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   In 1952 Ray Bradbury first penned the concept of Butterfly Effect in his short story; A Sound of Thunder.


  His fictional concept was 2 decades ahead of any formal chaos theory on the subject. 


  



  



  Note: This novel is not a part of the Doctor Who universe of storylines.  MOATL has no association, creative or otherwise, with the Dr. Who genre.


  But Whovians are still welcome to enjoy the story


  



  


  


  



  Prologue


         


         Running, running running.  Heart pounding so hard I can hear it in my ears.  I try to ignore the gunfire even though I can hear the bullets whizzing past my helmet.  It takes all of my focus to concentrate on the voices and what they are telling me to do.  Dodging certain death, I use their guidance to move decisively towards my next objective: PFC Williams.


         STOP! Death is there!   I feel the instruction more than I hear it.  Immediately I obey and hunker down beside a huge piece of shattered concrete.  I am barely under cover when the rocket propelled grenade streaks past before detonating against the side of the building.  The blast is terrific, even the chunk of wall I cower under bounces about.  


         Go, go, go!  The voices in my mind scream but I am already moving.  A piece of rebar rips the white armband on my left bicep, but I ignore it.  These guys don't care that I'm a combat medic, they don't care that I'm a woman, they're trying to kill me the same as the guys.  To them we're all just filthy infidels occupying their country.  I don't know how, but I can actually feel their hatred as it burns within them like a molten core.  


         Despite my size, adrenaline drives me as I drag two hundred pounds of combat Marine out of the firefight under cover of a smoke grenade.  Normally I would have treated him where he lay, but right now the voices were telling me to get the hell out of there before they reload the RPG.  They've never lied to me, so I know that I need to get a move-on PDFQ before they vaporize both of us.  Trying not to slip in PFC Williams' blood I get us clear just a second and a half before the spot erupts like a volcano.


         It takes every bit of my strength get PFC Williams back to the triage area we set up.  Hurry, hurry...Come the voices in my head as they urge me to get back out there.


         "Jimmy, baby.  He's all yorn!" I scream to my sergeant as I deposit the injured PFC into the hastily prepared triage area.


         "Where the hell're ya goin?" SFC Jimmy O'Connor shouts after me as I turn away.


         "To get the others." I yell over my shoulder, never even taking the time to see his shocked expression.  To this day I regret not taking just one last look at him, but in the heat of the moment, and with the voices guiding me, I had no fear. They had always shown me to safety. 


         The battlefield before me is hell itself.  It was good ground for an ambush, too bad we didn't pick it.  For us, the whole street was nothing more than a murder factory.  Only a maniac would have walked back into that; I was running.


  


  
    
      

    


    The Beginning


    
             
    


    
             
    


    
      Everything you experience in this life, even death itself, is meant to be a lesson.
    


    Clorr San Lek, Sombrero Galaxy, 23rd DuNai Dynasty


    
      

    


    
             
    


    
             
    


    
             On January 1st, 2014, I died of breast cancer.  I shouldn't have been surprised; it wasn't the first time the girls had gotten me into trouble.
    


    
             I don't know what bothered me more; dying of cancer, or dying of cancer after all I had been through.  Somehow it seemed unfair for the universe to do this to me.  I'd been a good person, mostly.  Maybe I was a little saltier than the other girls, but I never wanted to be the debutant type anyhow.  Still, there was just no fairness to it.  I was only thirty-two.  Who was gonna raise my little girl?  With her father out of the picture she would be all alone.  It was this thought that had terrified me more than anything else I had ever faced; the idea of my baby girl growing up without parents.  Compared to that, my own life was insignificant.
    


    
                But it was what happened next that really surprised me.  Although I was raised a Baptist, and spent many an afternoon in Sunday school, deep down I was never a true believer.  When I was laying there in my deathbed, sweating buckets and vomiting my guts out from the chemo, I had no illusions of eternal salvation.  Sure, I hoped there was something beyond all of this, but I didn't really believe it.  Truth be told; I was scared shitless of being blotted out of existence for all time.  As much as I would have liked to wrap myself up in the assurance of a hereafter, I didn't believe it.  Religion was just a buncha fairytales written by cavemen, that's all it was.  
    


