronger and larger haven spellsthat will do even more. And the Haven spell
isone of only hundreds of other spells. One day, if you work and study and practice, you might be able
to cast this same spell and make your friendsfed better.”

Kerri stared at it, mouth opened. Sheld seen her Daddy do magic al the time, but he was the town



muser. He was supposed to do magic. But Miss Hennessy was ateacher! And she could muse! Kerri
didn't have to choose between being ateacher or amuser. She could be both, like Miss Hennessy! To
Kerri, the world suddenly became an even brighter place than it had been before.

Miss Hennessy moved a gentle hand acrossthe ball, and it faded out, causing the children to immediately
ask for her to do it again. Shelaughed but shook her head.

"Sorry, but I'm much more ateacher than amuser. | can only cast one or two small spellsaday before
I'm too tired. Now, let's see what we've learned. Who can remember the name of the code?’ Hands shot

up. "Greg?'

"Peterisic. | mean. .. PentrinSc,” he answered, nodding his head with each syllable.
"Very good. And what canit . . ."

"You can cdl it magic, too," Hana pointed out.

"Y es, you can, Hana. Pentrinsic code and magic are the samething." Miss Hennessy eyed her with a
brief stare, only dightly less soft than normal. "But you should not interrupt.”

Hana dapped her hands over her mouth. "I'm sorry, Miss Hennessy!" she exclaimed through her fingers.
"That'sall right, Hana. So, children, what can Pentringic code-or magic-be used for? Megan?'

"For heding!"

"Yes Kerri?'

"For working on machines."

"That's correct. Victor?'

"For blowin' stuff up!" He emphasized his point with several sound effects.

"Almogt, Victor. We useit for defense, but only when necessary. Good! Now, answer this question:
where is the one place you cannot use magic?'

"Earth!" three or four of them shouted.
"Good! And for the last question: which of these three planetsis Earth?"

The children looked at the center of their area, waiting for the three solid holos to appear, but it remained
empty. Miss Hennessy frowned, then turned her head dightly, quickly ng the puterverse.

"Hello? Yes. Thisis Miss Hennessy from the Itinerant Teachers Association. I'm conducting aclasson
Codaand seem to have lost partid phased access. Could you. . . thank you so much!" She turned her
head back to them, ending access and smiled.

"Sorry, children, but the building's access grid is acting up again. Puterverserepair saysit'll be about five
minutes until | can bring up the holos. Inthemeantime. . . " she broke off. "My! That was quick! And
such incredible qudity, too!"

Floating in front of them were three planets. one more blue than green, another more green than blue, and
another amogt entirely blue and sporting athin ring. Each had moving clouds patterns and even showed
the glistening of their respective, unseen sunsreflecting off the water surfaces. The hemispheres removed



from the light were cast in the dark of night. Everyone could see the pinpoints of light that indicated cities.

The kids started chattering, pointing at the vibrant and highly detailed images, but Miss Hennessy shushed
them.

"These are the best constructs|'ve ever seen! | sill need someoneto tell me which oneis Earth,
however. Victor?'

"Ummm. . . it'sthisone!" He pointed to the blue planet with thethin ring.
"No, Victor. That's Nojura. Why don't you try, Kerri?"
"l can't, Miss Hennessy," Kerri said.

"Yes, you can, Kerri. Try to remember what | said about Earth; then use that knowledge to pick the
correct planet.”

"No," Kerri said, shaking her head, "1 mean | can't pick ‘cause it wouldn't be fair.”
"Why not, Kerri?'
"'Cause | made the planets gppear, an' so | know which oneis Earth dready,” she said smply.

The children giggled, but Miss Hennessy suddenly looked thoughtful. Still looking at young girl, she
accessed again.

"Yes...thisisMiss. .. no, no, I'm not complaining. Yes, I'm sure you're working as quickly as
possible. | hate to sound silly, but isthe interface aready up by chance? No? | see. Thank you." Her
eyes readjusted to red light, and she took Kerri by the hands. The others were quiet.

"Kerri. Child. Listen very closgly. Did you make these planets?!

"Uh-huh," she nodded, now not at al certain she should have. She suddenly burst out, upset at
displeasing her most favorite, favorite teacher. "I'm sorry, Miss Hennessy! | just wanted to help! I'll make
them go away! | promise!™

She turned back to the images and motioned her hands in stuttered rhythm. One by one the planets
popped out of sight, leaving behind agentle aroma of baked bread and fresh grass.

She turned back to her teacher, feding very guilty. Miss Hennessy, seeing the girl's distress, smiled &t her.

"Don't be sad, Kerri. What you just did isimpossible. Hopelesdy, incredibly, wonderfully impossible!”
Kerri's eyes began to brighten in redlization that she'd done something very good. She began twirling
back and forth with embarrassed pride.

"l just wanted to be like ateacher, like you, Miss Hennessy. And amuser, too,” shesaid. "And | want to
bejust like you, too!" she blurted out.

Miss Hennessy, her view of the world abruptly and joyoudy jarred, gave a happy laugh and held her
arms out to her pupil, who ran into them.

"Kerri, | think you'll be avery good teacher some day.” She patted Kerri's head and straightened her
pigtalls. "And | think your sudents are going to learn more than they ever dreamed possible!™



THE THIRD COROLLARY
October 23, 2965

The classroom was dl abuzz when Kerri arrived. Sheld been held up in the puterverse when the
overloaded access of billions of people eager to find out the fate of theLynxforced Efwon-the
puterverse's ancient guardian-to carefully restrict entering and exiting. Sheld always been lucky whenever
puterverse overload triggered Efwon'sinvolvement, being among the first on and first off. But the sheer
volume of accessthistime was such that she till had to wait fifteen minutesto get off. It would have been
easer for her had she il attended classesin the puterverse, as she had for the past fourteen years. It
was required, however, that dl juniors and seniorswishing to join the Itinerant Teachers Association
attend liveingruction their fina two years.

The babble from the classroom, belied the actud attendance, though; and Kerri bresthed asigh of relief.
Of the normal fifteen students, there were only six, counting herself. Not even Professor Westfdl had
arrived yet. She sank gratefully into her chair and listened in to her schoolmates conversation.

"I heard they opened fire while theLynxwas till in docking approach,” Henry, the class know-it-dl, said.
"Not only were dl handslogt, the damage was so severe that the Modins even fried some of their own
people when the ship blew."

"I can't believethat, Henry," Theresa objected. Her grandparents were raised on Imdlemodin, and shed
aways struggled with her loyaties and beliefs that the planet could be so aggressive. "Where did you
hear that?'

"On-verse," Henry replied with ashrug. "My dad is one of Codastop trinary coders, so | get pretty
good access."”

"Not as good as Kerri, though,” Y uri countered, jerking histhumb at her. "Her dad's only atown muser
andhe..."

"Hey!" Kerri barked. "Watchit, Yuri! What do you mean,only?'

"Sorry, Kerri," Yuri gpologized quickly and sincerdly. "I meant compared to Hank's dad. Everyone
knows that your dad's the best muser on the planet. I'm glad he's Hinman's muser.”

"Got that sraight!” Kerri said firmly, then smiled. "But, yeah, you'reright. Dad has great access. Don't
know why, but I'm not complaining.”

"So what have you heard, then, Kerri?' Theresa asked hopefully. Kerri felt apang of sympathy for her
misplaced hope.

"I'm sorry, Theresa, but Hank'sright. | only got off twenty minutes ago, and the reports are confirmed.
TheLynxwas shot down whilelanding . . ."

"That can't betrue!" Theresainterrupted, her eyes getting moist. "Why would the Imdlemodins attack an
envoy ship? That makesno sensel”

"War never makes sense,” Mikio said in hisaways quiet, confident voice. "It isasad but immutable law
that society must change to survive. When two societies evolve differently, acontest of will must occur.”

There seemed to be nothing to add to that. Fortunately Professor Westfal chose that moment to enter.

"| gpologize for the delay, but as you're no doubt aware, the puterverseis backed up for thefirst timein



threeyears, and | . . ." Hiseyeslifted to take in the sparse attendance, and he chuckled. "I think I'll stop
wadting everyone'stime with pointless explanations. Were running nearly thirty minuteslate, so let's get

started. Please create cordbots. | intend to extend the class today, so be sure to code for aminimum of

four hours.”

Where there might have been agroan in most classes at the doubling of the period, here there was only
grateful acquiescence. Not only were these the very best studentsin the System, they knew full well the
varied livesthey would soon lead asitinerant teachers. They had long since come to accept life asit
came,

Hands moved in unison, and there came asmell of Strawberries and the tingling of chirping birds. One by
one, according to their skills, smdl glimmersof light floated in the air in front of them asthey cast their
respective recording spells. Soon al had atwenty centimeter image of Professor Westfall suspended in
front of them. Each took time to fade out the image colors, leaving only ahazy outline, to avoid
digtraction.

"Professor?' Kerri caled out. Her cordbot was entirely invisible, pulsing into view once every five
seconds.

"Yes, Kerri?' Helooked around from hisinstructor's plane toward her and saw her inquiring look. He
read it correctly and nodded. "Of course. Y es, could you please make bots for the missing sudents?*

She nodded and brought her hands up. Envisioning redity around them, she inserted them into the space
between mass and vacuum and |ocated the edges. They flashed brilliant pink, releasing the strawberry
scent into the air. She tugged at the edges, her dim fingers easily spreading apart the time threads and
shaping them into nine small pockets of repeated mass. She turned her head dightly, cocking it to her left,
and noticed the audio waves quivering behind the heavier scented threads.

"Ashu doni," she cooed, soothing and coaxing the audio out from behind itstempord curtain. It quieted
and peeked out. "That'sit. Ashu doni.”

The audio thread vibrated free. She wove it into the repeated mass pockets, the audio chirping its
pleasure. As shetied them off gently with the temporal curtain, nineimages of Professor Westfdl ingtantly
dipped from the vacuum of near redlity into the classroom.

"Whoa," Henry said impressively, "Nine at once! And in haf thetimeit takes meto do one. Kerri, will
you marry me and make usrich?'

Kerri giggled, but otherwiseignored him.

"Thank you, Kerri," Professor Westfall said, "and thank youfor not speeking again, Mr. Garland.” Henry
smiled but was not put off. Being inthe I TA required athick skin, and none of them lacked in that area.
The Professor turned back to his plane-crystd clear save where he wrote-and began.

"Cordbot test, test, test," he said in anormal voice.
"Cordbot test, test, test,” repeated fifteen high-pitched voicesin unison. By the third repest, they had
faded from hearing and were dutifully recording the entire session into memory.

"For the past three months, we've been discussing the second corollary of Woldheim's Spectra Redlity
Principle. Mr. Nakashima?'

"Yes, sr. The Second Corollary of Spectra Redlity states that spectra redlity can only exist where mass
ispresent,” Mikio responded



"And wherethereislack of mass?"

"Lack of mass-or perfect vacuum-isthe domain of Illusiond Redlity as defined by the Cruz Principles of
2717."

"Very good. You'veadl cometo have an impressive grasp of the Second Corollary. Because of it, your
perception of Pentringc coding-the rewriting of redity-has aso improved markedly, as evidenced by
your increased magica abilities. Today well continue training by delving into the Third Corollary.” He
smiled briefly. " A favorite subject of mine. Perhapsyou could tell usthe corallary, Miss Marks?!

"Woldheim's Third Corollary of Spectrd Redlity states that time is the expressed existence of massand
can be modified within but not removed from spectrd redlity.”

"And why isthat, Miss Marks?' he asked casudly. At her sillence, he turned back to her and saw her
thoughtful frown. "Don't think about it, Miss Marks. We haven't covered that yet, so you have no learned
knowledge. Instead, fed for the answer in the same way you use your remarkable skillsto cast spells.”

Kerri continued to frown. Why couldn't time be removed from spectrd redlity? Her intuition failed her,
for it said that time could be removed. Y et the principle from which the corollary derived waslong snce
proven. She looked up at the professor and shook her head.

"I'm sorry, Professor,” she gpologized, "but I'm afraid I'm thinking too hard. My fedling for the magic isn't
there

"That'sal right, Kerri," he reassured her. "I'm sure that given time, you'll befar moreadept at . . ."

From outside their small building there came a deep boom, followed by adrawn out rumble. It faded, but
alow, nearly inaudible tone continued on. Abandoning the lesson and classroom, professor and students
ran through the door and outside.

Their sngle room building sat on asmdl bluff north of the harbor town of Hinman. To the west, the
Halivonian Sea, bright blue and clear, rolled quietly into the coast, causing a pleasant crashing sound of
waves on the white beaches, but otherwise innocent of noise. The bluff itself was populated only by
themselves and a herd of peesh that grazed contentedly at the short grass that covered the rocky land.

"Therel" Mikio shouted uncharacterigtically. Everyone followed his pointing finger into the sky.

Normally so clear that starswere visible during al but the nooning hours, the sky of Codawas now
dotted by dark blotches. Imdlemodin battleships-the very onestheir chancellor had denied even
having--hovered nearly sllent and very deadly. Though still in the upper atmosphere, their szeand
number diminished the light on the planet's surface, sucking in the sunsrays. Theair took on an
unusud-and frightening-chill.

"They've activated the solar infusers on their shipsl" Henry shouted, fighting hard to keep the fear from his
voice. "When their cannons reach capacity, they're going to hit uswith enough solar energy toignitea
firegorm!™

"No!" Theresacried, sinking to the ground, her hands clawing at her face. "No! No! No!"

"Where'sthe Air Guard?' Y uri shouted. His voice contained no fear but only anger. "They should be
popping those cruiserslike crackers! Why don't they . . ."

"Because there are no pilots, Yuri," Professor Westfal said in a detached voice. They looked at him and
saw him gtaring into avoid. "I entered the puterverse to find out that very thing. It would appear the



Imdlemodins have discovered away to keep the puterverse overloaded to the point that ending access
has become quite impossible. | fear I'm in the same predicament. I'm only partidly accessed, so | can till
speak to you. Other than that, however, I'm quite helpless.”

"Those assholes!" Henry spat out. "That'swhy they shot down theLynx! They knew that it would creste
abacklog on the puterverse, and they'd be able to lock in everyone, even our military!™

"That ismy concluson aswdll," Professor Westfal replied. "Would someone please see to Theresa? She
seems quite distressed.”

"I will," Kerri said, happy to have something to do. She stooped over Theresaand began comforting her.

"No, Kerri." Inthismoment of crisis, Professor Westfall had started using their first names, hoping to
cam them. "I appreciate your caring, but alow someone else. Perhaps Becky?"

"Yes, Professor," Becky cast an attendant haven spell, then helped Kerri lift Theresato her feet. Both
guided the il hysterical girl back ingde, the shimmering ball of comfort floating close to Theresals bent
and sobbing form.

"Everyone el se should please return to the classroom.” Professor Westfall continued to stare out over the
seq, blinded and frozen in place by hisaccess. "The stuation will be resolved within minutes, I'm quite
ure”

"Professor,” Henry said reasonably, "being ingde or outside will not make one bit of difference when they
let go with their solar cannons. And a persond shiedd worksaswell hereas. . "

"A persond shield will be no more effective than a putting your hands up, Henry. Please. Do as | say. At
least it iswarmer inthere.” He smiled faintly at theirony. "Except you, Kerri. Stay with me." Looking
confused, they nonetheless obeyed. Kerri stepped beside him and touched hisarm.

"They'redl insde, Professor.”

"Good. Kerri. I'm sorry to do this, but | must bresk a confidence and a pledge. Asyou know, each of
your ingtructors has been made aware of your unique magicd gifts.”

"Yes, Professor.” Ever sncethe age of six, when shefirst publicly used the coding powers shed dways
had, they'd been explored and investigated but kept pretty much known to only aselect few. ™Y ou wish
meto use them now?"

"Yan

"l don't know," she said doubtfully. "I can raise alarge enough shield to protect us and the class, but not
for morethan aminute. Thefiresormwill last at leest . . "

"No. | want you to try to repel theinvasion force" He paused. "All of it."
"Professor!”

"You candoit, Kerri!" heingsted. "I'm certain it isonly by the grace of God that the timing of thishas
happened, that Imdlemodin chose today and not yesterday to attack. The proof of the third corallary,
Kerri, isahobby of mine. I've been working on it for years; and itiswrong! I'm certain of it. Y our
response of only moments ago, your feding for it, is correct, whatever it is. Useit, Kerri!"

Staggered at hisrequest, Kerri stepped back. Looking around like a cornered rabbit, she sought



desperately for escape from this responsibility. There was none. She began hyperventilating, her sharp
gasps expelling cloud after cloud. The temperature, a comfortable twenty-five degrees only minutes ago,
was now closeto freezing.

"Now, MissMarks," Professor Westfall said firmly.

"Y---Yes, dr," shesaid, feding strengthened by his confidence in her. Her hands trembling from the cold,
she brought them up in front of her and crossed them.

"Vinanim," she sad clearly, straightening her fingers, and then crooking the forefingers. " Anf gahamo.”

Theair infront of her opened and laid bare the edges of redlity that allowed her to begin coding. Starting
at thetips of her forefingers, then spreading quickly to her hands and over her arms, spectra and
illusond redity were defined and divided by the young, frightened woman. Sparkling and pulsing, the
molecular attraction grid glowed purple with laces of clear orange shooting throughtit.

Moving her handsinto the opened redlity that only she could see, Kerri quickly reconstructed the grid,
changing the very laws of universal physics. Her deft coding dtered the orange laces and changed them
to red, dlowing for the possibility of mass and energy repulsion. The laces went to deep red, and
repulsion became probable. Findly, they faded to purple, matching the exact shade of the grid, and
repulsion became a certainty.

"Anf gahamo," she repeated, instructing the grid to begin expanding. Using the mass of the planet, Kerri
was able to feed the grid; but channdling the primary force of gravity through her body was very taxing.
Sheldd only just be able to create ashied large enough to protect them. And the time limit of the shield
would be short.

Time. Short. Shivering in the now below freezing temperature, she frowned, forcing hersdlf to think. The
fedling was back. The third corollary said time could be modified within mass, but not removed. Her
intuition screamed that was wrong.

"Bwant iri mik?" she asked; and the time thread sang out in ahigh-pitched whistle, bouncing and jumping
happily in front of her. She tentatively reached and held it. The thread, seemingly comforted by her loving
hand, hummed. But what was she supposed todowith it? Overhead, the degp hum had become aloud
booming, indicating theimminent firing of the solar cannons.

"Pax," cameavoice. It was Henry! Hed come out and was casting a haven spell on her! The cold eased,
and she felt awarmth that soaked into her bones.

"Pax." Mikio was beside Henry, re-enforcing his haven spell.
llwlll

One by one, each student increased the spell. Kerri was now completely encased in a soothing field of
safety. Fedling adegp sense of love and belonging, she looked again at the time thread.

And saw thethird corollary.

Her heart racing at the beauty of smplicity, shetook the time thread into both hands and applied it to
itsdf, folding it and pulling it.

"Pax." It was Henry again. He'd just now come out and cast the haven spell. Knowing he would be



unableto cast it twicein one day, Kerri had her proof. He wasn't casting it again; she wasreliving the
moment.

Quickly, knowing time was dowed but not stopped, she continued pulling and folding the time thread.
Inside her, anger flared for the first time. These ships were here to destroy her people and her planet!
They had destroyed a ship of peace negotiators, using their deaths asthe trigger to war. They were
moments from killing millions more. The thread pulled taught, its end coming to arazor sharp point. The
coding was complete.

"Y'kaganom inj yut!" she barked, clenching her handsinto fists and stabbing the time needle into the
repulson grid.

Inabrilliant, blinding flash of utter black, the grid exploded in Kerri'sface, throwing her away from the
redlity breach, causing it to close. The spell had been cast, and the program was running.

Almost a once therift tore open again, forming black-rimmed pentagonsin the air. Dark purplefire
roared out from the edges. They continued to multiply, growing in size and number, their protective web
risng into the air. Had they not been in the haven's protective shdll, it would have killed them.

Therewas aloud grunt from the professor. The studentslooked in horror as the pentagons ravaged him.
It took only asecond for the rapidly expanding web to rise above him; but in the moment it had passed
through him, time had ceased to exist for the Professor, and his body was unable to cope. The web-now
filling the sky from horizon to horizon-floated free, and he collgpsed to the ground, free of the puterverse
that only theliving could access.

They heard the deep roar above them climax and fal abruptly silent. The cannonswerefiring! Each ship
glinted white, and bolts of burning red poured from them. All over the planet, columns of their sun's
energy shot to the surface. The giver of life had been warped by man to be the bringer of death.

But even now the burning web had encompassed the planet and was rising to meet the attack. Crouched
around the prone and unconscious Kerri, the students watched as the scorching pillars struck the
webbing and ceased to exigt, disrupted from the time stream and torn from their redlity. The webbing had
absorbed and obliterated the attack but was till not satisfied. Continuing upward, the webbing reached
the top of the planet's atmosphere and began ensnaring the cruisers. One by one, each ship was caught in
the web and destroyed utterly, with not even its explosive death throes left behind as testament to their
exigence.

Its hunger finally appeased, the webbing faded in strength and was soon lost from sight as the program
cameto an end. Initswake, the skies sparkled pure and clean and unspoiled by the hand and hatred of
man, horrificaly purged by the grasping of an idea, the proving of aninaght.

Thethird corollary finaly understood in its awesome compl eteness.

STUDENT OF THE LESSON
October 30, 2981

"Mdam?' came the tentative voice from across the class. The classroom was very unusual, amassive,
empty warehouse 200 meters square and with aroof over fifty meters above. The classitsalf waslocated
in the center of the expanse and had no furniture, no books, no study aids of any kind. Just five students
and their teacher, Mgjor Kerri Marks.



Kerri turned away from Lieutenant Vager's musing field and fixed her eyes directly on the source of the
voice, asthough seeing straight through the woman and deep into her soul. The class was composed of
advanced musers dl over the age of twenty-five and dl with five or more years of front line magica
attack experience. It was nonethel ess disconcerting for al of them to see ablind woman so easily and
accurady pin them down with her beautiful yet unseeing eyes.

"Y es, Lieutenant Collins? Are you having difficulty with your Immobilize spdl?* Kerri walked toward the
woman, deftly avoiding the two studentsin her path. It was rumored that Mgor Marks could actualy
hear the threads of mass and time as they fluctuated and bent around spectra redity and that they could
move according to what they told the thirty-four year old woman who had revolutionized the art of
magica warfare.

"Yes, maam. | can cast thefield over an area of nine thousand cubic meters, and it effectively freezes
every legjoint of any enemy caught within the field; but as soon as someone el se entersthe field-friend or
foe-the spdl isdisrupted.”

"Y es, that isaproblem, though not a serious one. Y ou would be unable to maintain the spell in the event
of arush. Nor could you useit asatrap, but it would sill be useful in the case of apinned force. |
wouldn't worry, Lieutenant,” she reassured the woman. "' Cagting timeisless than five seconds and being
caught inthefield for even an ingtant is painfully debilitating for hours.”

"But how can | fix it, maam?' Collins perssted. "I want maximum crippling effect andbe able to maintain
itin multiple scenarios”

Kerri sghed. Sixteen years the Four Planets had been a war with Imdlemodin and Charth, and still they
only wanted to kill. When would the nightmares end-literdly for her and her students-and everyone
would redlize how tired they were of war? Sadly, the weariness of war had gone nearly afull generation
now and had dulled their awareness of there ever having been another way.

"| can teach you how to enhance thefield, Lieutenant, but you run therisk of physical damageto
yoursdlf." Shetouched her own face briefly, indicating her eyes. "Do you redly want . . ."

Her conversation was cut off by aloud shout as dozens of armed soldiers poured in from al four sides of
the warehouse.

"Evasion attack Theta Two!" Kerri barked ingtantly. "Repulse and ensnarel”

There werefive dlent shimmers as every muser except Kerri disappeared, dipping into a spectra warp.
Their physical mass changed into tempora mass and alowed them to rdlive asingle nanoecond of time a
trillion times over. They moved unseen and instantly to optimum attack positions.

The attacking force staggered as awhole at the unexpected vanishings, but pressed on toward Kerri, the
primary prizeintherad. She stood quietly, waiting for them, drawing them in to give her sudentsthe
best possible advantage.

When the first dozen attackers had closed to within ten meters, she bent down and gently laid her hand
on the ground. The planet's mass under her fingers organized itself into circular patterns, each earthen
graphic encased in vacuum.

"Dinnagote" shesaid camly.

Up shot aVacuum Shield that encased Kerri. It shimmered blue and green asredity bounced off it; then
abruptly turned yellow asit expanded out rapidly. It struck the closest ones, and they were tossed



roughly back, their inertiameagically reversed.

The attack broke, and the columns of rushing soldiers quickly turned into arestless, disorganized mob.
Their confuson was further compounded when haf of them suddenly dumped to the ground, al their
mass transferred to their skulls. The effect was harmless but nonethel ess incapacitating.

Down to about fifty effectives, orders were shouted to withdraw. Those that could instantly obeyed, but
went no more than two steps before they too staggered about, intoxicated to the point of incoherent

thought.

Within moments, Kerri's students had disabled an entire company. Turning inadow circle, Kerri listened
carefully for any further threat. The vacuum was humming in one corner of the warehouse, bouncing
around an object two metersin height and suspended twenty meters above the floor. The mass threads
passed by without amurmur, telling Kerri exactly what she needed. Giving asmal amile, she eased open
aredlity rift in front of her, selected three time threads and four mass threads. Running her fingers down
their lengths, she gave a soft Sgh and then withdrew her hands. The vacuum was till bulging, but the
pulse was much camer now.

Shefinished her inspection of the battlefield and was satisfied. She canceled the Vacuum Shield and
began working her way to the north end of the warehouse, nimbly stepping over or around the prone or
staggering soldiers. Her students regppeared from various positions within the groaning and babbling field
and began casting haven spells, healing and setting to rights the damage they'd wrought.

"Lookslike that's thirty-eight straight, Colondl," she called out. Standing just outside the warehouse, in
the dim overcast light of Nojuran skies, was Colond Steven Wilcox. When he gave no answer, she gave
ahumorless smile and pointed toward the vacuum bulge. "Itisover, Colond. Y our cloaked muser isoff in
dreamland right now, and will be for another hour. Nicetry, though."

Only upon hearing that he did give aderisive snort, telling Kerri he'd conceded.

"| thought | could catch you thistime, Mgor, what with the class distraction, the sheer volume of men
and Lieutenant Slverberg dipping in during the rush.” Shefdt his smile from twenty meters. "1 will get you
sooner or later."

"Perhaps”

"Another day, though,” he said. "Right now, the Generd wantsto see you. He said to send you down
after you'd kicked my butt." He laughed. "Guess that's why he'sthe generd. He called it from . . ."

"Hodtile!" came ashout from Lieutenant Collins, standing thirty meters behind and to the right. Kerri
whirled ingtantly and formed aVacuum Needle reedy to launch. Her hearing picked up the sudden
movement on the ground, and the ripples of redity againgt her skin told her the entire story. An
Imdlemodin had infiltrated the unit and was making a suicide attack. Hed remained motionless after being
cured by the haven spell, drawing Callinsin closer. When shed bent over him to see what was wrong,
hed pulled agun and fired, giving her only enough timeto aert the others.

Redlity split open in aone-dimensiona line between Kerri and the assassin, and she forced the Needle
down the channd using the planet's gravity as propelant. As Collinsfel back from the assassin'slaser
shot, blood flowing from chest and back, the Vacuum Needle stabbed into the Imdlemodin. He
screamed as Kerri explosively expanded hisingdes with non-redlity; then sighed and collapsed dead as
she canceled the sphere, alowing the crushed, ruined organs to puddie onto his shattered spine.

Coallins fellow students gathered around her ingtantly, casting the Healing and Haven spells magic seemed



made for. There was adreadful pause while their efforts went unrewarded; then Kerri sensed a sudden
easing of tenson.

"She'sgoing to makeit, Mgor," Lieutenant Vager said in his deegp, comforting voice. "Another two
centimetersdown, though . . ." hetrailed off, leaving the sentence unfinished.

"Thank you," Kerri replied. Hatred for the attack and concern for her student put an odd tone into her
voice. "Seeto her comfort, please. I'm going downside to spesk with the Generad.” Sheturned to
Colond Wilcox and gave him asghtless gaze that froze his soul.

"Colond," she said very precisdy, "l suggest you increase your screening procedures. 1'd hate to see my
students become jumpy during drills. If they are distracted by the fear of actual nation attempts,
they'll be unable to keep proper focus on their spell casting. We would end up doing the Imdlemodin's
work for them." Shewalked by him siffly and moved unerringly toward the cloaked entrance to their
underground base. She and Wilcox had been friendsfor over ten years, but Kerri aways put her
Sudentsfirg.

**k*

"Y ou wanted to see me, Generd." Kerri stood at attention in front of Genera Harmon's desk. The
harmonic angles and deep base tone protrusions his form made on redity showed him to be abig man,
heavy with muscle. Hisfifty-year-old body and mind in combat condition, he moved and spoke with
confidence and authority, aleader in the very truest sense. His redolence was heady and dightly sharp,
telling her held been exercising recently; but he had thoughtfully cleaned up, aware of her greater
perceptionsfor that sort of thing.

"Yes, Mgor. Thank you for coming. At ease.” He called dl hisofficersby their first name, preferring the
unwritten discipline of loose camaraderie to the iff, formaized military dictates. There was enough
pressurein red battle. To add the artificia pressure of procedure was ridiculous and dangerous.

Histop muser, however, was the exception. To her students she showed care and compassion. Even
fondness. To everything else she was very capable and very controlled and very cold. Helooked at her
well-shaped body and beautiful face and was again reminded how different theinsde and outside of a
person could be. She'd been like this since her magic had saved the planet of Coda sixteen years earlier,
costing Imdlemodin six hundred thousand dead and Kerri-Magjor Marks-her eyes and her soul. Now
those same eyes showed her soul void save for the empty emotion of resolve.

"Stop feding pity for me, Generd," she commented, "and tell me what you want my students and meto
do."

"They are not students, Mgor," he said with aclipped tone. "They are attack musers, and you are their
commander.”

"Yes, gr," shesad flatly, both acknowledging and ignoring his correction. "Tdl me what you want my
sguad of attack musers and meto do."

He gave up and went straight to the point. "1'm sending you and your squad through the puterverseon a
deep raid into the primary command complex on Imdlemodin. Y ou and your five musers will destroy
everything you can in aten-minute period of time; then any survivorswill be brought back through the
puterverse.

He expected her to show shock. It wasimpossible for anyone-musers or otherwise-to travel through the
puterverse. Physical entry into aredity that compressed the three dimensionsinto asingle axis meant
immediate and violent degth. Y et she remained unmoved, except her eyes, which looked straight into his,



theicy blue of her irises matching the temperature of her stare.
"I think not," shesaid smply.
"Thisisnot arequest, Mgor. Thisisadirect . . ."

"Thisisarequest, Genera. Y ou want to use my peopleto test your new unlimited mass transgate
technology and make a surprise attack on Imdlemodin. A mission like that cannot be impressed, so |
refuse.” She gave the smallest of amiles as she sensed the shock intended for her instead coming from
him. "I'm fully aware of Nojuras research on using the puterverse to transport living matter. Y ou picked
me, Genera, because you consider meto be the best muser ever. Don't expect meto limit my skillsto
benefit you done.”

"You are the best, Mgor. That'swhy you're going. We need to strike adecisive blow that will rock the
Imdlemodin and Charth military to their core." He paused and took a breath. "Major, we're losing the
war. Badly."

Sheld been leaning dightly forward to drive home her determination, but straightened and took astep
back as his comment struck her. That she hadn't known. It weakened her resolve, but she did not bresk.

"| agree with you then, Generd. An aggressiverisk likethisis called for. But you and | both know thisis
asuicide mission. | should think sending ahigh yield forced-fusion bomb through the transgate would
have asmilar effect as six atack musers.”

"No. Firs of dl Efwon, the puterverse's guardian, forbidsit. Two, not only would it be less effective if
sent through, it would aso be detected and disabled before detonation. It must be humans, by both
design and Efwon's decree.

"Regardless, | can not and will not take thismisson." She saluted crigply. "Good day, Generd." She
turned on her hed and made for the door.

"I understand you know awoman named Deborah Hennessy," he said quietly.

Upon hearing the name, Kerri froze, scared and angry, hating him for what he was going to say and
hating hersdlf for what she was going to do.

"l do."

"She was ateacher you had some years ago, in your childhood. | believeit was she who encouraged you
to become a teacher and who discovered your unique natura abilities with magic. She even resigned
from the Itinerant Teachers Association to stay near you in Hinman. | dso believe you two stay in touch
whenever possble”

"Yes," shewhispered.

"Imdlemodin solar atacked Codalast week. They hit your home town of Hinman specificaly, targeting it
on the anniversary of your devastating defense that nearly stopped the war before it started.”

She said nothing, waiting for the blow to fall.

"I'm sorry to tell you that they rained a firestorm on the town, destroying most of the surface structures.
Hinman had been able to evacuate for the most part, and they're rebuilding even aswe speak. There
were over two hundred fatalities, however, and . .. well . .. I'm sorry, Mgor."



She dowly turned back to him, her eyestear-filled and burning with anger. She wiped her eyes, her iron
resolve shattered; and he felt apang of regret and sdlf |oathing that choked him. ™Y ou're a cold-blooded
son-of-a-bitch, Thaddeus,” she said.

"Then you are my heartless mother, Kerri," hereplied, hisvoice arazor edge burred by sincerelove. "'l
was your firgt student fifteen years ago, and you made meinto an attack muser. | remember the first day.
'I'm going to teach you many things, Thaddeus,' you told me, 'but there's only onelesson to learn.™

"The cost ishigh, and everyone paystheir measure,” she answered.

"And | learned the lesson, the same lesson you learned, Kerri, that horribly glorious day you destroyed
the Imdlemodin invasion fleet with asingle spell. From the day | became your student, I've paid my
measure. 1've known nothing but combat when I'm awake and nightmareswhen | deep. Y our terrible gift
has made me into what | am today. Since then, you've trained hundreds of attack musers.”

"Three hundred and forty-six," she said tonelesdy.
"And how many are divetoday?"
"Eighty-one, damn you," she choked out, wincing in deep pain.

"Eighty-one," herepeated. "And dl of them owe you their lives and their abilities, Kerri. Y ou taught
them-and me-how to use magic to attack. Y ou taught them to be students of the lesson. And because of
that, the Four Planets have been able to hold off Imdlemodin and Charth for sixteen years.

"But the cost! For every attack spell cast, amuser suffers a hundred nightmares. Magic wasn't intended
to be used thisway, to wresk destruction and desth. So you and your students pay the price every night.
Thousands die, tens of thousands more suffer and grieve, and evil isheld off one more day. All because
of your teaching and your gift, Kerri. Your terrible gift. Y our unbearable lesson. The Four Planets thank
you by day, and | curseyou a night.”

"All right, well go."

He stood, and she sensed his soft smilerippling redlity like agentle kissand caressing her being with
soothing comfort. "I know you will. Y ou'll go because you're a student of the lesson you teach. Y ou and
your studentswill pay your measure, and theirs. More will die. But peace must be paid for infull sothe
killing can stop." Again shefet hissmile, but there was now sorrow woven into his comfort.

"Y ou taught methat.”

AUTHOR'SNOTE: A higtory of the Six Planets War and what happened on that rad--aswell asthe
impact it had on society in the fourth millennium, is recorded in the novel Diminished Heroesby Peter W.
Prelwitz

SOLDIER'SBURDEN
Monday, May 30, 3014

"Hurry up, Kerri, or well belate!" Ruth's patient voice, the edges atrifle ragged with annoyance, came
through the bedroom door. Straightening her dress uniform, Kerri Marks smiled at her friend's need to
awaysbeontime Kerri stood in front of amirror, but it was quite pointless; Kerri had been blind since



early adulthood. Still, the reflective glass made for auseful surfacefor her Image spdll, and she could
visualize aperfect image of hersdlf from it. Sixty-seven years old, she nonetheless carried hersdf asa
woman twenty years younger. Her uniform, both despised and cherished, was crisp and clean, a symbol
that told al who she was, though sheld never actualy worn it whilein the service.

Connecting thefind campaign braid to her shoulder, Kerri canceled the image spell and walked to the
door. The solid energy anticipated her exit and shut off soundlesdy.

"Findly!" Ruth said.

"Now, now, Ruth." Even though her companion wasin her mid-thirties and acompetent soldier by her
own right, Kerri nonetheless chided her gently. "We both know you adways set aside an hour to trave to
Hinman, and it only takes twenty minutes. I'm sureweéll arrivein plenty of time."

"Not if we get attacked on theway, likelast year."
Kerri shook her heed. "We're safe this year. He won't attack until about ten minutes into the ceremony.”

Ruth nodded, accepting her friend's foresight as areliable source. Though Kerri could not predict the
future, she saw redlity in aunique way that allowed her insight at many levels. To Kerri, the future was
strands of the present that extended forward, dim but discernible. Ruth made amenta note of the
warning, her hand touching the discreetly hidden fusion pistol she always carried to protect Kerri.

They walked quietly through the comfortable home-a gift from agrateful planet-and outside to the waiting
hov. They got into the vehicle-Kerri in the back while Ruth drove-and headed off to the harbor town of
Hinman. It was atypicdly bright spring day. Several dozen stars glimmering, competing with Codas own
white sun. Kerri could not see the beauty, though. The gentle warmth of the sun only reminded her of that
horrible day a decade earlier. That horrible day that the Six Planets War had ended by her own hand.

**k*

Scott was coughing up far too much blood. Kerri increased the potency of her Haven spell. A cloud of
soft blue glimmered around them, drowning out the gunfire that pummeled the smdl bunker they werein.
Beside them were the smoldering remains of the traitor, the cause of Scott's approaching degth.

"Sorry, Kerri," he choked out, breaking into another fit of coughing. "He wasfaster than | thought
possible. Broke through my shielding beforel wasset up. | .. ."

"Hush, Scott," Kerri whispered. Hislife force gave ashudder in Kerri's mind's eye, and the blood oozing
from the four-centimeter hole in his chest darkened. The unstoppable corrosion spell had esten through
an artery. It would be only moments now. "I'm sorry | couldn't get hereintime. I'm sorry | couldn't train
you better. I'm . .. I'm sorry."

"Genera Marks," Scott said strongly, mustering hislast, "It has been an honor serving with you. | count
myse. .. mysdf fortunate to have known you." His eyes dimmed as he collapsed in her arms. Insgde his
chest there was a soft pop as the Corrosion spell dissipated, itswork complete. The strings of redlity that
had once been Scott Menbriss veered off from their journey forward into time and scattered and faded
asthey entered another redity; the redity of death. All that remained were the cold threads of an empty
husk.

Seven hundred and seventeen, she thought dully. Scott was the seven hundred and seventeenth student of
hersto die. No one but Kerri knew the exact number, but she would never forget it. Nor would she
forget thismoment. Five days the six of them had been on the planet of Charth-the Imdlemodin's most
powerful stronghold-and now only shewas|eft. And only one option. With Sx musers, it was hoped they



could do alimited atmospheric reduction spell and force the planet's surrender. With only three they
could gtill keep enemy deathsto aminimum. Even two alowed for some control. But now it was only
Kerri. Their group had been betrayed from within; and because of that, Charth would bear the full brunt.

Sherose quietly, leaving the haven spell glowing over Scott, and exited the bunker. She wasimmediately
targeted by al weapons-physica, energy and magical-but they were unable to touch her. Shelooked up
in the gathering darkness and could fed the pinpricks of redity far above her in orbit around the planet.
Theinvasion force was preparing to land. If they did, the fighting would be prolonged and bloody for her
people, and the number of dead would be in the tens of millions. She could cut that number in half,
perhaps more; but she would carry the burden for the rest of her life.

A needle of pain lanced her shoulder. She winced and touched it, stopping the bleeding. An enemy muser
had managed to penetrate her shields dightly. Kerri looked with empty eyes at the ephemera strings that
pointed back in time severd secondsto the point of attack. Sliding her fingersinto apulsing fracturein
space, she modified the strings from yellow to clear; then applied a homing beacon. The attack was
jolted out of the present and returned to the moment before it was initiated. The muser's death scream
and the cessation of pain in Kerri's shoulder happened s multaneoudly.

Seven hundred and seventeen, but how many enemy musers-students al a some time-had died by her
hand? Or died by her sudents hands? It must end, no matter what the price to her. Overhead, the
pinpricks became more ingistent, but Kerri had made her decision.

"Jnnereath," shesaid inalow voice. In front of her, redity split into the physical and the ephemeral.
Inside therift was the place that burns.

**k*
"Kerri?' Ruth's soft voice brokeinto her daymare, bringing Kerri to the present.
"Hmm?" Shereplied, grateful for theinterruption. "Are we here dready?'

"Yes," Ruth sad, helping her friend from the hov. "We're just outside the amphithester. They're waiting
for you."

"Very wel," Kerri Sighed, stepping to the ground and standing straight. "L et's get this over with." She
shifted her hands dightly and tugged at asmall fiber of redlity. Instantly, her world went completely dark.
Her total awareness of redlity around her spooked most people. She purposely closed off her
perceptions, deferring to their comfort. "1'm relying on you to watch my back, dear."

"Isthat ssfe?'

"No," Kerri said smply, giving asmall smile, "but nothing in lifeissafe. Still, | can't think of anyone dse
I'd rather have watching me. Shall we go in?'

Ruth took her suddenly dependent companion by the arm and led her down the gentle path toward the
Hinman Amphitheater. More than two centuries old and located just outsde the smdll town, the large
outdoor areafaced west toward the Havilonian Sea and was used for most public gatherings. The
conditioning shield was turned off on thiswarm, cheery morning; the eterndly soft sea breeze brushed the
quiet mumble of the respectful crown toward them.

They appeared at the entrance arch, and there was rush of sound as dl stood. At least two thousand, all
turned toward the woman who had given them this day.

* k%



"Jinneregth," Kerri repested. The smal opening in redlity expanded, and Kerri looked directly into it.
"Diw diw str Charth," she commanded, feding apang a her heart.

Themillions of threadsin front of her coiled and molded under her trembling hands. What she was about
to do was at once glorious and horrifying. But asis so often the case in war, it isonly the hardest of
redlitiesthat can bring about its end. The strings twirled and spun, and an image of Charth appeared,
entwined in both the humming time threads and the aternating emotion rope. She caressed the rope,
gently soothing it into a sense of relaxed calm. The attacks on her stopped abruptly as the surrounding
areabecame an idyllic pasture to everyone present, a peaceful glimpse into anew home, free of war and
pain and horror and grief.

Andlife

**k*

Ruth and Kerri waked quietly down the main aideto the smal podium waiting at the bottom. There was
no announcement of her name or her rank. No loud braying of her many military accomplishments, her
incredible victories. None was needed. Every person there knew General Kerri Marks, knew what she
had done. From the Imdlemodin invasion of Coda, which she had repulsed single-handedly, to the
surprise attack on the Imdlemodin command complex a Rangow, to thefina battle of Charth-all these
were recorded history, required study for upper-tier students. At her behest, though, al remained silent
today.

Ruth helped her up the four shallow steps onto the stage and guided her to the podium. Behind her wasa
closed coffin, atradition of the day that stretched back countless centuriesto its origin on Earth.

Ruth |leaned close.
"When?" she whispered.

"Eleven minutes, eight seconds from now," Kerri whispered back. She sensed Ruth's nod of
understanding. Ruth released Kerri's arm and stepped back. Kerri felt for the podium and placed both
hands on it. Shelooked out over the crowd, her clear blue, Sightless eyestaking in awel of blackness
that nonetheless convinced everyone present she was staring directly at them.

Sheremained quiet, knowing the moment was soaking into their memories, painting the threads of their
exigtence with the crimson warmth of sadly proud recollection. She opened asmall corner of her
perception and reached her mind behind her, caressing the coffin with her thoughts. A collective gasp
went up from the audience as they watched pink wisps of emotion dance over the polished wooden
casket. Kerri retrieved her gently probing thoughts, her new knowledge both sad and satisfying.
Margaret Taig would represent the dead warriorsthis day, while Kerri would represent the living.
Though Margaret dept undisturbed in her grave, the coffin behind Kerri contained Margaret's second
uniform and fusion pistol. Margaret had been avdiant daughter of Hinman, having died in combat on
Imdlemodin four years before the war had ended. Kerri had only known her briefly-way back when they
were six-year-old students-but she was in a deep sense closer to Maggie than she was to those who
hadn't been there, to those who hadn't been to the place that burns.