    
             So what was death like?  For me it was eighteen months of anticipation, nausea, surgery, and hair loss.  I was herded from one specialist to another, handed off to the next guy who would shine a little false hope into my life.  It was like falling from a very great height in slow motion.  The whole way down you can see the ground getting closer and closer, and you know when you reach it you're dead, but there's nothing you can do but scream into your pillow.  Dying sucks, and it's not an experience I would recommend.
    


    
             So when I wake up in a beautiful forest glade, with trees billowing in the wind and a layer of ferns covering the ground all around me, my first thought was that I was in Heaven.  My second thought was that their standards must be pretty low if I got in.  Yes, it's true; my misplaced sense of self-loathing had followed me beyond the grave.  What can I say; I was a different person back then.  Not only was I not the prettiest girl in the room, but I was completely nuts.  Tis true, I had spent my entire life talking to dead people.  In my mind that made me a certified wacko.
    


    
             I sit up and look around the forest glade.  The beauty is breathtaking, the breeze is perfectly cool, and the sky was the clearest blue I'd ever seen.  Really, I'm just surprised to find myself here.  Then it occurs to me that mebbe this is where Saint Peter reminds me gently that I was a non-believer, right before the trapdoor under my feet sends me down a slippy-slide to Hell.  Would God do that?  Bring me here just to psych me out?  It seemed needlessly cruel, but then again, this could be an Old Testament God, and all of this was just the waiting room outside of Judgement Hall.
    


    
             The thoughts in my head had been going crazy.  The place looked like Earth, but somehow I knew that it wasn't.  Something about the background noise of the place, that buzzing in the back of my mind, the voices were all different too.  I shook my head as if that would change the radio reception, but no matter how hard I tried the whispers still spoke with this odd...dialect.  Why do the imaginary voices in my head have a Portuguese accent?
    


    
             That's when I notice there's this old guy just standing there to one side.  When I lock eyes with him he gives me this smile and says "Good Morning Jenna."
    


    
             Just like that he smiles at me, like people wake up from the dead here all the time.  I was just about to grumble something when I realize the old guy is suddenly standing right next to me.  I never even saw him move.  It was like I blinked my eyes and ZIP, he's there, not eighteen inches away.  Even more amazing is that he has a cup of coffee in his hand.  I was just about to freak about his invading my personal space when I got a whiff of that java.  It was exquisite, like a warm blanket.
    


    
             Doing my best to find a smile, I accept the coffee from him.  Dark, dark coffee with a liberal splash of sweet cream, it made me feel like I was back home in my kitchen.  That was the image that brought it all back to me.
    


    
             "My family?" I almost spilled my coffee as I remembered my old life.  
    


    
             "They will complete their natural lives." He shrugged at the thought.  "They will live, and eventually they will die, as did you, and as do all things."
    


    
             "Where is this place?  Is this heaven?" There were so many questions in my mind that I had trouble organizing them.
    


    
             "No, this is not heaven." The old guy gave a snicker at that.  "You are in my home." Giving a flourish, he gestured to the glade around us.  
    


    
             "You live in the woods?" I raised an eyebrow.
    


    
             Giving a wink, the old guy snapped his fingers.  As he did I watched the entire forest melt away into massive bookshelves of hand carved mahogany.  It took a few seconds for the transformation to complete, but when it did I found myself sitting on the floor of a...a museum.  At least that was my first impression of the place.  It was like the Louvre stacked on top of the Smithsonian; there were artifacts and objects on display that boggled the mind.  I was just taking it all in when I noticed the space shuttle hanging over my head. Challenger I think.  Yeah, the place was that big.
    


    
             When I finally turn back to the old guy, he's been watching me the whole time, like I was fascinating or something.  The guy has a strange way about him, like one of those people who finds wonderment in everything.  He's prolly a morning person.  I hate morning people.
    


    
             "So where exactly is this place?" I ask as I stand up for the first time. As soon as I do I realize that I am completely healthy, no sickness, no nausea.  Right away I start to notice a few other things, like my hips are back down to their pre-child bearing days.  Not only that, but a quick pat-down revealed that I had m' girls back.  I'd had a double mastectomy among one of the many heroic procedures I'd endured whilst trying to extend my life.  It felt good to be whole again.  Truthfully, I hadn't felt this good since I was nineteen.
    