She turned back toward the attentive crowd and gave aquiet smile.
"Good morning,” she began firmly. "Thank you for honoring us with your presence and your recognition .

* k%

‘Now!!'



The threads sang in ever more urgent harmony. 'Now!" they shouted in perfect chorus, ‘or the moment is
gone!" Still she held back.

Therift between physica and ethered bubbled and rolled, visbleto dl on the battlefield. The pinpricks
were scorching her now, peppering her skin with a searing hest. If she waited any longer, her countless
comrades in the ships above would be caught in the spell's devastation.

Inside the pocket of magic shed worked, Kerri had created a perfect model of the planet Charth. It hung
suspended by time threads, a glittering ornament of creation. So fragile, so vulnerable. These people, the
Charthinians, were her enemy, but must they al pay the price? It was too much.

‘Now,' the threads beseeched her one last time. Finaly Kerri obeyed their sren song. Reaching into the
void, she extended ice cold fingers and brushed the time strings away from the planet. But not al of them,
as had been decided earlier, by her superiors. Instead, she brushed only thosein her area, roughly
one-fourth of the planet. She choseit because it was only fair that those who were to die should see their
own executioner and that she should be with them if not among them.

**k*

Kerri wastalking to the audience, not paying any red attention to her speech. Sheld given it severd times
before, these platitudes that had no purpose. To the veteransin the crowd-and there were many-no
words were needed. To those who hadn't fought, no words could convey. She was merdly offering a
woefully inadequate bridge to span the immense gulf between protectors and protected. She had long
snce decided that the silent member behind her gave far greater testimony than she could.

She continued speaking, living more in the past and future than the present. The past held her captive, the
price musers paid for using magic to harm. And the past held her future captive aswdll, for the silent
assassin now walking the amphitheater's outside paths was coming to exact revenge on Kerri's deeds.

*k*

Beyond the horizon came a deep groaning, as though the planet were mourning its own degth. There
were severd hundred Charthinian and Imdlemonian solders on thefield, dl drawn to Kerri's spdll as
mothsto flame. The wrenching agony of the wind snapped their thrall, however; and as ahelplessflock,
they turned toward their doom, which now surrounded them.

The blue skies of Charth darkened to deep purple as a blanket of magic coated it. Clouds vaporized in
balls of flame as the spdll-living pentring c code written on redlity-settled toward the surface. Many ran
helplessy and hopelesdy away. Many others renewed their desperate attacks on Kerri, the author of
their epitaphs. The rest merely waited for it, hoping only that it would be quick.

It was quick. The blanket-adice of chaotic timethat Kerri had impossibly given mass to-completed its
purpose with horrific efficiency. Firgt birds, then trees, then people and finaly the ground itsalf exploded
into dead matter as her covering of antiredity snuffed out dl life but hers. Nothing lived, above the
ground, onit, or under it, for the blanket continued into the planet, shrinking with each passing moment
until it finally reached the planet's molten core, where the spell finally ceased to exist. Horribly mutilated,
the planet gave an agonized rumble and the blue skies returned. There was nothing left to witnessit, save
asingle spark of life, forever marred by her unforgettable, unforgivable deed.

**k*

Three minutes and the nwould enter the amphitheater, raise his energy pistol and firefour times at
Kerri. Sheld easily dodge dl four shots, then ingtinctively respond with aVVacuum Needle, crushing his
ingdesinto ausdaess pulp of blood and flesh. Hed not be the first to attempt killing her, nor the last.

But perhaps he didn't need to die. The wars were over. The soldiers had all carried the fiery burden for



themselves and for others. Without looking at the wondrous strands of time and place that told their story
so clearly to her, Kerri decided to act.

She abruptly stopped speaking and pressed her hands together, fingers splayed. All knew it wasthe
opening of aHaven spell, the most common of magics worked in society. No one knew for whom it was
designed.

Shifting gravity in the area surrounding her would-be n, Kerri flushed him out, causing himto
stumble and lurch toward her. He desperately tried to bring his gun to bear; but she had suppressed it,
making it impossblefor energy to flow in the small pocket of redlity his gun occupied. Seeing how
completely held been exposed and disarmed, he nonethel ess struggled as he continued approaching her
againg hiswill.

When hefinaly sank to hisknees at the bottom of the stage, Kerri gently brushed her haven spell over
him. Ruth stepped up, gun at the ready; but Kerri motioned her back.

"Letitgo," shemurmured to him quietly. "It'snot worth it, to die for the dead.”

"They'remydead!" he sobbed, still trying to activate hisgun. "Y ou killed them al! Don't you understand?
Y ou have to pay for what you've done."

"Dontyouunderstand?’ Kerri replied, her voice breaking. "I am paying. I'm paying for my actions, for the
actions of your people and for the actions of my people." She swept ahand at the coffin. "That woman is
paying, too. Every person who fought is paying. And they will pay while dive and long after they are
dead. Until the last vestige of memory of them has passed, the dead pay. And you would add to the
burden of your fdlen? Of mine? Please, let it go."

The soft glow around him pulsed and quickened as the haven spell reached full potency. He cried, letting
the gun fall soundlesdy to the grass, then collgpsing to his kneesin agony and release.

* k%

The pinpricks of the gpproaching ships were gone with the passing of the spell, replaced by the heavy
throb of engines as an attack shuttle landed nearby. A pocket of antigravity pushed againgt her, and then
ebbed. Ingde the ship-and emanating from dl the invas on fleet-were the overwheming pulses of relief
and joy, reinforced by the numbness of being witness to destruction unimaginable until today. The war
was over, and the middle-aged woman with graying hair and sightless eyes standing on the dead surface
of Charth wastheir heroine and their salvation and their burden.

Kerri'slong battle was at last over. The throbbing died away. In her mind's eye, she saw the boarding
ramp extending down.

But no one came out.

* k%

"Hemight try again,” Ruth commented as she guided their hov homeward. Behind them, Hinman wasall
abuzz over the day's events. The afternoon festivities and memorid rites had surged with extraenergy, as
though charged by the n's gun that had not been fired. The banquet of the evening was even more
boisterous, as everyone-for the smallest moment-had been a part of the Six Planets War. Reliving or
living for thefirst time, they had applauded Kerri's decision not to kill the assassin, asthough her single
action justified an entire war's worth of terrible deeds and merciless decisions.

"Hemay," Kerri replied, the coal of the evening air blowing through her hair asthey did over the glass
road toward home. "He may even succeed. But whatever way he chooses, he's safe from me. I'll not hurt



him ever.”
"Certainly to defend yoursdlf . . ."

"No. Not ever, Ruth. I've gave him hislife today. It's no longer mineto take." She was quiet for a
moment, gathering her thoughts. "I saw in him today the summeation of dl thewar'semations. | believe he
showed me areflection of the burden | carry. He was not my salvation, but perhaps he was amarker on
the path.”

Sheraised her head skyward and let the wind brush her face and tears. Tonight the nightmares would
come, asthey came every night for musers who used magic to harm others. But the nightmares would be
more endurable for Kerri now. They were no longer her damnation.

"I'mtired,” she whispered contentedly.

MIND'SEYE INWARD
October 11, 3014

"Hdlo?May | hep you?' Ruth's quiet, polite manner matched well with the dwelling, amodest-sized, yet
well-kept farmhouse ten kilometersinland from the seasde town of Hinman, on the planet of Coda.
There had come aknocking on the ancient yet perfectly proper front door of the home, and shewas
holding it partidly open, gppraisng the woman who stood on the stoop.

"Yes. My nameis VictoriaWebber, and | represent the Application's Board for the Itinerant Teachers
Association.” Shewas a pleasantly plump woman in her forties, wearing the style of clothing that
universaly earmarked her as acompetent administrator. She had green eyes set nicely into her full,
auntish face, athick head of curly, shoulder-length auburn hair that glimmered occasiondly with blue and
lilac light and a smile that was partly honest and partly confused. "I'm here to spesk with Generd Kerri
Marks," she added hesitantly.

"She prefersto be called Miss Marks these days, Miss Webber," Ruth corrected softly and opened the
door wide. "The wars have been over for eight years now. Won't you comein, please? My nameis Ruth
Lu Chi and I'm Miss Marks attendant. Cal me Ruth.”

"Thank you, Ruth." Victoria stepped in and was taken aback by the large size of the entryway. Though
the house appeared to be little more than a cottage on the outside, the richly appointed hall and large
forward gtting room showed theillusion. "My! How nice!™ she exclaimed in genuine astonishment.

"Yes. The councils of dl four planets awarded Miss Marks a substantial retirement fund at the concluson
of thewars, and Coda granted her thisland and the home. We have worked quite hard to bring it to this
gate.” Ruth indicated Victoriato follow her. They made their way through the main hal toward the open
kitchen in the rear of the house.

"We?' Victoriaasked politdy. "l was not aware she required help to move around.”

"Kerri?' Ruth replied in surprise. "'l should say not! She's Sixty-seven now, but looks and actsasa
woman in her forties. | am her companion.”

"To help her with her blindness?'



"I'm sorry, Miss Webber, but you misunderstand. | do not take care of her. I'm simply here asafriend. |
was originaly assigned to be her bodyguard since she'd acquired a number of enemies during the wars,
but that was only aformality. Kerri is quite capable of taking care of hersalf. And me, if need be.

"l am her sounding board, her sympathetic ear, her conversationaist. She does not travel much these
days, preferring to avoid what she calls the nonsensical claptrap that goes on when her identify is
discovered. | keep thelondliness at bay."

To Victoriait looked as though she were about to say something more, but did not. They continued onin
slence, their footfalls on the ceramic floor echoing pleasantly off the hard wood walls and glass surfaces.
Everything went well together, Victoria decided, and that symentry put her at ease. Even Ruth, despite
the younger woman's obvious extreme fitness and careful movements, seemed to go well with the relaxed
atmosphere.

Kerri Marks was seated at her easdl in the rear of the flower garden, the canvas turned from their sight.
She was sitting motionless on achair, studying the canvas, wearing a green and white dress that came up
to her neck line. It neither billowed nor clung, nor did it seem neither too elegant nor too plain. Rather, it
suited her frame and her location perfectly, making it seem as though she were the object of art and not
theartist.

They walked slently toward her, and Victoria could see her more clearly. Of average build, she sat
straight and proud, her shoulder back and her head up. Her skin remained smooth and white. Whether
from magics or just tender care, Victoriadid not know; though knowing of the woman, she suspected the
latter. Her hair was not gray but silver. It was long, but done up neatly and exposed her neck. She
seemed as proper and courtly asaporcelain doll. Y et this woman, whose cool blue eyes saw everything
and nothing, had only ten years earlier single-handedly laid waste to aquarter of the surface of Charth.
She seemed unaware of their presence.

"Kerri? Miss Victoria Webber has arrived. Shal | fix sometea?”

"Thank you, Ruth," she said crisply. "That would be very nice. And if you do not mind, | would liketo
gpeak to Mrs. Webber privatdly."

"Of course. I'll be back momentarily." Ruth gave Victoriaa smile and returned to the kitchen. "My
apologiesfor not rising when you entered the garden, Mrs. Webber, but | wished to finish this before you
arrived. What do you think?' She indicated the canvas.

Victoria stepped around to ook at it and gasped. It was her,Victoria, as she looked when shewasa
smdll child-the eyes, the crooked smile, even the hands spread like a ballerina's as she showed off her
favorite jumper. As she watched, the canvas rippled in color, and an invisible hand captured perfectly an
image of her brother in the background.

"How ... how..." shestammered.

"May | cdl you Victoria?' Shedid not wait for permission but continued. "I've been blind since | was
eighteen, Victoria, and have used my mind's eye for nearly fifty years. Trained and used enough, it is
possiblefor the mind's eyeto seeredity for what it is.”

"And what isit, MissMarks?' she asked, stunned at the realness of the painting.

"I'll call you Victoria, you'll cal meKerri," she ordered gently. "Redlity isthe physica wrapped around
the ephemera and bonded by the temporal .”



"The Marks Refinement of the Woldheim Principle of Spectra Redity?!

"Y ou know it then?' Kerri asked in a pleased voice, her smilelighting up both her face and the flower
garden.

"A little)" Victoriaadmitted. "I only know it from my senior year, and | brushed up on it before coming
here. It satesthat the tempora and physical can beidentified and modified. The ephemera isundterable
by outside force, but changes gradualy according to the soul's awareness of redlity. That'swhy you
caled me Mrs. Webber."

"That's correct. | can hear redlity asit cloaks you and am able to understand the harmonies. Y our soul
sings of adeep love that can only come from marriage, with the throbbing undertones of satisfaction that .
..." Victoriaflushed. Kerri broke off and gave asmall chuckle that made the canvas quiver. "Forgive
me, Victoria. That'sfar too personal. Here, please accept this portrait asagift.”

"Thank you very much, Miss. . . ." At the woman's gently reproving look, she caught hersdlf. "1 mean,
Kerri. But that would be ingppropriate and may be construed as. . ."

"A bribe?' Kerri interrupted increduloudy, then laughed. "'l should hardly think so. I'm aware enough of
my own position to know | can have anything | wish. For me, bribes are utterly unnecessary. But | am
determined to do things the correct way. Besides, | dready know you've turned down my request to be
reinstated as an itinerant teacher. The Board has turned me down, rather. So a bribe would be usdless.”

"How did you know? Or did you?'

"Oh, I knew. If | can hear your most private redlities, | can certainly hear the songs of your minor
irritations, woman. Come. The art isyours as agift for having the gutsto tell meto my face. I'll haveit
sent to your home. Now," she patted a bench beside her, "have a seat and tell me why I'm unfit to teach
children.”

They chatted for thirty minutes, bantering back and forth over Kerri's qualifications, shortcomings and
risks. Ruth, according to her friend's wishes, left them aone after serving tea, keeping an eye on them
from the kitchen. Ruth hersalf was of the Chin race, her ancestors having come from asingle province on
Earth centuries earlier. She was awoman in her mid-thirties, of handsome beauty, with yellowish brown
skin, lean frame and strong shoulders. Her black hair was short and thick. Her almond eyeswere so
black, Kerri had often commented, that they gave Ruth's entire form a deep glow of earthen peace. It
was Kerri's thorough understanding of Ruth and her willingnessto let Ruth into her world that had forged
their friendship. There was no physicaly intimate or romantic rel ationship between them of course. But
there were times when it seemed as though they were married, such wastheir trust and fondnessfor each
other.

She looked out over the scene, seeing both the beauty of the garden and the best locations for ambush
and atack. Kerri could easily hold off multiple attacks on multiple planes, and Victoria Webber was not
nor would ever be athreat. For Ruth, however, the habits died hard, and she maintained a careful watch,
conscious of the nearby phased fusion pistol she could havein her hand and firing in less than two
seconds.

But nothing more distressing than Victorias obvious discomfort at facing aformidable and iron-willed
Kerri occurred, and the talk came to an otherwise pleasant conclusion. Ruth caught the dight nod from
Kerri and heard the gentle singing in her mind and escorted Victoriato the door.

"How did it go?" Ruth asked as they waked through the hallway. It was only an hour until sunset, and the
temperature was arefreshing twenty degrees, so the roof had been turned off to alow the starsto shine



down into the home.

"Not well," Victoriasaid honestly. In just the short time sheld been with them, shed cometo like both
women. "'l persondly fed that though she is something of arisk because of her past as an attack muser,
therisk isvery smdl and isfar outweighed by the positive impact she could have as a children's teacher.
The Board did not seeit that way, however."

"The Board isright,” Ruth said bluntly. At Victorias shocked look, Ruth shook her head. "Again | think
you misunderstand me, Mrs. Webber. | love Kerri very much. She'smy sister and my mother and my
best friend al a once. And shetruly doeswish to be ateacher again. | think that had the wars not
happened, Kerri would have been one of the best teachers ever. | know that had | any children | would
have been honored to have her teach them.

"The wars did happen, though, and the toll on Kerri was appaling. Y ou know, of course, that she taught
musers how to use attack spells?' Ruth asked.

Victorianodded.

Ruth continued, "Did you aso know that of the eight hundred and twenty-one that she taught, only one
hundred and four survived the war?'

"Why?' Victoriaasked. They'd come to the front door, but neither seemed aware of it.

"Because attack musers were the main reason we won the war, Victoria. They were targeted congtantly
during the entire fifty-one years of the war. So because of Kerri, we won and the Imdlemodin
dictatorship with its annihilatory practices was destroyed. But because of what Kerri taught, over seven
hundred of her students were killed. And now she wantsto teach again?' Ruth shook her head firmly.
"To do so invites disaster. No. Despite her wishes, thisisthe best way, and | think she knowsit."

"Then why did shetry so hard to get reinstated?”

"Because asmall part of her was hoping the ITA would have cometo a different conclusion. Shewas
clinging to the dream of erasing the wars and what they did to her, so she could take the path meant for
her. That she could make a gentle impact on her planets and peoples, not the horribly brutal one shedid.”

"But she saved us," Victoria protested. "Without her, therewould beno ITA, no children, no people.
Not on our planets at least. She did more for usin the wars than she could do in alifetime of teaching.”

Ruth smiled at her and at her innocence of the cost of war. "That bringslittle comfort, Victoria, when the
ghogts of those you've killed cometo you in your nightmares." She reached out with her left hand and
squeezed Victorias shoulder. "Thank you for showing proper respect by coming here personally to
speak to Kerri. Good afternoon.”

*k*

"They said no,” Kerri commented as Ruth sat beside her in the garden. Sheld brought out a bottle of wine
and atray of cheese, bread and fruit for their evening medl. It sat between them on asmdll table, adding a
perfect caressto the gathering twilight's ambiance.

"Yes, | know. Victoriatold me. She was disgppointed with their decision.”
"You weren't."

"No." Ruth said nothing more. Instead she poured more chilled white wine into two long glasses. They
ate quietly for severd minutes, absorbing the sounds and scents of a Codan summer evening. Overhead,



intheimpossibly crysta skies, hundreds of stars were twinkling, seeming to draw extraenergy from the
white sun that was just dipping below Burid Ridge to the west.

"Indl honesty, Ruth," Kerri sghed. "'l was hoping to be denied reinstatement, too. Asmuch as| want to
teach, I'm much more afraid. Afraid of myself and afraid for the children.”

"Y ou didn't want them to see the mongter you've become,” Ruth said, causing Kerri to flinch. "Y ou didn't
want them to begin to idolize you and to want to be like you.”

"The proper role modd means so much, Ruth." Kerri reached out with atrembling hand and picked up a
dice of gpple and cheese. "Mine was my teacher when | wasonly six yearsold.”

"Deborah Hennessy."

"Yes. | ill seeher at night, before the nightmares come. She was so happy, so full of life, and so very
interested in seeing her children grow up. Oh, how dearly | wanted to be like her!" Shetook an
uncharacterigticaly quick swalow of wine. "What would happen, | wonder, if | felt thelook of ayoung
girl into my eyes and want to be like me? What would | say to her?

"Doit, Kerri," Ruth said smply.
"What?' Kerri's eyes blinked back tears. "What do you mean?"

"Y ou know exactly what I mean. | know you can, and it's your fondest wish to teach again. | promise
you I'll do everything | can to support you. | promise from the bottom of my heart. But it's you who has
to takethefirst step.”

"Thank you, love. It is so reassuring to know | would dways have you a my sde. But it wouldn't be
right. I should not improperly use. ..."

"Improperly use!" Ruth snapped back, angry at her friend's misplaced sense of propriety. ™Y ou can save
millions of livesand end awar by reducing fifty million square kilometers of a planet to carbonized ooze,
but you can't . . . oh!" She abruptly stood up. "Thisisn't about what is owed to you, Kerri. This about
what you sill oweto us. Think of it that way. Turn your mind's eyeinward, and you'll see my point.”

Ruth gathered up the remains of their dinner. Holding the cutting board in one hand, she laid the other on
Kerri's il firm shoulder.

"It will cost you everything, Kerri, but sometimes even the highest price can be easy to pay. Good night.”

Kerri felt Ruth walking back into the house. Looking after her dear friend with her mind's eye, she could
see the lovely woman even better than Ruth could see hersdlf. Her radiant blue determination of caring
burned as brilliantly as Kerri's own stubbornness. But should she be stubborn in this? Could Ruth be
right?

Later, as she prepared for bed, Kerri continued to think about it. Her room was across from Ruth's and
was ashort call away, but both women tended to leave the other done at night, except when Kerri's
nightmares became too strong.

Moving slently and carefully, Kerri pulled out the next morning's change of clothing and laid them out
precisaly on the couch at the foot of her bed. Her bedroom had no lights of course. Kerri preferred
shutting off her mind's eye a night. Her nightmares seem to ease if she removed hersdlf entirely from her
magical perceptions, so adl was dark.



She turned down the bed covers, then hesitated. Going back to her heavy wooden dresser, she opened
the bottom drawer and pulled out a second set of night clothing, holding it against her cheek.

A young girl's nightgown-Ruth had bought it for her severa years earlier, knowing the pull she till felt for
teaching. It was an ankle-length nightshirt, made of flanndl, with lace along the neck and cuffs. Ruth had
told her it waslight yellow and bespeckled with bright white suns. There was a matching set of panties
and night socks, perfect for keeping alittle girl warm and safe on even the coldest snowy night.

Stroking the materid that was meant to protect a child'sinnocence and nature aswell as her small body,
Kerri felt asoft melancholy sweep over her. Shewas glad that ITA had turned her down. And despite
Ruth's assurances and encouragement, Kerri was determined to alow the chance to passafina time.
Her place was here, in this house, quietly removed from the public that so admired and so feared her.

Fedling better, she laid the nightgown, panties and socks on the couch, to be put avay in the morning,
and retired to bed. Somehow, she knew the nightmares would not be as cruel to her tonight.

* k%

Ruth awoke suddenly, the old training resurfaced. Shefroze in place to avoid detection, to determine the
source of the attack. Redlization of her surroundings came and she relaxed. In the comfortable dark of
her room, she raised up on her arms to discover what had woken her.

Looking around, she saw that the darkness had a decidedly green tint to it and that the air was painted
ever 0 lightly with vanilla. Worried for Kerri, she arose and pulled on her robe, then went to check on
her friend.

Kerri was il in bed, but the room itself was glowing and gently throbbing with magicd light, coming
from nowhere and everywhere at once. She heard the laughter of water over rocks and smelled
wildflowers. Her eyesteared and blinked rapidly from the brilliant white sunlight that she could not see
but nonethelessfelt on her face. Shelooked again at Kerri. She was degping peacefully, unmolested by
the nightmares. Not wishing to disturb the haven spdll nor the old woman's rest, Ruth returned to bed and
soon drifted off to deep.

*k*

It was morning when Ruth next awoke. She sat up in bed, stretched and let out aloud, most unladylike
yawn. From below the foot of her bed, she heard a childish giggle.

"Hello?" shecdledinaquiet voice, rubbing her eyes. "Who's down there?

There came another giggle, and Ruth saw the top of asmall head. It was covered with brown hair done
up into arough, floppy ponytail and tied back by smal hands. As Ruth watched in wonderment at the
little intruder, the head moved dowly around the bed and up along the side, keeping low, asif to makea
surprise attack.

And an attack it turned out to be.
"Surprise!” shrieked the girl with alaugh, suddenly jumping up and launching herself onto Ruth.

"Oof!" Ruth gasped, her hands shooting out to pry the knee out of her ssomach. The girl was only about
sx yearsold, with brown hair and cool blue eyes. She wore ayellow flannd nightgown with white suns
onit and amatching set of socks. The sunswere bright, but not as bright asthe girl's face, which shown
with unbound joy and love of life, unburdened by demons, ghosts or memories of deeds best forgotten.
Shewas smiling at Ruth now, a beautiful, unreserved smile that proudly sported a space the grownup
tooth had not yet begun tofill.



"Gotcha, Ruth!™ she shouted happily, squirming al over the woman, yanking back the coversand
plopping down on her again. "Comeon! Let's get up and go to town! | know!" she gasped with a sudden
idea. "We can get some hot chocolate and sweet rolls at the market an' walk to the beach, an' get our
feet wet, okay?' Shelooked at Ruth with hope and complete trust in her eyes.

"I-1 suppose we could . . . could do that," Ruth stammered out, trying as hard as possible to adjust to the
impossible. Shelooked down at the girl as she nestled in the crook of her arm, staring up at Ruth with a
suddenly serious look asthe blue eyes studied her closdly.

"Y ou promised you'd take care of me," she stated solemnly.
Ruth felt her heart burst open with joy, and she wept, pressing the girl tight against her.

"| did promise you that, Kerri," she said with both happiness and tears. "And | always keep my promises.
I'll be here dways, helping you grow up into alovely young woman."

"Oh! Thank you, Ruth!" she laughed and hugged her mightily, her little armstight against Ruth's neck. She
suddenly pushed off and looked her in the eye.

"I'm gonnabe ateacher when | grow up,” she declared with the unwavering certainty of youth. "I redly,
redly am."

**k*

AUTHOR'SNOTE

Here endsthefirst part of Kerri Marks adventures. She did grow up into alovely woman, her friend and
mother Ruth Lu Chi congtantly at her sde. She dso retained dl her natural magicd ahilities, though she
did need to relearn how to use them.

Kerri was eventually discovered by the enemies shed made in the Six Planets Wars, and became a
hunted fugitive. No longer having the aggressive powers she'd developed during the wars, she and others
like her wereforced to flee to three, small, uninhabited planets in the Centaur system, located in a distant
sector of the gaaxy. Their society-based on magic more than technol ogy-ultimately became the source of
the most powerful musers ever knownin history.

But that isanother . . .

... 0rtwo.

MOVING DAY
Earth Date: September 18, 3038

He packed everything, giving one last glance at the reason he was leaving. How such asmall object could
cause o great achange in so many lives only demongtrated theirony of man's struggle for control ina
universe that aways enjoyed agood joke. Asif to reddiver the sick punch line, the device gave aquick
chirp and winked its blue eye.

The halway was empty of people, but filled with tenson. Eric walked itslength to the dedisc, histhree
suitcases tagging aong, playfully banging into each other in a contest to see which would befirst. The
ghost doorswere al st to private-the planed energy showing a silent white surface. Eric knew his



neighbors-using the term loosdly-were staring at him through the one-way shimmers, glad hewasfindly
going.

Ah! to be different! Eric gave a disgusted shake of the head as he stepped on the dedisc. It dropped him
quietly the sixteen floorsto the building exit. Hed aways known he was different, from the time he
understood his own existence around nine months of age. His parents had discovered that difference
shortly thereafter at his second birthday when he used his birthday present, anew writing tabind, to

trisect an angle using, until that moment, an undiscovered, theorem derived from the planed intersection of
two asymmetric cones and an inverted sphere.

The dedisc dinged arrivd at ground, and Eric stepped off, hisluggage following. The medium suitcase
had established dominance and was at Eric's hedls, leading the other two, much like three eager school
students, anxious to please the teacher.

School. He had started very young. His gift with mathematics sent him shooting through the levels. Eric
attended Coda University at Hinman by histenth birthday. He tutored at eleven and taught at fourteen.
Now, at twenty-six, Eric was arespected professor, known al over Coda and numerous other planets
as the man who could count toi, the square root of negative one. That he was different was an
understatemen.

The shuttle gppeared on the other side of the common and floated quietly on its scheduled stops, circling
the common toward him. The dedisc pinged again, and Eric turned, already knowing who held see.

Jamie, of course. She was different, too. Exactly different. Unlike Eric, however, Jamie was far more
chipper. She was twenty-four and had alife not unlike his. She was aso a professor at CUH, teaching
theintricacies of programming with pentringic code exclusively in spectra redlity, afrustrating hobbleto
say thelesst.

Sheflashed him abig smile; and as dways, Eric was unable to resist smiling back.

"Good morning, Jamie," he sighed, struggling to lose hissmile. Her dark eyeslit up even more. Her long
blond hair seemed to shimmer with happinessin the early morning seabreeze. "1 take it you received the
same gift last night, compliments of Codan Internd Affairs?'

"Uh-huh." She whistled softly to her single suitcase. It yipped once and crowded closeto her. She
pouted at Eric's demeanor.

"Why s0 glum, chum?* she asked. "It's not the end of theworld.”
"Itisfor us" hereplied, "at least, the end of thisone."

"Nah," she said, dismissng the Stuation with awave. "We both knew thiswas coming, Eric. Codahdd
out thelongest in the System of Planets, but even they had to givein sooner or later. And the CIA is
being redly reasonable about it."

"l suppose,” he grudgingly admitted. "But that doesn't change the fact that we're being declaredper sona
non grataon our native planet. Being nice about it doesn't makeit right.”

"C'mon, Eric," Jamie said reasonably. "Y ou know that al the norma humans have been watching usfor
over thirty years now. And while they don't have any red reason to fear us, in their limited perceptions
they can't know that for sure.”

"Wevetold them over and over," he countered, then gave up on the old, useless defense and changed
the subject. "Did you hear about Hans?'



"Professor Fyrgrun? At Ball Chasers U?No."

"Inthe middle of night, Deerkin Race Authority broke into hishome and attached that damned tracker to
him againg hiswill. And the DRA has been marking our kind for years."

Jamie sad nothing.
"What's to stop something like that from happening to us, Jamie? Or to otherslike us?’

"Eric," shesad quietly, "that won't happen to us and you know it. I'm sorry about Hans, but BCU ison
Deerkin, and Codais not Deerkin." She shuddered and hugged herself. " Sometimes | think we humans
have advanced too fast for our own good." Shelooked away, then back, smiling again.

"Besdes, Eric, Hansis quite capable of writing a Remove program and plucking that thing right off his
temple”

"That's not the point, Jamie!" Eric said. "It'sthefact that heeven hasto. . .. " he broke off as Jamie
stood on tiptoe and kissed him on the cheek.

"Cheer up, Eric! Weve got an adventurein front of usl We leave our lives behind and start new ones
today! C'mon, admit it. You'rekind of excited about al of us being together, away from the stares, away
from the nervous amiles, away from theinnuendo.”

"Yeah, I'm excited," Eric grumped. Darn her! he thought. Shealwaysmakes me amile.

"Okay, okay," he admitted, smiling. " ou've ruined my grouchy mood. | am looking forward toit. The
limitations the University were putting on me chaffed. | understand that normal humans can't comprehend
iredity theorems and proofs, let done visudizethem; but | still hated restricting mysdlf to spectrd redity,”
he said, using the human term for spectra redlity. "It's such aconfining area.of study.”

"Me, t0o," Jamie agreed. " Shifting pentringic code from its native environment to force it into a spectra
redity-only platform has been giving me headaches. Now I'll have students who can see pentrinsic come
to life asit weaves between the two redities asit ought.” She sighed. "And believe me, Eric! Teaching
ten-year-olds will be awhole bunch more fun than instructing twenty and thirty-year-olds.”

The shuttle floated to them and stopped. The shimmering air beneeth it shrank asthe driver lowered the
bus a meter for easy access. The door opened.

Jamie grabbed Eric's hand and tugged.

"Hey, Eric," she suggested playfully, "let'sleavein stylel” Shelooked off into the middle distance. Eric
could sense her writing the program. Seventeen fives, forty-one threes, nineteen twos, seven onesand a
sangle zero.

Jamiegsfeet lifted off the ground asthe Fly program took hold. She kept tugging him, laughing.
"Nonstop to the space port!" she laughed, "now departing!"

Eric chuckled, findly giving in completely to her persistent joy. He quickly coded the Fly spell and soared
up with her. They ascended to a hundred meters and made for the port, some thirty kilometersto the
south. People poured out of the shuttle to point and watch.

"Dont forget our Suff!" she shouted a him, "or notip!"

"Yesm!" helaughed back, and cast a Come Along spell on the luggage.



**k*

Jenny
Earth date: April 3, 3049

Centaur date: Marks Matrix: 15th Remembrance, Tier 4i, 395th Vibration of Chronostring 1093;
3violet2 R shading. (2nd redlity expression, smplified for linear cohesion andHomo sapiens
comprehension.)

Jennifer Navarrawasflying.

Far, far beneath her was her home town of Hennessey, the only town on the newly settled planet of
Centaur's Heart. 1t looked like an exquisite toy, sparkling with lights from the houses as the people woke
up to start another day. Wanting to see as much as possible before waking up, Jenny swooped down
further, looking for her friend Nick'shome. Shefound it, the celling opagque in the early morning light, and
floated close beside hiswindow. He didn't have on the room's dream shade, but she didn't take
advantage. They were best friends so he respected her privacy, too.

She could seejust insde his window, though, and onto his puter desk. Magic didn't work in the
puterverse; and as she was insde adream, Jenny could see the puter desk as only afuzzy sound that
smdled like warm blue. What did stand out on the desk, in pulsing splendor, was Nick's sposedto.
Identica to hers, it was what had made them friends to begin with, when each discovered the other's
sposedto while on an astrd field trip to the Crab Nebula. He thought hers was too tomboyish, while
sheld thought histoo girly, especially for anine-year-old boy. It didn't take long for each of them to stick
their tongues out at each other and start name-calling. From there a friendship had started. Now, amost
ayear later . ..

"Jennifer.”

Jenny looked around and saw way up in the sky the soft pink and yellow of her mother's Shifting spell
gently calling to her to wake up. She took onelast look at Nick's window and flew up into the sky,
moving out of her dream and shifting into the real world of school, play and magic.

* k%

"My!" her mother laughed as Jenny ran down the stairs and into the kitchen. "That wasfast! Did you
wakeyour Sster?’

"No," Jenny said, shaking her head while reaching for an orange from the kitchen'stree. The weather on
Centaur's Heart being as perfect asit was, long with its new inhabitants being the kind of people they
were, kitchens were outside the home. Theirswas alargish yard of rich earth that grew fruits, vegetables,
herbs, shelter and furniture.

"Do you have your sposedto?" her mother asked, unable to resist the motherly reminding urges, yet she
knew her daughter never went anywhere without it.

"Mooooommmm,” Jenny said, rolling her pitch black eyes, their cobalt blue flecks dancing with disguised
cheerfulness. Her mother's eyes were also dark, but Jenny was second generation Marks, so her race
attributes had no trace of homo Sapiensin them. "I'm ten yearsold! It'snot like I'm gonnaforgetthat .
Nonetheless, she patted her skirt pocket and checked. The sposedto hummed back in vanillaand tufted
greenfinch, Jenny'sfavorite sensations.

"All right, then," her mother replied, smiling and kissing her on top of the head. ™Y ou'd best hurry off to
class. Your father will stop by later this afternoon and walk you home, okay?"



"Okay." Retrieving the sposedto, Jenny whispered to it. ""Member, I'm sposed to walk home with Dad
today." Jenny knew she was old enough to walk home by herself, but there was just no way she would
give up walking home with her dad. She shoved the sposedto back in its home and waved to her mother.
"Bye, Mom!"

Jenny ran through the house and out the front ghost door, making it bubble and snap as her aura clashed
ever 0 dightly with the energy plane of the door. Magic and technology could exist together-magic
nothing more than incomprehensible and imaginary technology-but their physical laws dways vied for
superiority. The result was an uneasiness in spectral redlity whenever they bumped.

Outsde, it wasabrilliant day. Centaur, the star around which the three planets of Heart, Hoof and Soul
raced in the same orbit, was very smilar to her parents distant home planet of Coda, so small and
intensaly white. The skieswere smilar too in that they were vivid blue and crystd clear, dlowing the
Centaur's Mane-the asteroid belt in orbit fifty million kilometers further out-to sparkle and paint the sky
al twenty and one-hdf hours of the day.

The breeze was fresh, chilled and soft. Jenny started conjuring her Feather spell; then she remembered
her mother wanted her to get more exercise. She wrinkled her face briefly, but obeyed, deciding to walk
to school instead. It would take her an extratwenty minutes thisway, but at least she could scrounge for
the wild strawberriesthat hid in the brambles on the town's outskirts. S hetied back her waist-length
blonde hair so it wouldn't catch in the prickers and hurried off across the Common.

The strawberries were tucked off the path ameter or so. The police determined that Jenny had found
some, but didn't have time to eat any before she'd been taken.

* k%

Nick lay in hisbed, staring up through the clear celling and into the glittering Mane. The belt wavered and
shimmered more these past three nights, now that he cried himself to deep. Poor Jenny! He didn't know
where she was, but hisimagination could easily create many horrible places. So young and sheltered-the
awfulness of being taken from parents and friends provided wild and uncontrollable paths to the darker
cornersof hismind.

Downdtairs, the police were again Stting with his parents, comforting them and quietly helping them
remember and relive anything in the past few weeksthat may give a clue asto what had happened to her.
Recongtruction magics were not aggressive-they harm the caster as much asthe target-but neither were
they beneficia spells, so there was atoll exacted on dl in the casting area. To avoid too much harsh
magic, Nick had been sent up early.

The now familiar blue auraglimmered and pressed againgt his energy door, causing it to chirp and
cascade. Grateful for any distraction, herolled on his side and watched the struggle between physical and
imaginary technology. Thered and unred playfully tugged and pulled at each other, neither interested in
winning but both intent on competing.

At leadt, that's how Nick saw it. He knew there was much more to the relationship between the two, but
Reticulated Physics covered that and he didn't start that until he was eeven. Still, Nick knew enough
about Inserted Redlities Theory to understand that the constant pressure between the two kept acolorful
and vibrant balance; neither letting the other work within, yet both . . .

Nick's deep black eyes suddenly opened wide, the blue flecks in them matching the blue of the door
perfectly. The patternsin the door were suddenly so clear! Now he knew why. Hurriedly, he jumped out
of bed and dressed into his shorts and shirt. Snatching up his"carry everywhere" stuff of sposedto, gum,
jackknife, lightline, foot anchor and credid card, he ran to his desk. The puterverse link was active, so he



brushed it closed and opened the window. The dream shield was on al the time now-a precaution nearly
everyone in town was observing-so he canceled it. Such was his excitement that histrembling fingers
tugged the wrong plenary strings twice before he finally stroked the off-magenta one that dropped the
shield. Hewaved hishandsin front of him, wiping closed the spatid rift hed opened to cast the spell;
then clambered out the window. It was aten-meter fdl to the ground, but by smply diverting the gravity
skyward with aLittle G spell, it seemed only ten centimeters. A gentle shifting and an insertion of 2 fives,
17 threes, asingle one and 13 zeros quickly raised the Dream Shield behind him.

"I'm coming, Jenny," he said quietly to himsdf, casting Flight and going skyward. He reached a height of
one-hundred meters. He then angled his direction toward the brambles where hisbest friend in dl the
worlds had |ast been.

* k%

Vince Feggault tapped out the elght-digit code, and the door viewer depolarized to alow himto seein.
Thegirl couldn't see out, but it didn't matter: she was so tamed by the constant accessing in the
puterverse that she couldn't see anything and didn't care.

Nor could shefed anything. Not the ultraviolet intravenous system that fed her. Not the chin and body
strapsthat kept her strapped to the gravity chair. Not even the harsh redness on her neck. To Vin, it
looked infected. He didn't know whether Cheats got sick easily or not. They didn't seem to, but maybe
they hedled themsdves all thetime. That must beit, he decided. Low power laze gunsrarely caused
infection.

Sheld been lazed and knocked out as she crawled through the bushes, reaching for that biggest, tastiest
srawberry. Vin and Hutchins had been on Centaur's Heart for five days. Thiswasthe first chance they'd
had to snatch akid-they al seemed to freakin' fly everywhere. They had only the one chance, but they
madeit count. A quick shot, an unconscious kid and a hasty retresat to their docked ship. Ten minutes
after Hutchins pulled the trigger of the gun, he was pressing theignition switch for the fuson engines. They
cleared the Mane thirty hours later and engaged the ball to maximum for the ship: 20000 FTL. Now sixty
hours out, the Centaur system was seventy light years behind them, with nearly 6500 light yearsto go.
Four long months with only Hutchins and an oblivious Chest for company.

Shaking hishead in pity at the Sght of the numbed and helplessgirl, Vin released the view switch, and the
port went opague.

"How's our ten million cred cargo doin'?" Hutchins asked from the pilot's chair when Vin had made his
way forward.

"Not so hot," he said. "She's got an infection from the laze, and | don't think she's moved since we
accessed her." He paused, not wanting to sound too sympathetic. ""Don'cha think we oughta ease the
access down aleve or two, Hutch?!

"Yeah, right," Hutchins snorted in reply. "We let her get free of that field for even aminute and were
cooked, Vin. Those thought police on that weirdo planet will have her auraor brain waves or some crap
pinned down innasec and we'retoast.”

"At seventy light years?' He shook his head. "They can't be that powerful."
"Believeit, Vin," Hutchinsreplied. "Y ou heard what we were told when we took on thisjob."

"But she's harmless, Hutch,” Vin countered. "Look, | ain't no saint, but the kid's gottabe in good
condition for usto get paid. Them Terrans need to find out why magic don't work on Earth, and they
gotta experiment on aheathy Cheat." Vinny leaned over the chair and looked at Hutchins, "I got billsto



pay, Hutch, an' | need l my cut.”

"Shélll befine," Hutchins snapped. " Sure, them Chest kids got weak bodies, but their minds are tough.
And if you think I'm gonnagive her even haf a chance to use that magic, then you're wesk. In the head.”
Vin mumbled but relented. Hutchins was a good partner-alittle abrasive but with a clear head and asolid
honest streak. Honesty was an important trait to have in thiskind of business.

* k%

It was abrittle surface Jenny was standing on. Moving too fast seemed to shatter the ground and send
painful diversthrough her soul. Deep, degp down she knew she'd been accessed into the puterverse, but
her mind cried out that thiswas anightmare. Shetried the few deep spdlsthat she knew-Shift,
AlterDreamscape, Invitation-but none worked. If anything, they intensified the depression in the electron
ar and made more brittle the ground that terrified her.

What's happened to me? she thought despairingly. Where were mom and dad? How long have | been
here? Iredlity didn't glow in the puterverse, so there was no way to tell the time from color hues. One
day? Two? A week?

There came asudden tingling in her body and she jumped, fearful of another painful shattering. Nothing
happened, so Jenny dlowed hersdlf to cautioudy turnin adow circle and ingpect her puterverse prison.

Again, she saw nothing save the brittle, thorny surface she was standing on and the endless black sky of
the puterverse. Sighing with avoice that sounded like wind through tal, wet grass, Jenny sat down
carefully, the only other position she was alowed, since lying down cracked the surface.

Thetingling started again, and thistime Jenny was ableto locateit. It wasonher. Scared, she began
running over her puterverse form. Her body was a blend of fiery pink with occasiond flashes of butternut.
She wore no clothesin the puterverse, but she wasn't naked, since dl forms are only general. Her long
blonde hair flowed easily enough but was the same color astherest of her.

Thetingling continued and Jenny wasfinally ableto locate the source. It wasjust off her left leg, below
her waist but above her knee. Curious fingers probed at the invisible object, feding out its shape. It was
smdl and round. . . her sposedto!

With fumbling fingers she worked the bal into her hand and she squeezed it.
"'Member, I'm sposed to walk home with Dad today."

It was her sSposed from the last norma morning she had. But why would it go off now? Andin the
puterverse?

She started to return it to the invisible pocket when it went off again.
“"Mem...l...Home...Today."

That was strange. Was her sposedto damaged?

"Home. Home."

Her eyes widened with sudden hope.

"Home. Hometoday."

Nick! It had to be Nick! Somehow, he was manipulating her sposedto. Her emotions soared! He was



going to save her! But he needed to tell her more. What if she made another sposed? Tentatively, she
put the device close to her mouith.

"I'm sposed to make sure Nick knowswhere | am right now."

She no sooner spoke than her lips, lower face and hand went numb. Excited, she moved the sposedto
away from her face. Now only her hand was numb. Of course! Nick was using magic to interface with a
binary periphera deviceinto atrinary redity. Magic wasin redity pentrinsic code; acode consisting of
zeroes, ones, twos, threes and fives used to program redlity. It didn't work in the puterverse'strinary
redlity, but a binary device could be manipulated by either pentringc or unbound trinary code. And a
Sposedto was abinary device.