    
             That's when I noticed the image in the mirrored surface of one of the artifacts on display.  There was a young girl reflected in the picture, and she had a familiar look to her.  It took me a full ten seconds to realize it was me.  Turns out that I didn't just feel younger, I really was younger.  No longer a 32 year old single mother, I was once again that fresh-faced little girl who had enlisted at 19.  I could tell by that awful haircut I had gotten right before I reported for basic training.  Hideous, I dunno what I was thinking when I got that doo.
    


    
             "You have been fully restored to your original adult form." The old guy reassured me.  "Come, let's walk."
    


    
             I followed him along like a lost puppy, trying to listen to the things he was saying while being overwhelmed at some of the exhibits.  Half of the stuff I didn't even recognize, and the other half took away my breath.  In one room the SkyLab space station was hanging from the ceiling, and in the next room was the Rosetta Stone.  I got a glance down one of the hallways, and it looked like there was an ocean liner in that room. Really, an ocean liner!
    


    
             "My name is DorLek, I am a master trainer for the DuNai, and you have been harvested from your deathbed for a very special calling." Pausing for me to catch up, he had this amused smile, as if he were watching an infant take its first steps.
    


    
             "Your mission, should you decide to take it..." I kidded in a deep announcer voice.
    


    
             "Jenna, tell me something." Stopping to look me in the eyes, he ignored my joke.  "You had many jobs during your lifetime, but none of them ever seemed a perfect fit."
    


    
             "Is there a question in there somewhere?" I asked, wondering if I had missed something.  Then it occurred to me; "Or is this a job offer?"
    


    
             "Indeed it is, although the words job and offer may not be the best adjetives." His eyebrows rose as he agreed to my assertion.  "I prefer the term career opportunity.  This is not another mindless, nine-to-five rat-maze, this is your true calling, that which you were meant for."
    


    
             "You sound a lot like my Army recruiter.  I hear that knucklehead is selling used cars now." Although I kidded, deep down I was wary of it all.  Sure, I was glad to be alive and all, but suspicious all the same.  Why would anyone go through all the effort to bring me...ME back from the dead.  I'm nobody, just some random chick living in a 2 bedroom on the north side.  If anything, I was damaged goods.  What value could there be in harvesting me, of all people?
    


    
             "Jenna, have you ever watched ants?" That smug grin was back on his face, like he had this big secret, but it could only be revealed in drips and drabs.
    


    
             "Yeah, sure, I guess." I admitted.  Who hadn't watched ants scurry around at least once in their life?
    


    
             "Within an ant colony there are many types of ants, separated in purpose by their physical and electronic wiring.  There are workers, soldiers, drones, queens, and even childcare specialists.  Some colonies even have their own corps of farmers.  It is this genetic predisposition for a task, essentially how they are wired, that allows each of these types of ants to do their job.  They are literally built, from the ground up, to do their job.  It is really quite satisfying to be an ant, to fit perfectly into that square peg where you belong."
    


    
             "...And the point of that...?" I trailed off, not sure where he was going with his analogy.
    


    
             "Humans, like the lowly ant, possess this ability towards genetic predisposition for certain types of occupations.  It's an evolutionary feature built into humans to ensure there are the right blend of skillsets.  Some are born to be hunters, others to be gatherers.  Butcher, baker, candlestick maker, we are each wired from the factory to excel at a specific type of work.  However, where humans differed from ants is in the degree of specialization.  Your species is wired for thousands of occupations, and continually rewiring itself for new professions as your civilization evolves."
    


    
             I gave it a thought before repeating the phrase my own mother had related to me so many times. "Everyone is a genius in some way, we just gotta find that way, that one occupation that we're perfect for."
    


    
             "Exactly."  Your mother was a wise woman indeed.
    


    
             "How'd you know who said that to me?  You some kinda stalker?  Are you the one who's been stealing my socks?" The fact occurred to me immediately.
    


    
             "Oh, I am indeed." Giving an open grin, he almost mocked me.  "Not stealing your socks, but I have been watching you for a very long time, literally since before you were born."
    