She quickly thought over her past year's math lessons. Her race,homo Magicus, were born with innate
math skillsfar outsiripping even their most learnedhomo Sapienscousins. Counting toi, the square root of
negative one, was child's play to ahomo Magicusperson, the first Iesson taught in kindergarten. Jenny
and her race lived smultaneoudy in spectra redlity and iredlity, which was the reason for her generation's
physical attributes.

According to the Marks Refinement of the Woldheim Principle of Spectral Redlity, redity isthe physica
wrapped around the ephemera and bonded by the temporal. The twelfth itemporal regenerated theorem
of the Marks Refined Principle stated that because the puterverse was atrinary redlity, which combined
all three spectrd dimensions onto asingle plane which was referenced by the tempord plane, it was
possibleto insert afocused line of iredlity into trinary redity. But snce theinsertion relied on an unlinked
tempord line, it quickly collgpsed to apoint. That was why magic didn't work in the puterverse; there
was no way to anchor apoint in trinary redlity, Snce apoint contains no dimension beyond tempord. The
theorem stated that pentrinsic could survive in atrinary existence, but that its existence waslimited to a
point in time, whichwasno time.

But Nick must have redized he could use adua fixed anchor-spectral redity itsdf-to act asaline of
communication between pentringic and trinary. Their sposedtos!

"Make. .. Sure...Makesure"
Nick was communicating with her! And if Jenny had any doubts, the next words were proof positive.

"Nick know now . .. Hometoday. . . Nick tell now . . . | make sure home today." The sposedto beeped
and turned off.

Jenny waited until sensation returned to her hand, then carefully put her sposedto back. The battery might
have died. She'd forgotten to New Life the charge, and it had been on thiswhole time while accessed in
the puterverse. She wondered how long she had to wait. It didn't matter! Nick was going to rescue her!
How romantic!

**k*

Exhausted, Nick shut off his sposedto and picked it up from the shrubs. He canceled the Been There
spell held cast to highlight the spot Jenny had last been. The soft glow faded from the ground, leaving it
dark.

Nick stood up carefully on very wobbly feet. HeEd never been so drained! 1t waslike held been running
and running and running. Magic never tired any Marks, his exhaustion came from forcing hiscoding into a
redlity other than spectrd.

Fortunately, he was back in spectra and iredity, so casting was effortless again. He cast Flight and made



hisway home, staying close to the ground just in case.

Nick knew held bein trouble for leaving hisroom, but he didn't care. He had to rescue Jenny!

* k%

Hutchins swore, once and with extreme vileness. Vin jerked from his nap, partidly from Hutchins
outburst and partly because the ship began vibrating badly.

"Wha. .. What'swrong?'

"I don't know!" He barked back. He kept glancing over the controls. "Everything'sfine, only it's not!
We're dropping speed! Down to 15000 FTL!" He swung hard eyestinged with just atrace of fear on
Vin. "l think weve been caught, Vin."

Vin swore aswell and ran to check on their prisoner.
She was unchanged after four days.

"She's il out, Hutch,” Vin said over the comlink. "No way she could have sent amessage or done any
chesting.”

"How can you know, Vin? We're from Earth. We've never seen Chests before.”
"Butthey sad...."

"Yeah," camethe bitter reply, "but they ain't here. It's our asses, Vin." The comm went silent, and Vin
thought Hutch had signed off.

"Hutch?' Vin sad tentatively. Both were hardened men of ruthless character with brutal backgrounds, but
magic was far beyond their experience.

"I'm thinkin!" He swore again. "We're about to go sublight, Vin. Thisisgonnaget nasty.” Another pause.
"All right, let's play our hole card. Wake her up and bring her here. But do it quick, before she can
react.”

"What're you doin’, Hutch?' Vin whispered as he shut off the comm. Hesitantly, he pressed hishand on
the door release. The door went trangparent; then shut off, giving Vin access to the stupefied girl.

*k*

The platform shattered abruptly. Jenny screamed in surprise, but then redlized there was no pain thistime,
Something different was hgppening.

"C'mon, kid," came agrumpy, rough voice.
Jenny blinked her eyes, feding sick to her somach and itchy all over. Her neck hurt.

"Let'sgo." A big hand clamped on her arm and led her. She stumbled behind him, trying to help him help
her. Evenif this man was mean and had stolen her from her home, it was her nature to be of serviceto
everyone.

"Where...ae..." shesarted to mumble, but was cut off.
"Shut it. Werein atight spot, which meansyou'rein atighter one"
"Huh?" she asked hafheartedly, her mind only now beginning to adjust. Another man had spoken. She'd



never heard accentslike theirs before. They crackled with sharpness and brittle anger.

"Ligten close," the second voice was saying. Through blurry vision, Jenny could just make him out. ™Y our
people are coming to get you. Only they aren't going to get you. Y ou'll never see your planet or friends
agan. Understand?'

She shook her head, fear pouring over her.
"You cant!" shesadinaquiet voice. "It'snot right! Please! Let mego! | want my mom and dad!”

"Shut up!" he snapped. "If they get you, then that meansthey got us. And therésnoway Vinand | are. .
" He broke off suddenly as the ship stopped vibrating and began shaking. "What's going on?"

"Hutch! They're hailing us on the comlink!"
"Fine. Let me handleit. Cmere, kid."
"My namée's Jennifer. Jennifer Navarra. How can | help?'

"Kid, I don't careif your name's Roids Cavanaugh. Y ou wanna help? Stay quiet, don't pull no tricks, and
bleed when | cut you."

Terrified, Jenny nodded her head and folded her hands at her waist, just as her parents had taught her.
There were the first non-Marks people she'd ever seen, and she was determined to be of service. Even if
that meant bleeding when cut.

"Terran shipBlue Scout, thisis Centaur Space Control. Please respond.”
"Ignoreit!" Vinsad.

"Please do not ignore us, Blue Scout. We know you have Jennifer Navarrawith you, and we are
requesting her safereturn.”

Hutch stared at the link. The ship continued to shake, its vibrationsincreasing dramaticdly, and there
came an ominous cresking from the hull.

"Hutch!" Vin hissed again, sngpping his partner from histhral. "Let's not answer and just get going!
Theresno way they can hold us out here! 1t's 120 light years away, and were out of their jurisdiction!”

"Hutch,” came the calm voice over the comlink. "Assuming you are the captain of thevessd, | am
required to inform you that Centaur Space is sovereign out to 200 light years. And we can hold you until
we send aship. Please, avoid all of thisand return Jenny. Y ou'll be alowed to continue on afterwards.”

Theincredible statement jarred Hutchinsinto action. He pulled Jenn to him and pressed a bladeless hilt to
her neck. Jenny gasped asit touched her infected skin. She'd best prepare herself to act quickly, so she
force-trangposed the sine wave for ultraviolet light and trisected the mantissa

"Listento me! I've got aholoknife at her throat. Release usnow or I'll cut her! | swear!™

"We understand, Blue Scout,” came the meek reply. "I'm sorry, Jenny, but we must ask you to return
home on your own."

"l understand,” Jenny replied quietly. "Tell mom and dad | love them." She amost said Nick, too, but
changed it dightly. "And tell Nick thank you."



"Yes, of course, Jenny. Centaur Space Control out.”

Therewas adight click asthe comlink went dead. Ingtantly, the ship stopped vibrating, and the stars
turned into colorful lines as the ship returned to 40000 FTL.

Jenny sighed. She'd hoped it wouldn't cometo this. She'd hoped these two men would be reasonable.
She took the one-dimension image of the mantissa and decay, coded eleven zeros, two fives and six
twos, then connected the seventh two to her hands and waited.

"Don't even think it, kid," Hutch said in alow growl, anticipating a hidden messagein her exchange with
CSC.

"I'm sorry, Mr. Hutch," Jenny said, and touched her fingerstogether lightly, completing the BeThere pdll.

Instantly, she teleported to the other side of the smal bridge. Both men spun around, not seeing her at
first. She was most unhappy about causing them any confusion, but she needed to make sure she was dl
right, too.

"Mr. Hutch. Mr. Vin," she pleaded, raising her aams waist-high. There was aflash of light, and two
portalsinto iredity opened just in front of her hands. " Could youpleaseturn the ship around? I'm scared |
might not do thisright.”

They lunged at her, but suddenly fell back as though dipping down a steep dope, the recipients of a
HeldBack program.

"I'm so sorry!" Jenny said. Sheld forgotten to cast her Haven spell. Despite the error, she nonethel ess
inserted her hands and armsinto the portals.

"What are you doing?' Hutch demanded.

"I ... 1 think I'm casting a Rebound spell on the ship,” she answered, "but | have to program it from the
beginning, and | never have."

"Rebound?' Vin asked. He began edging aong the ship console. Hutch was dowly moving the other
way.

"Uh-huh. To take me home." She went quiet for afew secondsto better see the lines of the ship's
singularity and Centaur sun. She was pretty sure she needed to use atranducent folded dlipse-or wasit a
transparent one? She couldn't remember! What had Mrs. Handsman said? Trand ucent for sent;
Transparent for rent.

She glanced at the two men just in time to see them floating at her dowly, having canceled her HeldBack
spell by turning off the ship'sgravity.

"No!" she screamed. The two portasinto ireality began tearing at the edges. If they touched . . . . "Stay
back! I'm having difficulty holding the spell together!”

Hutchins laughed, but it was a mean laugh. "We're not going back, kid, and neither are you. Y ou're

hel pless right now. | know enough about Chesats to know they can't cast two spells at the sametime. And
| know you won't hurt us, that you'll die before you do.” Helaughed again. "Too bad for you it don't
work both ways."

"Hutch," Vin said hesitantly. "Thisisgoing too far. We can't hurt her!”



"Shut up and grab her!" They were less than two meters away.

"Stop!" Jenny cried. The portastears were less than five centimeteres gpart and growing closer. "I have
to complete the spe !

"Then cancdl it," Hutch said, reaching for her.
"l don't know how," she said quietly asthe last spectral barrier was esten away. "I'm sorry."

There came another blinding flash asthe portal s touched. Immediately it began to round out and enlarge.
The only thing keeping iredity from destroying ship and the two men were the tiny hands of young Marks

grl.

Stooping down so the now unconscious form of Hutchinsdidn't hit her, Jenny held onto iredlity for dear
life. Vin had dready floated by behind her. He too was unconscious, both their minds having shut down
when hit with theincomparablelight of iredity. Jenny's obsdian eyes, however, had no difficulty in
adjusting. And her body, so frail in spectral redity, showed itstrue strength to live in two redlities at one.
That only bought Jenny time, though. It didn't solveher . . . .

Abruptly, it cameto her. It was tranducent! Knowing she could not hold such alarge portal open for
long, Jenny quickly found the correct chrono string. It vibrated gladly at her touch and cheerfully told her
that time was sending them in adirection away from home. Jenny coded in 97 fives, 2 threes, 131 twos,
19 ones and 23 zeros. The code string glowed with life asit bound

toiredity. Jenny guided it to the chrono string and braided it to spectrd redlity. Satisfied, shetriggered
the program.

The porta vanished abruptly, and the star lines stutter-stepped as the Rebound spell took hold. The
ship's spectrd direction was now mirrored. She'd doneit! They were going home!

Jenny looked fearfully at the two men, but they were still unconscious. She eased them quietly into Seep;
then cast aHaven spdll to keep them cam.

The comlink beeped.
"Centaur Space Control toBlue Scout. Acknowledge, please.”

"Hi!" Jenny said to nothing in particular. Fortunately, CSC was using Tak, so she didn't have to work the
comm pandl.

"Jenny!" cametherdieved voice. "Areyou al right? We see your ship isreturning. Did you need help?!

"Yes, please," she asked quietly. "Mr. Hutch and Mr. Vin are adeep right now. | can keep them like this
until we get back, but could an adult get on the ship and fly it?'

"That will not be aproblem, Jenny,” was the now cheerful voice. "Wewill have apilot rendezvous with
you infive hours, okay?'

"Okay."

"By the way, weredl proud of you here, Jenny. Y ou cast a successful Rebound spell. Y ou didn't get
discouraged; and most importantly, you treated Mr. Hutch and Mr. Vin properly by not hurting them or
inconveniencing them more than you had to. Y ou're quite ayoung lady."

"Thank you," Jenny replied, blushing. "Only it was Nick who redlly saved me. | just helped alittle.”



They said good-bye. She went to the pilot's chair and sat down, pulling her legs up. Jenny glanced over
the instruments, but they didn't make much sense.

After dl, shewasonly ten yearsold.

*k*

**k*

Considered an imaginary number,ican nonethel ess be proven to exist by association and inference. Its
existence is aso required becauseiis used to solve proven theoremsin our physical laws.

Sinceit exigts, logic dictates that it can be placed on aline relevant to other, real numbers. Y et it can't be
done. Counting toiwould be akin to pointing to last Wednesday-possible, but far beyond our
comprehension.

At leadt, far beyond the comprehension of homo Sapiens.

OutsideThelLines
Earth date: May 9, 3062

Centaur date: Marks Matrix: 70th Remembrance, Tier 4i, 395th Vibration of Chronostring 6947,
8amber8 T shading. (2nd redlity expression, smplified for linear cohesion to assist in non-homo Magicus
comprehension.)

"Y ou say good-byefirg."

"No, Nick," Jennifer Navarra shook her head, causing the vibrant zebra breeze to quiver and laugh
through her long, long, blonde hair. "'l said good-byefirst last time.”

"Uh-uh,” Nick replied in playful taunt, hiswarm, sparkling eyes putting afine shade of lilac over
everything in their acre of iredlity. "'l said good-byefirst last time."

"All right," Jenn laughed, dways enjoying their little Sign off dance. "Weéll do it together.”
"Okay. Y ou remember how to find mein the puterverse?'
"Yes" shesad, but added with apout. "1t won't be the same, though.”

"I know, but at least welll sorta be together then." Helifted her chin up and gently brushed her lipswith
his, making Jenn think of cold rushing water that shimmered through her soul, warming it with bright blue
fireand freshly picked apples. "And maybe you can get to their moon some weekend, and we can cast
together there."

"All ... All right," Jenn stammered. How much she missed him! She hugged him long and hard, then
stepped back. "One. . ."

"Two," Nick counted, waving asmall good-bye before raisng his dim, muscular aams over his head.

"Three," Jenn said, waving back. She closed her eyes and lifted her arms above her head, crossed them;
then brought them down, canceling theiredity spell.

She opened her eyes and saw only the bulkhead of her quarters, located on the eleventh deck of thelong



range passenger linerForever, onelight year from Earth and over six thousand light years from home.

She watched the air in front of her until the last vestige of her spell had faded. M ounted on the bulkhead
behind the now vanished portal was asmple picture of awiener dog floating in a space ship whilethe
people comicaly tried to corra it. Colored by her friend, Six year old Bobby Dietrich, it would probably
be considered awork of art by his mother; but it wasn't really al that good. What Jenn liked about it-in
addition to knowing that her mounting it made him very happy-was thet virtudly every color marking hed
made had drifted outside the lines of the drawing. She liked that he wasn't bothered by it. He even
thought it added to the drawing. She agreed with him. Asalittle girl growing up on Centaur's Heart, Jenn
had aways colored outside the lines. And asfar asthe way she was living now, well, she thought, that's
coloring outside the lines, too.

She was homesick but decisive. Ever since sheld been abducted by Terrans at the age of nine, only to be
rescued by Nick at the last moment, Jenn had felt a need to solve the Earth question.

Throughout the known galaxy, wherever humans had traveled, the use of Pentrinsic code had been a
boon. Similar to the Trinary code of the puterverse and the ancient binary code of millennia pat,
Pentring ¢ code was merdly the use of numbersto create programming. The only differenceswere
platform and potency. While binary and trinary code could program two-dimensional surfaces, such as
computer memory or the vast puterverse, the zeras, ones, two, threes, and fives of Pentrinsic code were
used to program three-dimensionda surfaces, what was commonly referred to asredlity.

Pentrinsic was available to everyone, provided the caster waswilling to take the years necessary to learn
the high mathematics and physica intricacies required. It had been that way for nearly two hundred years.
But with the birth of Kerri Marksin 2947, anew race of humans-home Magicus-was able to grasp and
use Pentringc code inherently.

Y et in the three centuries since the first use of Pentrinsic Code-or magic-it had never worked on Earth.
Jenn was determined to find out why and had agreed to this four-month journey back to mankind's
homeworld as her planet's Student Ambassador to explore the problem. It was a very exciting
opportunity-she would aso be attending the prestigious Ball Chasers University-but it came with aprice:
shewould most likely lose her own musing power once she arrived and while she remained on Earth. No
one knew for sure; ahomo Magicusbeing-or Marks, as others called her people-had never been to
Earth.

A gentle chiming and soft puff of sweet air pulled Jenn from her thoughts. Turning toward her nightstand,
she saw aviolet and red question mark shimmering in the holomist.

"Yes?' sheinquired quietly.

"Miss Navarra? Thisis Lieutenant Friedman, the ship's navigator. The Captain sends his compliments and
requests your presence on the bridge.”

"Yes, of course, Lieutenant,” Jenn answered, feding the excitement of chalenge stirring insgde her. "I'll be
thereimmediately.” She shifted her hands, thought of the find seventeen and athird digits of pi, and
programmed in seven fives, three twos and zero. A circle of void opened in front of her and the Teleport
Spell was .

"Uh...If you don't mind, Miss Navarra," the navigator sounded painfully apologetic, "the Captain
requests you come through the recreation sphere and use the dediscs.”

"Oh," Jenn sad, alittle surprised. "Yes, certainly. I'll be there in about ten minutes then.”



"Very good, and thank you, maam.”

That seemed odd, Jenn thought as she canceled the spell. Why would the Captain not want her to
teleport? No matter, she shrugged. He's the Captain and I'm the passenger. She ran her hands down her
loose wrap, and it became less trand ucent and more clingy. Opening the door to her cabin, she stepped
off theledge and into the air, ninety meters above the surface of the entertainment sphere.

A massive sphere made of aigned titanium around which the ship was built-it was 150 metersin
diameter, and its entire interior surface was covered with al the pleasures of entertainment. From musical
performancesto animd riding to free-fall swimming spheresto gambling tables (from which shed
understandably been excluded), it was dl the long-distance traveler could hope for to while avay the
weeks and months of traveling thousands of light years. It had certainly helped her alot. Though she
spent much of her time with the crew and D'Kint, the ship's muser, she was also known for her
hours-long swims.

Asaways-as required by design-there was no gravity insde the sphere, but Jenn still used Flight to move
about. The other passengers required either small gravity thrusters or strong legs and good aim, and she
amost pitied them their helplessness. A few knew the Flight spell, but no one could approach her grace
and ease with magic.

As shefloated quietly acrossthe upper portion of the sphere, many eyesturned toward her. Of the five
hundred and eighty passengers on board theForever , she was the only Marks, making her adifferent
and pleasant sght, even after four months. Jenn was thin by human standards; one and haf meterstall
and massing ameager thirty-five kilos. Childlike in gppearance, despite being a grown woman, shehad a
dight build, looked only moderately matured, and she had thin, eegant limbs. Her shimmering blonde hair
wastied back into aflowing ponytail that reached below her waist. She had been compared to the elves
of Terran mythology, save that her complexion was too dark and her eyes-which distinguished her race
more than anything-were bottomlesswells of coal black with specks of cobalt blue. It was said that the
only thing deeper than the eyes of aMarks was the depth of their gentleness and peace.

Many adults waved as she passed, while the children shouted their greetings. She waved back to each
and every one. Perhapsit was a misplaced sense of roydty, but Jenn had felt regally welcome here on
theForever. A curiosity at first since her people rarely moved off their three worlds in the Centaur
system, Jenn was quickly accepted and "promoted” to everyone's favorite passenger. Alwayswilling to
listen or help, she became amuch sought companion by everyone from Captain Millsto little Bobby,
who tried so hard to cast hisfirst spell, not quite understanding the difference between him and Jenn.

She arrived at the far end of the sphere and landed on the eledisc. The planed energy sheet flashed once
benegath her feet, then lifted her up elght decksto the Bridge. She stepped off, folded her handsin front of
her, and waited quietly to be addressed. It was not her place to disturb anyone.

Of courseit was D'Kint who noticed her first. Though his casting abilities were very limited compared to
Jenn's, his skill was hard earned over the years, and she respected him greatly as muser and friend. The
much older D'Kint, in turn, adored Jenn as adoting father does his daughter, feding akinship in her that
he was grateful she shared. He crossed the bridge, his smile broad and genuine.

"Hello, Jenny." D'Kint bowed and waved her forward through the large and active bridge. All around
her, stars extended into colorful lines asthe ship-her singularity drive still engaged-swegpt through space
many hundreds times the speed of light. TheForever could travel well over forty thousand times faster
than light, but was approaching the Sol system and had dowed considerably.

"Captain Mills? MissNavarraishere.”



At the sound of her name, severa headsturned, their faces lighting up with warm thoughts. Jenn felt
hersdf blushing at the kindness she felt. Though Marks people were not psychic, there were many
elements of redlity that stretched into iredity; emotion not being the least of them.

There came a darker tugging thought, and Jenn sensed afear to her right. Standing there was a group of
five people, uniformed in the Terran militia colors of gray and green. Sheld heard that Earth dways
required a presence on ships entering within two light years of the planet, but was unaware they'd come
on board. Perhapsit was for their comfort that Jenn had not teleported to the bridge. If that were so, she
would need to try to keep them at ease.

"Miss Navarral" the Captain's tone quickly washed over any tenson. "Thank you so much for coming
here. 1'd bow, but I'm required to keep my chair when entering the Junkyard.”

"Of course, Captain,” Jenn said in her quiet voice while bowing at thewaist. "It ismy honor to be here.
How may | serveyou?'

There came another ripple of fear and-and-something e se from the Terrans. Jenn wanted to look alittle
deeper, but the Captain was speaking.

"Aswe ta ked about earlier, we're entering the area known as the Hoboken Junkyard. Did you get a
chanceto read up on it?"

"Y es, Captain. TheHobokenwasthe first ever faster-than-light ship. It was launched over eight hundred
years ago in 2245; but due to damage incurred while going through the Sol system's asteroid field, the
ship imploded and exploded when it generated its ball, creating the Hoboken Junkyard just outside of
Puto'sorbit.”