    
             "Why?" I asked with a bemused tone to my voice.
    


    
             "Because you are the one." He answered simply, knowing I would bite.
    


    
             "The one for what?" I said with obvious suspicion in my voice.  Inside of me there was a real battle going on.  On one hand my logical mind was suspicious that the old guy was just a molester in an ice cream truck.  But at the same time, the voices at the back of my mind are telling me the guy is legit. It had taken a few minutes to tune 'em in right, but I was finally starting to make heads or tails outta the whispers and their strange new dialect. 
    


    
             "You are to be Timelord for the Milky Way galaxy." He just laid it out like that.
    


    
             My first thought was WTF?
    


    
             "But truthfully," he leaned in close as if imparting a secret. "I have always found the title of Timelord a bit egocentric.  Personally I prefer the term Temporal Editor.  After all, we really don't rule in a classical sense.  If a Timelord is doing their job properly then their subjects don't even know they exist.  We are the unseen hand, the ever-guiding force that shapes civilizations, cultivates them as if they were roses in a garden."
    


    
             "And I'm somehow wired for this...to be a super-galactic ruler from a bad British TV show?" I wanted to laugh out loud at the suggestion.  Oh, sure, the dark loner who has secret powers.  Bullshit, back home I could barely find a job.
    


    
             "Oh," He gave a snicker at that.  "For that portion of the job you will need significant upgrades, years and years of intensive training.  You are but a raw lump of clay yet to be worked or molded."
    


    
             "You try molding any of my parts and I'll punch you so hard you'll look like a Picasso." I threatened, holding up a fist.  My Dad taught me how to punch when I was seven, so I knew I could rattle his teeth.  Then the real question occurred to me; "How many years?"
    


    
             "By your calendar, a century or two, usually towards the latter." He shrugged as if it were inconsequential.
    


    
             "Two hundred years?" It felt like I'd been punched in the gut.
    


    
             "Pffft" He dismissed it casually. "I have shoes older than that.  These in fact." He pretended to look down at his feet.
    


    
             "Look, I just wanna go home to my little girl, that's all.  The job offer is very nice, but I'd like to go home now." I tried to be polite in my refusal, but I was distracted by the laughing in my head.  The whispers in the back of my mind seemed almost amused at my choice, as if they had heard it a thousand times before me.
    


    
             "This career opportunity, this profession of ours, our calling, it is the only path home for you.  Only a trained Timelord could find their way to Earth from here.  Trust me when I say, you are unimaginably far from where you were just an hour ago." Nodding, his assertion was backed up by a chorus of voices in the back of my mind.  They'd never been wrong, and right now they were telling me this guy was on the level, however strange he seemed.
    


    
             "I can't wait two hundred years to see my daughter.  No way in hell. Tell ya what, you bring here here, and I'll do this job of yours, whatever in the hell it is." I tried to negotiate. 
    


    
             "As I said earlier, she has to live out her life, and experience her own natural death, just as you did.  It is the DuNai way.  To rob her of her own death experience would be contra to our ideals.  This is one of our core philosophies." He paused briefly, as if to segregate his thoughts.  "Finding your way home is considered to be a rite of passage among Temporal Editors.  It is essentially your final exam.  Yes, there will be many other challenges along the path of your training, but a Timelord truly proves they have made the grade by finding home.  How fast you get there is entirely up to you."
    


    
             "And if I don't take the job?" I had a feeling I knew the answer already.
    


    
             "You were harvested from your death bed, and that is where I would return you." His smile had faded, leaving only a dour look.  It was easy to see that he was not kidding; if he had the power to revive me from the dead then he prolly had the power to put me back, and that sweat-soaked bed was the last place I ever wanted to be again.
    


    
               "So I don't really have a choice in the matter, do I?" My voice had a sour tone to it as I felt a little boxed in.
    


    
             "Actually you have two choices, but only one of them makes any sense at all.  The idea of passing up an opportunity like this would be beyond ludicrous.  Jenna, what I am offering you here now is the most fascinating work imaginable.  Regardless of what you have done for a living in the past, everything you know will pale in comparison to what awaits you behind door number one." As if to illustrate his point, the old guy gracefully opened the nearest portal.
    