"Perfect asaways," Captain Mills nodded, making Jenn blush again. "The Junkyard's been spreading
ever snce and for the past five hundred years, welve been helping it. Theideais, the bigger itis, the
thinner it is, and the less chance thereis of hitting apiece. And for the past two hundred years, every
ship'smuser isrequired to use his or her magic to hasten the spread. Commander D'Kint here has doneiit
eght timesinthelast three years.

"Only thing is, the Junkyard's too spread out for even musers to do much more than a couple pieces.
We're hoping you can use your inherent abilitiesto move alarger section.”

"l amonly toowilling to try, Captain.”
"Thank you, Miss Navarra." The Captain's voice sharpened dightly. "Helm! Position, course and speed.”

"We are on the primary ecliptic gpproach to Sol system, point eight light years out and dowed to 700
FTL, ar. WEll be reaching the Junkyard in less than five minutes."

"So about an hour to Pluto." Mills said. He nodded at the crystal clear hull in front of him. "Go toit,
DKint."

"Yes, gr." Winking at Jen, D'Kint moved to the open casting section forward of helm and navigation and
rased hisarms.

"Pax," heintoned, and the area glowed agentle red, the Haven spell keeping him focused and sending a
pleasant wave of well-being over the entire bridge.

"Midklyian bot hadina.



Moving his hands so they seemed a blur, Jenn watched in fascination as he dowly opened abreach
between redlities. His cagting was so very different than hers. Shefdt his straining and wanted to help but
knew their magics would not be compeatible. For magics to work for humans, mass was required. While
Marks people could use mass, it was not required. Nor wasit used in the same way, which wasthe
second lesson learned in kindergarten schoal, right after learning how to count toi.

Thiswas D'Kint's redlm, Jenn reminded herself. He knew what he was doing.

Five minutes later, it was obviousto al he knew what he was doing. Floating ahundred metersin front of
the ship was ahuge cube of yellow and white energy, held in place by the willpower of D'Kint. Though
he was nearing exhaustion, there was no doubt in anyone's mind that he was till in control.

"Bin doucku Lat!" he commanded; and in aslent explosion, the cube suddenly shattered into five shafts,
each stabbing out in different directions, each bolt assigned atarget of ancient and destroyed starship that
it would fling ever further out into space, thinning out the Hoboken Junkyard one more minuscule step
toward oblivion.

The bridge lighting dimmed, and D'Kint sagged back, utterly exhausted. Worried for her friend, Jenn
force-trangposed the sine wave for ultraviolet light, trisected the mantissa, decay coded €leven zeros, two
fives and seven twos, and instantly appeared at D'Kint's side. The BeThere spdll didn't have the range of
Teleport, but it worked much faster. She pulled up a cushion of soft air under him and cast a Restore
spell, keeping it limited to just him. His body glowed agentle pink.

D'Kint blinked a couple times and looked up at Jen. Seeing the concern on her face, he smiled.
"I'm fine, Jenny." he took a deep, surprised breeth. "Rather, I'm morethan fine! | fed | could cast again.”
Jenn laughed, "1 wouldn't just yet, D'Kint. Y ou cast a marvelous spell, but you need to rest now.”

"MissNavarral" the razor edged tone came from the el dest of thefive Terrans, aman with adeep red
face and most rigid posture. He was staring at her with anger and hatred. Hatred? No, that could not be
right, Jenn thought. Still, he was clearly upset.

Startled that her actions had caused such disapproval, Jenn crossed over to the man and bowed deeply.

"| gpologizefor causing you anger, Sr," she said contritely whilelooking at hisfeet. "1 wasn't aware that
seeing magicsdisturbed Terrans.”

"Y ou don' frighten me, Miss Navarra," he replied, taken somewhat off guard by her meekness. "'l just
don't want you foolishly wasting your energiesflitting about the bridge and performing minor medicdl . . ."

"That will be enough, Mgor Datsko,” Captain Millswas polite but firm. "Y ou're scaring Miss Navarra”

And he was, too. Jenn had no idea where the mgjor's anger was coming from, but it was clear from the
burning on her back and the sour touch in her mind at whom it was aimed. Perhaps, she thought, | could
gill make amends.

"I-I'm sorry, Mgjor," she ssammered out. "I did not mean to misead or offend. My spells do not require
energy. Please, dlow meto repay you for my rudeness.”

"Just do your job," he replied gruffly, dightly mallified by her acquiescence and substantiadly put off by her
frail will.

"Of course, Sr."



Jenn straightened and looked to Captain Mills.
"If I may have the caster's circle, Captain?"

"Of course, MissNavarra," Captain Mills voice again washed away the tension and made her fed safe
and cared for. She admired him for his ability to not disown hisintense and darker emotions but rather to
use them only as needed, al the while showing and encouraging his gentle, fatherly side.

Jenn walked to the caster's circle, brushing her hand dong D'Kint's arm as he made hisway dowly to the
Captain's sde. Standing in the center, she took a deep breath and thought about how white her sun's star
was and what that whiteness would do to the manmade singularity that pulled theForever through space
at incredible speeds.

"Captain!" Jenn heard the pilot call out behind her, "we just dropped to 600 FTL!"

"What's the ball mass and position?' Captain Mills said. Jenn fet his mind sharpening at the unexpected
chalenge. Good, she thought. Once he understands I'm attaching my code to the singularity, helll cadm the
others.

"Ball mass and position is unchanged at forty-five point oh oh one six percent mass and two point one Six
eight eight five metersforward of the bows."

Understanding came quickly.

"Very wdl," Captain Millssaid camly. "Miss Navarraisusng the extraenergy. Maintain mass and
position and continue monitoring speed.”

"Aye, aye dr."
"Pax," Jenn said quietly, casting aHaven spdll.

A gust of ar and light burst from her, spreading through the entire length of the 500 meter long ship,
coating every living thing with the gossamer touch of peace. Even the Terrans found themselves relaxing
and thinking camer thoughts.

Jenn noted the center of the ship, the center of the singularity and the center of the Hoboken Junkyard.
Two glimmers appeared waist high in front of her. As shefound each center, the glimmersincreased in
size and activity. When thefind center had been digned dong theiaxis, sheinserted ahand into each
glimmer, pushing them in up to her dbows. Somewhere insde was the absolutely right chronostring.

She began plucking each of the strings, causing agentle wash of music, color and scent to ripple through
the ship. Without discernible source, the sensations would be very confusing to humans, so an anchoring
spell was required to keep the five redlity senses calmed: hence the Haven spell.

"550 FTL and dropping,” the pilot called out from agreet, great distance.

Far sooner than she expected, Jenn found the correct string. She plucked it tentatively. It didn't make the
sound color she was expecting, so she plucked it again. It till wasn't what she was expecting, yet it
seemed right. And iniredity, she knew, whatseemsiswhawas.

Her facelit up suddenly. Of course! As happened too often, assumption had led her astray. Aswise and
kind as the humans were, they had been trying to answer the wrong question for five centuries. She
opened her eyes.



"Captain?' Jenn asked doud, ill with gentle tone but now aso with a confidence and strength long
hidden. Those watching were coming to the realization that she wasin her dement now, and it wasa
thing they could never comprehend.

"Yes, MissNavarra?' hisvoice was much closer to her than the pilot's had been, for Captain Millswasa
well-centered man.

"| fear | must undo some of my peers efforts so that | may better serve you and Earth. Am | permitted?’
"No!" camethe brittle answer.

"Yes" camethefirm answer, Captain Millsingtantly canceling out the hollow authority of Mgor Datsko.
"Thank you, Captain."

She turned to Mg or Datsko, and the immeasurable depths of her eyesfroze him in position. The
obsidian drew him into her and reveaed to him her concern and gentleness while the blue specks gently
demonstrated her power and understanding to accomplish what she wished.

"Do not worry or be concerned, Maor," Jenn reassured. "l have the correct string now, and | can sense
the answer so vividly. No offense, kind D'Kint."

D'Kint chuckled. Here she stood, thirty years hisjunior, yet many centuries his superior; and she wanted
hisblessing.

"None taken, Jenny," he replied. "Now go to work and do your people proud.” He paused, curious,
"What are you going to do?'

Jenn gaveaplayful giggle.
"I'm going to color outsde the lines."

Jenn turned forward again, closed her eyes and began programming. Fifty-three ones, twenty-three
zeros, thirty-seven twos, even threes and thirteen fives.

"400 FTL and dropping.”

Sixty-one zeros, two fives, twenty-three twos, twenty-three threes. . .

"200 FTL and dropping.”

Seventeen zeros, Sixty-seven twos, asingle one, nineteen fives. . .

"100FTL ...50FTL...30...20....Captan, were approaching ball destabilization threshold!"
"Maintain bal massand position,” the Captain's voice was as solid as time-mounted granite.
Thirty-one threes, twenty-nine fives, forty-seven twos, seventy-three zeros, ninety-oneones. . . .

"Aye, Sr. 12FTL ... 11.2FTL ... NINE FTL!" camethe pilot'sincredulous voice. According to the
laws of physics, it wasimpossibleto travel faster than the speed of light but lessthan 11.2 timesthe
gpeed of light. Universa congtants dictated an instant jump from the speed of light to 11.2 FTL.

"Four FTL ... TwoFTL ... Subspace. .. Captain,” came the awed voice of the pilot, "we aredead in



It was asurprise even for Captain Mills. "Ball mass and position!™ he barked.

"Unchanged," camethereply. "I-I don't know how, sir-well, | suppose | know how, but not exactly.” His
voice tapered off, and he stared at the smdl woman in front of him.

Jenn started building her matrix, pulling the chronostrings out and wrapping them around and in iredlity
until they began glowing brightly, spilling over into redity. The matrix needed to be 4283 by 29 by 113
by 8amber8 T shading by-and this was the hardest dimension-sixteen. It wastheintroduction of a
non-prime number that would cause Jenn the most strain.

Behind her, darms suddenly started screaming in protest.

"Incoming!" shouted the Sensor Officer from his ation.

"Locetion!" Mills ordered.

"All over, sr! Hundreds. . . No thousands of particles.”

"Size and speed?’

"Nothing larger than ameter, but thousands at just discernible size. The count isup to half amillion now."

Jenn began filling the matrix. Having established the when and how, she now needed to createa
temporadly null cohesveness.

1019 zeros, 3547 ones, 1373 twos, 2129, threes, 571 fives. . .
"Impact in five sec. . . Wait! There'sa change of course, Captain. One kilometerin frontof the bowd "

Captain Mills frowned and glanced a the Marks girl. No, woman, he reminded himsdlf. She wasfully
grown despite her size and appearance. Certainly Jenn knew that anything brought to the bowswould be
consumed utterly by the singularity of his ship. Startled at the thought, he shook his head in disbelief.

"She's collgpsing the Junkyard!™ he stated with complete and incredulous certainty. " Shels pulling it all
together in front of our bal to haveit suckedin."

4297 zeros, 3259 ones, 653 two, 4391 threes, 3301 fives. . .

And s0 shewas. But then it became gpparent that the collecting mass wasn't being immediately sucked
in. Every person on the bridge turned in wonder to watch the impossible take place.

4261 zeros, 7369 ones, 5591 twos, 1297 threes, 1009 fives. . .

Sowly but surdly, the crew and passengers of theForever watched as theHoboken, the first ever faster
than light ship made, was dowly rebuilt before their eyes. Itsked laid 819 years earlier in 2243, launched
in 2245 and destroyed only weekslater when it failed to contain the singularity it generated-a precious
piece of mankind's past was coming to life again.

5701 zeros, 23 ones, 6791 twos, 4001 threes, 3011 fives. ..

"Sensorsto maximum!™ Mills suddenly shouted, breaking the eerie sllence that had transfixed the crew.
"Scan every millimeter of that ship!™

7741 zeros, 2767 ones, 7919 twos, 4931 threes, 3469 fives. . .



The ship lay completely reconstructed before them now, floating on an even ked, undamaged. It seemed
poised, asif eager to generate abal and erase forever its doomed placein history.

7883 zeros, 7883 ones, 7883 twos, 788. . .

Jenn opened her eyes, startled. The ship was undamaged! That wasn't right. It had sustained damage
going through the asteroid field, eight days before generating the ball. And she was bringing it back from
the time only one day beforeits destruction, afull week after traversing the asteroid field. So where was
the damage?

Looking deeper into the ship, she sensed a presence-dark, evil and cold. It sickened her to her ssomach,
and shefdt it lashing out toward her. Even asit did, sheredized it was both dien and harmless. dien
because it was from the puterverse; harmless because it was merdly aghogt. It howled in fury and
frugtration a being discovered, but it dso howled in futility. Though its existence was blurred to her
because of its use of Pseudo Trinary Code, she could still seeit had cometo itsjust end, and existed no
more.

So theHobokenhad been murdered, Jenn thought. Why or by whom she had no idea. She could have
delved deeper and perhaps found the answer, but it was not her place to reved thiskind of Terran
history. The entity's ghost would have to go back to where it belonged-lost in time, warped by myth and
destroyed by stories untold.

"Captain, if you arefinished with your scans, | must release the ship to your singularity.” Though il
strong of voice, Jenn was clearly tiring.

Captain Mills glanced at his Sensor Officer, who nodded his head. "Whenever you are ready, Miss
Navarra. And Jenn?' Jenn's attention caught at his unexpected use of her first name.

"Yes, Captain?'
"Thank you for letting us see this™
She blushed and dipped her head dightly, embarrassed, "Y ou are welcome, Captain.”

Spreading her arms, the two rifts opened wide, joining into one porta that throbbed with light. To the
crew, it was an astounding sight of colored lines, pulsing strings and heart slopping music. Painful to
watch, it was adso compdlling, and their attention was pulled from theHobokento the porta. Shielding his
eyesbut till garing into the place Marks people called iredity, Captain Mills saw what it wasto color
outsdethelines.

7883 fives. .. 4243 fives. .. 1913 fives. .. 239fives.. .47 fives. . . thirteenfives. ..

The porta was now blinding as the chronostrings religned, and Jenn directed impossibility to its proper

place while dlowing certainty to once again flow unimpeded. Seven fives. . . twofives. .. zerofives. ..
i.

The porta vanished and insde the caster's circle, looking tired but calm, was Jenn. She smiled quietly at

the Captain while D'’Kint went to her sdeto assst her as she had him.

Captain Mills smiled back at her, then lifted his eyes. TheForever was back at 700 FTL. TheHoboken
was gone and with it, the Junkyard its destruction had created--all swallowed by his ship's singularity the
instant Jenn had dropped her spell.



Though itsfate had been the same, Captain Mills somehow felt theHobokenrested peacefully now. It had
been brought up from itsgrave in history, shown to dl afind timeto be aship of worth, then lovingly
re-interred in a place where memories and the past did not match, where order was an idle amusement
for apeoplethat lived there at will. Outside history. Outside redlity.

Outsdethelines.

The Cheat
Earth date: May 23, 3062

Centaur date: Marks Matrix: 70th Remembrance, Tier 4i, 393rd Vibration of Chronostring 6947;
9amber8 D shading. (2nd redlity expression, amplified for linear cohesion to assst in non-homo
Magicuscomprehension.)

Going.

Bringing every last shred of concentration to bear, Jennifer Navarra shoved with al her strength againgt
the shimmering wall of nothing thet floated in front of her.

Sowly, asthough mired in hardening mud, her hands entered the rift between redlities. For an instant
only, Jenn felt the relief of magic course through her being, dropping the weight from her overheated
body and the blinders from her senses. It was a glorious moment.

There came a sudden pop of scorched yellow flower petds. With acry, Jenn ssumbled against her
cabin's bulkhead astherift that she'd been pressing against vanished.

The growing frudtration of the past dayswas athing Jenn could fed clinging to her small, childlike body,
making her want to congtantly wash. When the deep space passenger liner Forever had entered the Sol
system two weeks earlier, Jenn had begun fedling lackluster and heavy. The ship's doctor couldn't find
anything wrong with her, but she could fed her connection to iredity dipping. By thetime the ship had
swung over to the Uranian moon Mirandato drop off ahundred or so passengers and pick up another
two hundred transferring from other vessasfor aquick trip to Jupiter, Jenn was having difficulty with her
more complicated spdlls.

She left theForever while it was vacuum docked halfway between Jupiter and Uranus. As adeep space
vessd, the gravity variances of planets were undesirable when entire bulkheads were used for living and
working areas and no thought was given to natura gravity. It was atearful good-bye, for Jenn had made
many friends during her four month, 6500 light year voyage. She transferred over to the system cruise
shipMany Moonsand had remained in her cabin most of the time, scared of new people and her waning
perceptions and abilities.

At Jupiter'smoon lo, she still had her smple healing and communications spells-it wasthelast time she
gpoke to Nick back on Centaur's Heart-and could muster Flight. But everything €lse was denied her.

It was after they crossed inside the asteroid field that even her smple magics began failing badly, and she
started to fed depressed. She knew sheld lose her Pentringic coding abilities, commonly caled magic, on
Earth. And it was probably for the better that it had been a gradual 1oss as they went deeper and deeper
into the Sol system. But what she'd known in her head she hadn't felt with her heart, and now wasthe
time of bitter redization.



They passed by Marswithout stopping. Mars had been the site of ahorrifying war many centuries earlier,
and it remained abandoned to thisday. From there they quickly traversed the millions of kilometers. Now
Many Moonswas in orbit around Earth's moon, and Jenn's powers were al but gone.

She picked hersalf up from the floor, sat on her bed, and cried. It was a gentle weeping, the weeping of
lost love, of unimagined hardship, of failing confidence. Her small body-adight meter and hdf tal and
even dighter thirty-five kilos-trembled with sorrow.

It was an hour until she disembarked to the shuttle that would take her down to Earth, and she spent
most of it crying. Her impossibly deep black eyes, flecked with cobalt blue, had never shed in her life as
many tears as they shed now.

But it helped immensely. The ten-minute call to disembark sounded over the atmospeakers, and Jenn felt
something awaken lifeingde her. Terranslived thisway al thetime, she thought, ignorant of the joy of
living in two redlities. Y et they not only survived, they flourished. Couldn't she take from their example
and aso struggle through? She sniffed and rose to her feet. She doubled up her flowing, waist-length hair
and pinned it up around her shoulders; then gathered the remainder of her possessions.

Y es, she could. Though thefind vestige of iredity was burning out inside her soul, she would not only
endure, she would learn from the very people she came to help and continue on cheerfully. Her desireto
help bring magic to Earth-to its people-redoubled, and her earlier confidence returned.

The door toned that the porter had come for her things. Shelet himin, smiling.

"If you're ready, maam," he said, stepping in without a second thought and picking up her bags, not even
glancing at her, "I'll take these to the shuttle now.”

"Thank you," shereplied, folding her handsin front of her waist. "Oh! If | may, I'd like to take my
shoulder bag with me, please?’

"Certainly," hereplied, picking it off thetop. " Hereyou. . ."
Their eyes made contact, and the man jerked back suddenly.
"Areyou dl right, kid?' he said, unable to tear his gaze away from her eyes. "Where are your parents?”

"My ... my parents?' Jenn asked, surprised. Understanding that he hadn't been told shewas aMarks
made her suddenly smile. "I'm sorry. | don't mean to be rude. No, I'm traveling by mysdif.”

"Ain't you kindayoung?' he asked doubtfully, handing her the shoulder bag with a cautious hand. "And
what'swith your eyes?'

"I'm twenty-two yearsold. No, redly,” she said at hisfrank disbelief. "I'm from Centaur's Heart. My eyes
are like this because I'm a second generationhomo Magi cushumean.”

"Awha?'

"Ahomo Ma. . .aMarks."

Hislook drifted from frank to blank to cool.
"You'reaChest, hun?'

The sound of the word made her flinch. Whether intended or not, it had an abrasive fed that matched
perfectly with its definition. Why he had used it, though, Jenn didn't know but was eager to explain.



"Oh, no!" she said, raising her hand to reassure him. But he just turned on her and carried her luggage out
the door.

Unsettled, Jenn waited another minute to calm her emotions and let him get to the eledisc. Wasthisthe
way it was going to be, then? That seemed unlikely, she decided. The people on theForever had been
wonderful companions and friends. Curious, certainly, and full of polite questions about whet it waslike
to be born with the ability to cast Pentrinsic code, but sheld been as curious about them and the way they
viewed life and redity. And the few actudly from Earth had seemed as pleasant asthe others. Yes, this
wasasngleincident triggered by aman not fully aware of outer planet civilizations. And that certainly
wan't hisfault.

She gathered hersdf and | eft the cabin, feging much better and pushing down the tiny thought that
reminded her that Terrans who traveled deep space were probably different than Terrans who had never
ever seen magic.

**k*

Gone.

The shuttle was dowly descending to the Lake Michigan space port; and with itsentry into Earth's
atmosphere, Jenn felt the last vestige of her link to iredity vanish. She smiled dightly, partly from relief
that the trangition wasfindly over, partly from satisfaction with herself for wegthering the change. From
this point on, she knew what it was like for everyone €l se on mankind's home planet.

Did she dill have her math, though? Shetried to envison an inverted singularity and the resulting
chronowarp. She then applied the plane generated by taking the seventh angle cosecant of atrisected
cone that had been created from afive dimensiondly rotated equilatera right triangle-impossible without
awareness of ireality mathematics-and then combined the resulting geometric paradox to the chronowarp.
She then programmed in 13 zeros, 31 ones, 7 twos, 7 threes, and 2 fives.

The mathematical result-a blinding white plane with no thickness that collgpsed in on a green-scented
hemisphere containing pure water-was firmly seen in her mind's eye. But the physica result-an instant
teleportation of the shuittle to the spaceport-did not occur.

She sighed quietly to herself and curled up in her segt. At least she had the math and programming skills,
just no way to execute the codein redlity. It could have been worse. A lot worse. There was atheory
floating around the second generation Marks people that Pentrinsc code would work, but with
unpredictable, disastrous effects. Since that wasn't the case, she could start at zero, instead of having to
dig hersdf up to zerofirs.

The shuttle antigravity thrusters degpened in pitch, and it dowed down abruptly. Fedling queasy because
of the unaccustomed changesin velocity, Jenn sat up straight and looked out the window.

The ship dipped below thefina cloud cover and she gasped. So beautiful! Blue, blue water sparkled
benegath her. In the distance she could make out a shore and a gleaming city. She'd studied up on her
Earth geography over the past months and was able to determine that it was the city-state of Chicago.
With nearly two hundred thousand people, it was the western hemispheresfifth largest city. Centuries
ago, before the war with Mars and the mass emigration of Earth's population to other planets, Chicago
had had over two million souls. Earth now had about one billion people. One billion! Though afraction of
the number Earth's population had once been, to Jenn abillion was il an incredible number compared
to the Centaur system's population of ninety thousand.

The shuttle settled into the water, throwing up steam for hundreds of meters, and began docking
procedures. Jenn stood up and smoothed her blue, ankle length jumper down around her legs, then



adjusted her shimmering yellow body wrap about her waist and shoulders. She felt alittle wobbly asthe
gravity was about ten percent greater than the gravity training theMany Moonshad used. And it was a
third again as much astheForever stayed at the final two weeks of the voyage. Findly, there was no
Feather, Hight, or Little G spell to take mass off. Still, since she didn't mass much to begin with, shewas
comfortable enough.

The other passengers began gathering their carry on luggage. A woman with deep red hair, brilliant green
eyes and an athletic ook to her reached above Jenn to the overhead compartment and pulled down her
own bag. It jingled its ddlight to see her and settled down on a cushion of air beside her inthelarge
gpacious center portion of the shuttle. The woman looked at her and grinned.

"Need meto get your bag?'

Jenn smiled and nodded appreciatively. "Thank you, yes. It's the transcloth shoulder bag.” Jenn looked
up to the compartment and whistled quietly toiit. It chirped back, and let the woman take hold of it.

"Here you go. Guessthe Terran shuttles aren't made for runtslike you." Her smile took out any offense.
"Youre Marks, aren't you?"

"Yes" Jenn replied, happy to see such friendliness. "My nameis Jennifer Navarra™ She bowed deeply at
thewaist. "Please, cal me Jenn. Areyou Terran?'

"Nah," the woman replied with alaugh. "I'm Nojuran. That kinda makes us planet buds, huh?

"Planet buds?' Jenn repested hesitantly. They were now filing out of the shuttle and making their way to
the gravity bound hov that would take them to shore. "That sounds nice, but what doesit mean?"

"That means your people and mine fought together in the Six Planets War. Well, not your people exactly,
but Marks people are dl like your race's founder, Kerri Mark. She saved my people ahundred times
over inthewar. So we're planet buddies.”

"Oh! I think | understand,” Jenn said with abright smile. "Wéll, | am honored to have you as afriend,
Miss. . . "Jenn blushed. "Forgive me."

"Willow. Willow Minshen."
"Then | am honored, Miss Minshen. If thereisanything | can do to help or aid you, you've but to ask."

"Cal meWillow. Thanks, Jenn. I'd heard that about your people. Always ready to jump in and help. Just
like Generd Marks.™"

"She goes by Kerri now," Jenn corrected quietly. " She prefersto not look on the past tragedies but
instead prepare. . . "

"Hey! Cheat!" avoice snapped behind her. Looking around to see who was upset with whom and why,
Jenn was shocked to see atdl, thin man with blonde hair and angry blue eyes|ooking at her.

"l ... I'msorry?" Jenn stuttered out, feeling her ears burning red.

"Moveit, kid! Hov leavesin five minutes!" Behind him, severad other people were aso looking at Jenn
with anger. Willow reached out and pushed the man in the shoulder, making him stagger back two steps,
wincing. Nojura had amuch higher gravity than any planet settled by humans, and Nojuran humans were
sgnificantly stronger because of it.



"Lay off her, jerk!" Willow snapped. The man seemed surprised to see Jenn was with someone and
backed off, grumbling under his breath. Jenn couldn't make out hiswords, but his movements and
scathing look told her everything.

"I'm sorry, gir," Jenn said, bowing humbly. "I didn't know that | was holding up . . ." Willow placed afirm
hand on her shoulder and guided her up the ramp.

"Y ou didn't do anything, Jenn. Don't worry about one brain-celled life forms. Heré's the hov now."

They embarked and went to the bows. The hov finished |oading passengers and luggage, then swung
away from the dock. It rose up five meters on acloud of antigravity and began moving quickly toward
the Chicago docks at the southern tip of the lake.

"So where you headin', Jenn?' Willow shouted over the rush of air as the hov sped dong at 200
kilometersan hour.

"I'm attending Ball Chasers University in Madison, Willow!" Jenn shouted back, her small voicedl but
whipped away by the wind. "Where are you going?'

"Chicago!" Willow ydled. She said something else, but Jenn couldn't hear it, o she began casting Listen.
She'd reached the coding for threes before she remembered and broke the spell. She looked up at
Willow, embarrassed, and saw the larger woman smiling playfully at her. She motioned toward atable on
the forward deck and they sat down. The sound shield instantly cut the outside noise by two-thirds.

"Gottaremember that magic doesn't work here, Jenn. | know," Willow shifted her hands dightly,
indicating the beginnings of the Recluse spell, aspell popular anong Nojurans. "l travel to Terra. . . Um,
Earth, acoupletimes every year, and | still forget every now and then. | only do smdll spells. Recluse,
Haven, stuff like that. And Free Spirit when I've been . . . ummm, too long without . . . " Willow laughed,
winking a Jenn knowingly. "Anyway, it bugs mewhen | can't cast on Earth. It must beredly hard on
you."

"I think it'sgoing to be," Jenn said honestly. "I am hopeful | can adjust, though. Perhaps distract mysdlf
with my studies. And when | begin making friends, I'm sure that will help.”

She looked at Willow, alittle anxious, hoping to see gpprova of her plansin her friends eyes. Shewas
disappointed.

"I hope that works, Jenn. | redlly do. But | gottatdl you, Terransare. . . different. They're aso pretty
stuffy about magic. | don't think . . . . Well, let'sjust say you've got your work cut out for you. Besides,"
Willow added with a cheerful grin, "any woman brave enough to come here by hersdf al the way from
Centaur can handle this bunch with no problem!™

Jenn didn't prefer to think of building relationshipswith Terransas"handling” them, but she picked up on
Willow'sintent. Nojurans were ahardy and hearty people, strong in body, mind and opinion. Their
planet-dmost dmost entirely water-was a place of isolated idands and isolated humans. Their towns
rarely populated more than one hundred, and they preferred it that way. They lived in smdl groupsor in
utter solitude, but they gave away friendships quickly and stuck to them. Their only dangeroustrait wasa
willingnessto resort to physical contact if insulted, annoyed, or betrayed. So a Nojuran friendship was
eadly accepted but serioudy taken. Jenn had heard Captain Mills of theForever once remark that if ever
they logt their singularity drive, hed only haveto "piss off aNojuran and held have enough energy to
travel athousand light years." A trifle crude, perhaps, but apt.

"Thank you, Willow. | can only hopeto do well. It would be a disappointment to return to Centaur in



falure"

"Geez!" Willow laughed. "Lighten up, dready. Y ou haveto start enjoying life now. How old are you?
Twenty? Twenty-two?"

"Y es. Twenty-two. How did you-"

"Hey, we're only athousand light years apart, remember. Two weeks. One, if you go by private yacht.
I've been to Centaur's Heart a couple times. And you guys are dways poppin' in a Nojura. And we pay
attention to our friends. Besides, you're the only generation of Marks so far with the size and eyes.™

"That'strue," Jenn replied, impressed and honored to be so well known. "After Kerri Marks and the first
generation settled Centaur in 3039, al of us born there took on these festures. Even the original settlers
started drifting toward our race's generd physique, though my parents are much taller than me.”

"How come?' Willow asked.

"Mainly because thisisthe best way to exist in both spectrd redlity and iredity,” Jenn said smply. "In
much the same way the human form looks so different when accessed into the puterverse, so our forms
look different when accessed into iredlity.”

"Doesthat mean while you're on Earth you'll revert back?"

"No," Jenn said hestantly, reviewing the math, knowing the answer but alittle doubtful. "Thisishow |
was born, so thisismy red physical form in both redlities. That I'm cut off from iredlity won't change
that," she sighed. "I'm going to dearly missit, though! | thought 1'd be able to have some access on Luna,
Earth'smoon. | tried my magics while out there, and | must be outside their fifth planet, Jup ... dup..."

"Jupiter.”
"Y es, Jupiter to gain any real access. It'll be lonely without Nick."
"Nick?'

"My boyfriend." Jenn couldn't believe how easy it wasto open up to Willow. A common Nojuran trait;
an easy way with people, unlessriled.

"Ah." Willow looked asif she were about to ask an extremely personal question but politely refrained, for
which Jenn was grateful. She was afraid sheld probably answer, which would be completely
embarrassng.

They passed the remainder of the thirty-minute trip chatting and enjoying each other's company. Jenn
knew she should probably talk to other people-she was certainly getting enough looks passed her
way-but Willow was so engaging and so familiar thet the trip finished in no time, and the hov was gently
bumping against the Chicago dock, the ramp extended down.

"Well, kid," Willow said, standing and stretching. Willow was not too old hersdlf-thirty six-but far more
experienced in far morethings. "Thisismy stop. I'll be here for a couple months, so give meaholler
when you want to chat or need me to come up and 'explain’ things to any troublemakersyou runinto.”
She reached down and unashamedly picked Jenn up and give her ahuge hug. Willow then set her down,
making Jenn give out asmall umph! and kissed her on the forehead, under her bangs. Jenn knew the
Nojuran Kiss of Trust meant Willow had committed her friendship to her.

Willow remained bent over. A little shy but determined, Jenn stood on tiptoe and kissed her on the



forehead in return. Willow straightened, abig grin on her face.

"There!” Willow said, "we'rerea pasnow. Y ou take care, Jenn." She snapped her fingers. Her bag gave
out acheerful yip and began following her down the ramp. Willow gave afind wave, then disgppeared
into the milling crowd.

**k*

Thirty minutes|later the offloading scene was repeating itsdlf, only thistime with Jenn getting off in
Milwaukee. Sheéld had her own luggage sent ahead to the BCU dormitory where shewasto live, so she
had only her shoulder bag. The trip from Chicago had been quick and quiet. It being the last stop,
everyone was getting ready to exit, so she ill hadn't spoken to anyone.

That was about to change, though. At the bottom of the hov's ramp, she followed the soft white mist that
formed a corridor leading to Customs. There were fewer than a dozen non-Sol citizens, so the linewas
short. Jenn quietly took her placein line and waited.

"Areyou aCheat?'

Jenn turned to the smal voice behind her and saw a mother with two little boys. The younger wasan
infant and in the woman's arms, but the older was standing and staring at Jenn.

Wanting to answer, but uncertain how to go about it, Jenn struggled for the words.
"I'm not sure," she said findly. "Where | come from, we're caled Marks. What's a Cheat?'
"A Cheat," the boy replied with utter certainty, "isalittle person with black eyes who does scary stuff.”

Shocked, Jenn could only stand there, numbed, as the boy skipped along in his description, proud to
show off what he knew while having no idea how much hiswords hurt.

"Mom saysthat Chests break the rules, an' they can change stuff and make it different usng magic. An' if
you're not agood kid, then a Cheat will sneak into your room and change you an' then you gotta be quiet
and spooky like them an' then if you're still not good, abuncha Cheats will come and cast aspell on your
Mom and Dad and little brother an’ then if you'restill real bad, you get turned into a Wiener dog.” The
boy winked at Jenn. " That's how come there's Wiener dogs on dl the planets. 'Causeit'sredly lotsabad
kidswho got turned into Wiener dogs by Chests."

"HEY! MISS"

Jenn jumped, redizing it was her turn to pass through Customs. Her eyesweretear filled, and she had to
be asked twiceto hold ill for aretinal id scan.

"Kid," the officid said. " ou gotta take the color out of your eyes."

"What?' Jenn choked out.

"Mdam?"' The officid spoke to the woman behind Jenn.

"y e

"Tell your daughter to uncolor her eyes." He shook his head. "Teensand their crazy ... "

"She's not my daughter, officer." Both officia and woman looked at Jenn, who was nowhere near as
gmall asshewished shewas.



“I...1...I'mby mysdf,” shesad inasmdl voice. "I'maMarks. From . . . From Centaur's Heart. This
isthe natural color of my eyes."

"Geez!" the officid snorted, pulling out atabinal and tossing it on thetablein front of him. He waited,
daring at Jenn.

"Wdl?'
"Ummm..."

"Ligten! If you're going to travel around, you gotta know therules," he barked. "Understand?’
"No," Jenn'svoice was dl but gone.

"Not too bright, huh?' he said in exasperation. Behind her, Jenn felt the line becoming restless. "Cheats
can't get retina scans. Y our eyes are too weird. An' your DNA ain't on anyone's records, so we gotta go
withthe old print verification.”

He said nothing more, so Jenn hesitantly put her hand on the tabind. It scanned once, then went dormant.
"Both handd™

Her breath camein little bursts and her shoulders began to heave, yet Jenn obeyed. She then had the
tabind yanked out from under her by the impatient officia. Jenn forced hersdf to dow her breathing. She
ran her palm over both eyes, wiping away the tears. She could fix things. She could.

"What else can | doto help you, Sir?' Jenn asked in awavery voice.

"Just stand there," he replied gruffly, then lifted his eyesto the people behind her. "Sorry folks, but thisis
going to take five minutes. | gotta specia case of id here.”" He held up his hands at their groans. "Don't
blame me! With norma people, thisonly takes twenty seconds.”

It was a horrific five minutes for Jenn. She turned back to gpologize; then just as quickly, turned away
upon seeing on their faces there would be no reconciliation. Why? she thought. Why doesit matter? Yes,
I'm different, but I'm not bad. My people are known for gentleness and kindness. Why don't they see
that? Isit because I'm only half aperson without my connection to iredlity? Does that make them only
half-people, too?

Jenn blushed at the unbidden insult sheldd thought and tried to think of Nick and the comforting words he
would tell her when they met later in the puterverse.

Findly the five minutes passed, and with agrudging nod, the officid let her through. He gave no more
indication that Jenn even existed, for which Jenn was both grateful and hurt. Wiping her eyesafind time,
Jenn passed through the sentry barrier.

"Hey!" thelittle boy shouted after her. "Y ou didn't say if you was a Chegt or not!"

"Of course sheis," hismother said in avoice loud enough to cut through Jenn's heart and soul. "Of course
she'saChest. Y ou can dwaystell by their rude behavior.”

The halway that led to the Madison shuttle was only fifty meterslong, but the shuttle had left before she
could sumble up the halway. She missedit.

She missed the next one, too.

**k*



Miranda's Hope
Earth date: September 1, 3062

Centaur date: Marks Matrix: 70th Remembrance, Tier 4i, 393rd Vibration of Chronostring 7283;
6orangel Y shading. (2nd redity expression, smplified for linear cohesion to assst inhomo Sapiens
comprehension.)

Thrashing, clutching, hot tendrils of solid red mist seized Jennifer Navarra. Every movement she madeto
pull free of onetendril allowed two more to wrap tightly around her. To one Side, dways just out of
reach, Nick was pleading with her, but she couldn't understand him. And it wasn't Nick anyway, it was
Professor Ch'tin. But it wasn't her, it was Professor Gomez. But it wasn't him, it was Mary. But it wasn't
Mary, itwas. ..

With acry, Jenn lurched to one side and tumbled out of bed. Mary Powell, Jenn's roommate, rolled
restlesdly in the top bunk, but then settled into deeper deep, even her subconscious now used to Jenn's
nightmeares.

Swesting and near tears, Jenn pulled the maroon bed sheets free of her legs and pgama bottoms and
sagged againg the lower bunk. With trembling hands, she wiped the sweat from her forehead and calmed
hersdf. For humans, the time between awareness of the nightmare and the change to redity was brief.

For Jenn, though, it was adow process-about ten minutes every waking. Her only solace was the relief
the transition brought as her perceptions redligned, washing away the frustration and uncertainty.

Finaly morein spectra than dream reality, Jenn stood on shaky feet. Detecting conscious movement, the
night clock re-lit and sllently indicated it was 1:15 in the morning. Not that Jenn needed to betold; she
rarely dept more than four hours at atime. Sheld spent her wholelifein control of her deep and dreams.
The part of her that was dwayswrapped by and living iniredity never dept, Sncedegpwasa
component of physical redlity-or spectrd redity, as she knew it to be.

But for the three months sheld been on Earth, iredlity and magics were denied her; but the nightmares had
moved intofill thevoid iredity had |ft.

Knowing it would be at least thirty minutes before her mind and body could deep again, Jenn headed to
the kitchen. Each floor of the five-story dormitory had akitchen, and every floor aways had one girl that
couldn't deep. The other floorstook turnswith nighttime kitchen visitors, but Jenn wasthe third floor's
permanent kitchen "ghogt™.

Shewalked quietly down the dimly lit, carpeted corridor. Despite being awake because of bad dreams; it
wasthistime of night that she liked because she didn't look as different asthe othersin the low light.
Short, yes. And thin. At ameter and ahaf and thirty-three kilos, she could and often did passfor a
young teen, especidly with her physique: fully mature for aMarks woman but quite modest by Earth
standards. Her waist-length blond hair-braided by day out of respect for others sensibilities and rolled up
at night to keep it from getting tangled during her restless deep-only added to theillusion of childhood. In
truth, Jenn had celebrated her twenty-third birthday a month previoudy.

But the gloom hid her eyes from those who would be offended. Obsidian with cobalt flecks, Jenn had
seen the effect her eyes had on others. New acquaintances who wereinitidly friendly cooled quickly
when they identified Jenn asa " Cheat"-a member of thehomo Magi cusrace who had an innate ability to
program redlity using Pentringic code. Magic. But snce magic was usable everywhere in the galaxy
except Earth, Terrans had avery low opinion of those who used it. And Jenn and her people were the
living embodiment of magic.



Y et now in the smal hoursit was different. People who blatantly ignored or even rebuffed her by day
would tolerate and speak to her at night. It was atiny victory-this being accepted by Terrans-but one
Jenn would take. There'd been so few. And tomorrow marked a potentialy huge turning point in her
relationships with her classmates. For good or bad remained to be seen.

The kitchen was empty, but the cooling shelves were well stocked. Jenn picked up and set down a half
dozen different items, hungry but undecided. Shefinaly chose two bananas. Sheld never seen fruit like
bananas anywhere, though she wasfairly well traveled, and enjoyed esting them.

Relaxing in astudy pocket in the lower tier of the eating area, Jenn laid back and studied the stars that
glittered in the celling's holographic field. There were two floors above her, but the holo was so
convincing it seemed as though she were outside staring up into the near endless skies. Not as beautiful
asthe skies of her home planet, but stunning nonetheless.

She looked in the direction of her home, the Centaur system. It was impossible to see from 6500 light
years, but to her imagination it was the brightest star in the heavens. She pulled deeper inside hersalf and
could see Heart, Soul and Hoof, the three planets that shared a single orbit around Centaur. Heart was
her home, but Soul and Hoof looked just as beautiful. FHowing around the system, fifty million kilometers
further out, was the stupendous Mane, the asteroid field that shimmered and twinkled even in daylight.
Four monthsto get here and four monthsto get back, but not for another four years or longer. Maybe
much longer, and not until she had her Magtersin Singularity Theory and Engineering, and not until she
had solved the mystery of Earth's exclusion to magic.

"Log in thought?'

Jenn leaned her head farther back and saw her classmate Reginawalk into the kitchen area, alarge mug
in one hand. Of Jenn'sfifty-seven classmates, Regina Brock had the reputation of being the hardest
studying. She was often up late at night, refining her answers, expanding her knowledge, and drinking
coffee, each enough for five sudents.

"Yes" Jenn said quietly. "1 wasjust imagining what my home looked like right now."

Reginafilled her mug with coffee from the hot-food field and joined Jenn, Sitting on another study pocket.
The leather Sghed againgt her weight, and the internd grav bubbles quickly adjusted themselvesto
Reginas preference.

"Missit, don't you?"
"l do," Jenn replied smply, looking back up into the sky.

"Why don't you go back, Jenn?' Regina asked, with only the dightest of prodding in her voice. "You
don't need the degree. Not with al that you can do by cheating.”

Jenn said nothing, but her ears burned.

"I'm sorry," Reginaapologized. "That'snot fair. You can't hdp being . . . | mean, it'snot your fault . . . .
Damn! | can't get thisright." Shetook abreath. "I guess| think of you astrying to be one thing when
you're dready another. Sounds like you can already get agood job, doing . . . Y ou know."

"Yes, that'strue, Reging," Jenn agreed. "Marks people-my people-are dwaysin great demand around
the systems, especialy now that the first generation born on our planets has come of age. But as apeople
we don't want to be restricted to asingle capability. And for us, coding Pentringic is not so much what
wedo asit isan aspect of who we are. Magic isto uswhat strength isto Nojurans. Or inventivenessis



to Terrans.”

"l guess| never thought of it like that." Reginasaid dowly as she mulled over Jenn'swords. “That would
mean that when you're insulted or ignored because of your che, your magic, we'reinsulting you and not
what you can do."

"Yes," Jenn said in avoice so soft Reginamore felt the answer than heard it.

They remained quiet for severad minutes, sharing the sarlight. A shooting star raced across the sky,
chasing Uranus and Venus, which sat just above the western horizon. There was a soft Sigh of gravity as
Regina shifted hersdf closer to Jenn.

"Jenn, I'm sorry,” Reginawhispered. "1 . . . | didn't redize. It'sjust that the math has ways come so easy
for you. And you're dways so quiet and pleasant that it seemed like you were acting superior. That's
what we thought.”

"Why?" Jenn asked, Sartled at this sudden gift of revelation.

"Why?" Regina repested, "because you can domagic. Y ou can see other redlities. Jenn, you can do
things Terrans can't even dream about. Don't you understand how frugtrating that can be? And when we
see aperson like you who is so nice and sweet and quiet about it, it makes a person want to lash out.”

"I suppose I'd never thought of it that way, Regina. Asarace, we're quiet and willing to serve. It'sjust
our nature.”

"How come?"

"Partly it's because while we can program the redlities to do many different things, aggressive or harmful
spdIstear a our souls. One harmful spell can cost the caster-whether aMarks or ahomo Sapiens
muser-years of disturbed thoughts and painful memories.”

"l remember studying that during Gaactic History class," Reginasaid, taking aswallow of her coffee.
"The Sx Planets War of last century. There's so many wars that are happening around the gdlaxy that this
onewas just another dry event, despite the fact that it lasted for decades.”

"l understand, Reging," Jenn said. "The only reasonipay any atention to it is because Kerri Marks was
insrumental in winning thewar. | know Kerri, so the war ismuch closer to me.”

"She'sdill dive?' Reginaasked. "Wouldn't she be ahundred years old or something?”

"One hundred and fifteen next month." Jenn gave adow, infectious smile. "'l guessthat's later this month,
snceit's past midnight now. Theiredity isthat shell be fifty-four. In 3014, she cast an Over Again spdll
on hersdf as she dept and Sarted life over asasix-year old.”

"Y ou candothat??' Reginasaid increduloudy. "Y ou could live forever!™

"Not redly, Reging," Jenn replied. "The Over Again spell does regenerate your body, but it also
regenerates your mind. Although the essence of who you are-your soul-is unchanged, you lose nearly
everything. Memories, skillsand experiences are virtudly wiped clean. In Kerri's case, nothing could
have been better. No single person suffered more that she did from the use of aggressive spells. The
Over Again spdl gave her amuch needed-and much deserved-second chance.”

They fdl into Slence again, but Jenn could fed it wasawarmer, more friendly sllence. Findly, though
Jenn wanted it to go on, Reginaroused herself from stargazing. She stood and stretched, giving ayawn,



then looked down at Jenn.

"Well, gottafinish up in the puterverse and get to bed.” She yawned again. "Have to pack for the field trip
tomorrow." She gave aquick smile, one that made Jenn's heart trip. "I suppose you're all packed?’

"Ummmm..."

Reginalaughed, making Jenn think of Willow in Chicago. Now that she'd dropped her cautiousness,
Regina seemed alot like Jenn's Nojuran friend.

"Y ou're dways ready, Jenn. | didn't like that about you, but I'm changing my mind." She nudged Jenn's
chair with her foot. "Don't stay up too late, okay?"

Reginarefilled her cup at the warming field and left the kitchen, giving abehind-the-back wave to Jenn as
shedid.

Something ever so subtly had changed in Reginas manner, and Jenn sensed she had made anew friend.
Perhaps not a close friend. Maybe little more than an acquaintance that wouldn't look at her so coldly.

But it was asart.

**k*

"Welcome on board the bal chaserMahlon Sewart." The Captain's voice was friendly and enthusiadtic,
giving no hint whatsoever that this was the fortieth training flight he'd done in as many weeks. Despite his
graying hair and seamed face, his soul was as youthful as the students he was addressing. Jenn warmed
ingtantly to the man and hiskind, sinceretone. "My nameis Thomas Cadtillo, and I'm the Captain." He
glanced around at the eighteen students that comprised the Junior class of BCU's Advanced Singularity
Engineering Mahematics.

"How many are on aball chaser for thefirgt time?' He smiled as the mgority of hands went up. He
looked them over, dways glad to see the same excitement on their faces that he held in his heart. He
cameto Jenn, and hisface went ill.

"You are Marks?' hesaid in dishelief and ddlight. The other five officers and crew on the bridge turned at
the question, their faces stunned.

Jenn blushed and bowed, keeping her handsfolded at her walst.

"l am, Captain. My nameis Jennifer Navarra of Centaur's Heart. If thereisany way | can serveyou or
your crew, you have but to ask.”

Captain Castillo bowed in return. "Miss Navarra, | do have arequest or two. Since we keep Chief insgde
the Sol system for the most part, | don't have amuser on crew. | was, however, Captain for the deep
space explorer Galaxy's Edge and have had the honor of working with your people before. Oncewe are
outside of Jupiter'sorhit, I will call for your services" He straightened and aflicker of asmile cameto his
face. "l dso know something of Marks preferences. Y ou have my permission and invitation to wear your
hair down on board my ship.”

"Tha. .. Thank you, Captain." he reached up and undid the braids, letting her blonde hair fal in waves of
shining gossamer. Jenn couldn't believe the courtesy she was being extended. Shethen felt aflash of guilt
that she'd prejudged the Captain smply because he was Terran. Bigotry, she warned herself, was not
limited to one people and need not be apparent to till be ugly.

"We're about to put to, class," Captain Cadtillo's voice dipped into an ingructiona timbre. The norma



teacher-Professor Gomez for Jenn's class-alway's remained behind during the five day outing, and the
Captain had command of both crew and class. "WEell be following a parabolic course dong the celestia
northern hemisphere-Sol perspective-and arrive at the Mirandamoon scientific outpost in twelve hours.
May | ask why the roundabout course? Y es, Mr. Walters."

"Threereasons, Sr." Greg Waterswas atall, heavy young man with a defined attitude and well deserved
though annoying superior tone of voice. Jenn gppreciated his gift with mathematics and trans-system
navigationd theory, but had been told in no uncertain termshehad no liking for her.

"Firgt, the parabolic course dlowsfor the safest route, avoiding al intraplanetery routes and the asteroid
fidd. Second, since adirect path to Uranus would take us degper into the system and within ten million
kilometers of VVenus, the gravity variances are minimized with aparabolic route. Third, though the
distanceis more than twice further overal, peed restrictions are lifted once twenty million kilometers
abovethe Sol ecliptic, sothetrip is much faster.”

"Wl done. Y ou are correct, Mr. Wdters." Greg shot Jenn asnide look, asthough telling her hewas as
worthy of the Captain's attention as she. What Greg didn't understand was that Jenn agreed with him.

"And what are the fourth and fifth reasons?"

Greg's face froze and he looked back at the Captain. He was saved from further embarrassment by
having Mary Powers spesk up.

"A fourth reason would be for safety, Sr. In the event of an emergency it is safer for everyoneto have the
distressed ship outside the system, especidly the inner planets.”

"Excdlent! And thefina reason?' No answer came, and Jenn's ears started warming. She knew thefina
reason, but was terribly embarrassed. Please! she thought desperately, Don't! Not now, Captain! Please!

Captain Cadtillo noticed her discomfort and smiled dowly.
"| suppose four out of fiveisacceptable for afirst timetrip. Well stop there. Please, take your seats.”

Therear wall of the circular bridge was lined with two dozen gravity chairs, an unusud arrangement
without adoubt, but theMahlon Stewartwas an unusua ball chaser. The twelfth bal chaser by that
name, it had an unbroken eight-hundred-year-old commission, transferring from ship to ship, dating back
to the days of the man it honored. Chief Engineer of mankind'sfirst manned ball chaser, theHorizon, and
the man who coined the phrase "chasing the bal", Mahlon Stewart remained the epitome of ingenuity and
skill when taming the artificid black hole that pulled aship for countlesslight years at fantadtic velocity.

In that spirit to prepare future captains and crews of Earth's respected fleet, theMahlon Sewartwasa
customized training ship, the product of centuries of refinement in teaching the intricacies of space
navigetion.

"Helm," Captain Cadtillo ordered, taking his seat in the chair, "lay in astandard northern parabolic course
for Uranus. Timefor the Chief to stretch hislegs.”

"Chief, Captan?"

"Yes, Miss Brock. My crew and | call theMahlon Sewart'Chief', snce the man himsdlf wasthefirst
Chief Engineer for aball chaser. Both name and nickname date back hundreds of years.”

"SNP for Uranuslaidin, dr," the hdmsman called ouit.



"Very good. Engage fusion engines to 5000 kps."
" Speed five-thousand kilometers per second, aye, aye, Sir."

There came adeep hum from the ship, but there wasllittle other indication they had started movement.
Indeed, the crew continued moving about as though they were till in orbit. Jenn snuck aglance at her
classmates and suppressed a smile when she saw the disappointed ook on their faces. Captain Cadtillo
anticipated it aswell, for he swung around in hischair.

"Y ou're free to move about now. Sorry if we got your hopes up, but theresrealy not much to tell how
quickly were moving. It won't get much more impressive, ether, since were going parabolic and there's
nothing close enough to view. Still, | know everyone likes the sense of movement . . . " Heturned back
to helm. "Bring up port diplay. Lock on the Moon."

"Aye, S‘ r.”

The port side of the upper bridge wall shifted from opaque to clear, and the class gasped as one as they
saw the moon moving rapidly toward them, sidedipping aong their port bow. Though most had been to
the moon, velocity on the Earth-Lunarun was never greater than fifty kilometers per second. Now, going
ahundred times that speed, the journey was cut from two and half hoursto eighty seconds. Asthey
watched, the moon came up, then swung away and was soon shrinking quickly. The sight had acaptive
audience.

Captive savefor one. Jenn relaxed back against her chair, the only one still seated, and closed her eyes.
From deep within her and fanning quickly through her dight body, iredlity was stirring and reclaming its
lost daughter.

"Areyou okay?"

Jenn opened her eyes and saw Reginaleaning over, her hands on the arms of Jenn's chair, looking &t her
with concern. Jenn wiped the tears from her eyes and nodded.

"Yes" shesadin avoicetrembling with emation. "I'm wonderful, Reginal | canfed my lifewith iredity
coming back!"

"Weére clear of the Lunagravity fied, ar.”
"Good. Accelerate to 50,000 kps."
"Fifty thousand kilometers per second, aye, aye."

Again there was little sensation beyond the audible. The fusion engines dropped further in pitch, but there
was no other indication the ship had just jumped to one-sixth the speed of light. Once more Captain
Cadtillo saw the disappointed |ooks on their faces. Was he so green once?

"Sorry again. And I'll apologize right now for the next jump in about five minutes, when we go to haf light
gpeed. It will be no more exciting." He smiled knowingly, thinking back on every classheld takenout in
the past eight years. "'l promise you, though, once we engage the ball on Wednesday, you'll morethan . .

Jenn's attention faded. She could see the Captain talking, but she could not hear him. He was amute
hologram to her, aswere her classmates, their one redlity existence disappearing in the wash of iredlity as
it once more settled into Jenn's heart and soul.



All in, around, through and beyond her, iredity flooded Jenn'sbeing. A brilliant white light of flowers
swept her away, soft breezes and an icy black fire of comfort that smelled of acandllit window pane
during astorm while blue-scented winds brushed at the tears of joy dripping from thetall grass. The
chronostrings began chuckling and strumming their happiness to see her again and once morethe prime
numbers that had been dried out shadows of themselves on Earth breathed again and were avoken in
her mind.

"Miss Navarra?'

Jenn opened her eyes asthough in adream of her own making. Captain Castillo had replaced Regina,
though he wore the same concerned look. She thought it was silly that he should worry about her. Why?
All her suffering of the past three months wasfinaly being purged from her soul! She giggled, then giggled
again when she saw the Captain'slook go from concerned to worried. She felt his upsetedness. . .
Upsetedness. . . Wasthat aword?

"Miss Navarral"

Jenn's head jerked suddenly as Captain Castillo dapped her in the face. With acry, Jenn dipped from
the arms of the overwheming iredity and felt again the cold embrace of spectrd redlity freeze her soul.

Lurching from the chair, she went to her hands and knees, gasping and twitching. Balance! She needed
balance! But it had been so long!

"Back off, everyone!" Captain Cadlillo barked. "Give her aminute. | think she's having ahard time
readjusting to her naturd state.”

"Tdl that to the people on Mirandagtation," cametheirritating voice of Greg. Jenn looked up with hazy
eyesand mind and looked at him as he stood over her. "She ausaless Chest, Captain! The peopleon
Mirandaare dying and she's overdosed on her imaginary redity drug.”

Captain Cadtillo's face went dark and threatening and he stepped up to Greg. To hit him, Jenn was
certain. As gdlant asthe Captain's action was, she didn't want to see that happen, so sheraised aweak
hand. Several of her classmates gasped as the saw her hand disappear into ashimmering porta of
nothing. Jenn clutched at the ninety-seventh chronostring that wrapped around Greg's consciousness. She
decorated it with 13 fives and asingle zero, then plucked the string. Greg dropped like sack of lard,
though Jenn made sure to cast a Feather spell on him so he wouldn't be hurt. Her hand went to the floor
again to support her. Balance. . .

"What'd she do to him!??' someone shouted.

"Cam down!" Captain Cadtillo said in aclear voice. It cut through the growing hysteriaand halved it
instantly. " She cast what's called a Soothe spell on him. 1've never seen one so quick and potent, though.
Hell be out for an hour or two, but he'sfine. He's alot better off by Miss Navaras hand than by mine.
Now everyone plesse be seated. And get Mr. Walters strapped in aswell." Captain Castillo knelt beside
Jenn. She struggled to lift her head, but he put awarm, caming hand on her small shoulder.

"Take what time you need, MissNavarra," he said quietly. "I have need of your services, asdoesthe
Miranda colony. But we need you as soon as possible.”

"What . . ." Jenn could get out no more before feding dizzy and unsettled, but the Captain understood
her.

"Weve been underway for an hour. Were 645 million kilometers out and have been trying to rouse you



from your stupor. About thirty minutes ago we received an emergency cal from the Miranda scientific
colony. There was an unexpected shifting in the moon's crugt, and their fusion plants were destroyed.
They're running on backup reserves, but they were damaged as well. The ball chaserUnitedisen route
but only on fusion engines, like us. They'll be therein seven hours, but the colony only has power for
another hour. After that . . . " he paused and smiled wanly.

"Assoon as| received the call, | pushed our engines to maximum. | can't engage the ball this closeto the
system, but our fusion engines can generate about two-thirds light speed. Were four point three
astronomical units out, which isthe equivaent of Jupiter's distance from Earth." He looked at Jenn
frankly. "That'sasfar as| can get you. Therest isup to you."

Jenn nodded her head carefully. Aswith the nightmares, the trangition was dow but sure. Even better,
where the nightmares faded and disappeared into the false redlity they had come from, iredlity did not
fade. Instead it joined with spectrd redlity and was blending with it. Jenn's ssomach lurched, but she kept
control. Control and balance.

"Yes, Captain,” Jenn struggled to speak. Her words drawled out dowly as though her mouth and throat
were numb, but she managed to say them. Carefully sitting up on her knees, shelooked a him through
tear-filled eyes. "Yes, Captain," sherepeated, thistime much clearer. "l can help.”

Captain Cadtillo's smile went from thin to sincere. He stood, helped Jenn to her feet and escorted her to
the casting circle in the forward section of the bridge.

"Stationd" he caled out, rleasing Jenn's arm and returning to the Captain's chair. "All crew to
emergency stations. Preparefor . .. ." Helooked up at Jenn with questioning eyes. She saw his
understanding and nodded. "' Prepare for the fifth reason we take intrasystem parabolic couses. In about
ten minutesyou're al going to have something to tell your grandchildren about. Captain out.

"Helm!" he ordered, "bring usto ahdt. | want us dead in space.”

"Aye, sr!" The deep throbbing of fusion engines pushed beyond their maximum capacities gratefully
ebbed.

Jenn'sfeding to her body was returning quickly. Apparently, the three jumpsin velocity reinserted Jenn
too quickly into iredlity ,and she'd been overwhelmed, but only for awhile. She was born into and lived in
both redlities, so for her it was just getting used to the warm embrace of a much missed companion. And
now that she and iredlity had exchanged intimate hugs, it wastimeto serve,

"Pax," shetoned, raisng her ams. A concussion of peace and warm gentleness erupted from her smal
form asthe Haven spdll blanketed every soul on board theMahlon Stewart. Everyonefdt acalm wash
over them. Not induced from without but rather encouraged from within; it wasafamiliar cam that
cleared the head without softening the will.

Opening alargerift infront of her, Jenn carefully pushed both handsin. Thelight was very intense, which
didn't bother her at al but could blind humans, so she quickly coded a Dark Glass program, which would
alow everyoneto watch without harm.

Pulling back the surface layers of current time, Jenn reveal ed the throbbing orange and violet
chronostrings of what could be and what could never be. The Chief needed to be at Miranda station
now. But since'now' was an infinite variable, more an dement of iredlity than spectra, Jenn needed to
solve for now, and the resulting solution would impact both. She located chronostring 7283 and noted it
was 6orange2 D shading. Gently tugging at the 7purple7 F shading of the 7283 chronostring, Jenn
braided them together. A wash of surprise and recognition caressed her back as several of her



classmates saw the braid matched the one Jenn worein her hair.

Satisfied the tempord rift was stable, Jenn withdrew her hands and turned toward &ft, toward the
Captain and her classmates. Despite the seriousness of what she was attempting, Jenn still felt awarm
satisfaction in being ableto findly show them how much she cared.

Moving her handsin opposing circles, her thumbs and pinkies at right angles, Jenn smoothed out spectral
redlity. It rippled and parted, opening aportd into the iredity that lay just beneath its surface. Again,
blinding energy poured out of the portal; but instead of light, it was heart-stopping blackness that had
physica presence. Satisfied she was properly oriented, Jenn began searching for the twinkling points that
were Miranda and theMahlon Stewart.

Within moments she found them between the mass and energy planes. The ship's point vibrated cheerfully
asit performed the duties for which it was made. The Miranda point was brittle and sharp and jumping
around without pattern or purpose. She caressed them softly, Singing aquiet song of Soothing.

A second spectrd rift-this one a picon and picosecond distant from the first-opened, pouring out a
physical white light. Jenn increased the Dark Glass spell to maximum, though again thelight didn't bother
her. There were now three porta s open; one tempora and two physical, one what was and the other
what was going to be. A fina step remained: coding. Kneeling in the middle of the casting area, Jenn took
adeep breath, bowed her head and started.

6143 fives, 1747 threes, 1999 two, 3457 fives, 4001 zeros, 7927 ones, 5 threes, 967 twos, 2221 fives.

The threerifts began expanding abruptly. No thicker than aline, the visible surfaces soon overwhelmed
them dl on the bridge. They reached the hull and deck plating and continued on unabated.

"Shift to trangparent hull," Captain Cadtillo said calmly.

A soft mechanical beep was heard and the hull went clear, alowing an unobstructed view on the upper
port and starboard bulkheads. The portal s continued expanding until they were the diameter of the ship.

9293 fives, 14389 threes, 8599 twos, 19571 ones, 10463 zeros, 10079 fives. . ..

The two matched portas separated, with the white physical diding dong theMahlon Stewart's axis aft
and the black portal forward. The tempora portal remained stationary, just behind the tiny figure that was
motionless on the floor, save for her steady breathing.

14387 fives, 11789 twos, heartbeat, 8117 fives, 12953 threes, heartbeat, 11399 fives, 16981 threes,
6311 twos. ...

Having reached the bow and stern of the ship, the portas reversed direction and raced toward each
other. Alarms began sounding dl over the ship,and the comlinks were ingtantly jammed.

Therewaslittle doubt asto the cause. Asthe black portal passed through the bridge, theMahlon
Sewartceased to exist. Where once was a bridge, there was now open space. Asthe portal moved
through each person, abubble of protective energy appeared, keeping in alife saving atmosphere. There
was no doubt though that the ship was gone. Still the time portal had not moved.

20411 fives, 13553 threes, 12347 twos, 11131 ones, 14207 zeros, 20897 fives, 19681 threes. . . .

The portals finished ravaging the ship and stopped. They remained motionless but seemed ready to
pounce.



24043 fives, 22003 threes, 15061 twos, 25111 ones, 32051 zeros . . . . Heartbeat.

Jenn's forehead was burning. Her muscles screamed for release. The difficulty lay not in her recent return
toiredity but in the sheer magnitude of the spell while till inthe vicinity of Earth. Even a hdf abillion
kilometers, Jenn could fed the planet's dark presence. It pounded her soul and tried to crush her will
beneath itsweight.

33301 fives, 36473 threes, 24023 twos, 39341 ones. . . .

How could such abeautiful planet cause such pain within the soul of amuser? Of aMarks? Did Earth
itself hate Jenn? Did it want to attack and expel her the way abody fought a disease?

38377 zeros, 38651 fives, 35267 threes, 39439 twos, 41507 ones, 41011 zeros. . . .

It doesn't matter! shethought with acry that every crew member and classmate felt in their bones. | will
save her people now. Both those here with me and those on Miranda. They placed their trust in me, and
| will not dash their hopein me!

42139 fives, 45433 threes, 45823 twos, 45827 ones, 45833 zeros, 45841 fives. . . .
Jenn jerked straight and her arms reached out full. Her eyes snapped open.
"Now!" she shouted.

Thetwo physca portas spirded from vertica to horizontal and flashed into the time porta, pulling
everyone with them. It was a soundless collapse, over in an ingtant and leaving nothing behind save a
pinpoint of light that burned on its own for severd moments beforeiit too flickered and died.

* k%

"The last shuttle is on approach, Captain,” the comlink crackled and sputtered from the power surges of
the station's ruined power stations. In the forty minutes that had passed since Jenn's Alter Now spell had
teleported first the ship and then her crew into orbit around Miranda, theMahlon Stewart's three shuttle
bays had been busy taking in the station's 700 scientists and support staff.

"Very good," Captain Cadtillo said with satisfaction. Hed just come up from the lower deckswhere the
injured had been taken. He stood beside Jenn-or rather she beside him-and smiled at her. " Stand down
from emergency dert and secure for sea once the bay doors are closed. Lay in parabolic for Earth, best
gpeed.” Hewinked at Jenn, causing her to look down, embarrassed at the familiarity. "Make that best

physical speed.”

Jenn looked down from Bay One's observation room. The last shuttle to carry people was making final
gpproach into the wide open bay doors. Behind it was the dark surface of Miranda, hanging in front of
Uranuss bright blue glimmer, looking like the find cod burning in an eeriefire of turquoise. The shuttle
landed and the bay doors closed. Jenn breathed asigh of relief and turned to the Captain.

"With your permission, gir, I'd liketo assst my classmatesin aiding theinjured.”

""A Markswork isnever done, en?" he replied, quoting the well-known saying. "Permission granted.”
She bowed quietly at her dismissa and turned toward the door.

"Miss Navarra?' Jenn turned back. "I've been talking to your classmates. They're very impressed with
your skill and magics. Even Walters. | don't think you'll be hearing the word 'chegt’ again anytime soon.

"But to a person they were most impressed with your attitude. Despite the foul treatment you've had to



endure since you've gotten to Earth, you didn't hesitate for even amoment to save people who until afew
hours ago would have been just as cold to you as the others. Why?"

Shelooked a him for amoment, considering. He deserved atruthful answer, of course; and shewas
satisfied that he could handle it and not think of her as being conceited or arrogant.

"I could never ask that question, Captain,” Jenn replied. "For a servant, there is no such word as'why'."