    
             Stepping through the door, I was amazed to find myself standing on the surface of a rocky little moon.  There were micro-craters and great big craters everywhere I looked.  But the really amazing thing was above me: the solar system illuminated by the emission nebula in the distance.  It felt like my breath had been taken away from me, which it actually had.  At the time I didn't know it, but the Boss had changed me to an anaerobic physiology so I could survive in this airless environment.  I was so green that I didn't even notice the morphic change wash over me.  I just thought it was a chilly breeze as I passed through the door.  It never even occurred to me that he had altered me right down to my molucules.   
    


    
             The longer I stood there, the more I began to notice.  It was much more than six odd planets orbiting a main-sequence star.  There were massive structures and ships going about their business.  I was looking at a mature, spaceborne race.  The more I watched, the more I wanted to know every last detail of the scene.  I wanted to see it all closeup, touch it with my hands, and experience it all first hand.  
    


    
             "If I sign up, do I get to do all this stuff?" I gestured to the ships that thundered overhead, then towards the speckle of lights that littered the sky.
    


    
             "All of that and much more." He nodded with a smile.  "These are the Veroot, you see them at the twilight of their plebian stage."
    


    
             "Plebian? They're totally high tech and advanced." I was amazed that he would hang such a title on them.  I watched one ship so big it cast a shadow over the whole moon.  
    


    
             "The first indication that they are a primitive race is that they still travel in ships." Giving me a wink, he took my hands in his.  "Allow me to demonstrate how mature civilizations travel."
    


    
             Just like that I felt the world slide to one side.  It was as if I'd blinked my eyes for a second, and when I opened them we were somewhere new.  Three times I blinked and the world around us changed.  Even more fascinating than the worlds that awaited us was the fact that each of the locations was thousands of light years apart.  I suddenly understood what he meant when he said that only stupid races travel in ships.  At the time I had no idea how the old man did it, jumping us all around the galaxy like that, but I sure as hell wanted to learn how.
    


    
             "You'll teach me to do that?" I asked breathlessly.
    


    
             "Oh yeah.  That and more." Placing his hand on the back of my neck, I could see so much more about the world.  I could look at a rock and tell what base elements it was composed from, or identify an insect down to its DNA molecules.  I could see the x-ray jets from singularities; examine the sky in a thousand different spectrums, or zoom in on far away objects. I actually felt a pang of disappointment when he took his hand away and I had to go back to my regular human eyes.
    


    
             "And I get a set of those eyes too?" I wanted to make sure it was part of the deal.
    


    
             "That and more." He started to answer before I finished his sentence for him.
    


    
               "So," He gave me that smug grin of his again. "Shall I sign you up for an exciting subscription to Timelord Monthly for three painless payments of nine ninety-nine each?" 
    


    
             "Hmmm" I pretended to consider my vast array of options.  "I dunno, the uniform is kinda drab."
    


    
             "Jenna, I had you three worlds ago, didn't I." Folding his arms, DorLek eyed me.
    


    
             "Oh hells yeah, but I wasn't gonna say anything as long as the ride was in progress still." Shrugging innocently, I had to admit that my mind had been made up for a while now.  "Sign me up, then show me my space ship."
    


    
             "That's the attitude, but let's put a pin in that idea. You have a wee bit of learning before you will even be qualified to stand on the deck of a ship, let alone pilot one.  But in time you will come to master a great many craft." 
    


    
             "Awww, c'mon, I wanna space ship.  I'll join your damned club already." I kept my begging playful as I pointed to one of the massive ships that passed overhead.  
    


    
             "Fine." He pretended to be exasperated. "I'll take you for a spin around the solar system, then it's straight off to do your homework, young lady." Pointing a stern finger at me, he finally let a smile break on his face just a second before I felt that familiar slide to the side.  A split second later we were gone.
    


    
       
    

  


  
    
      

    


    My Shiny New Life


    
             
    


    
             
    


    
             Initially, one of the hardest things about adapting to my new life amongst the DuNai was all the little things.  See, in movies they always have this totally cool technology with lights and lasers and such.  But with the DuNai, their technology was so sufficiently advanced as to be seamless in its integration.  In fact, their hi-tech tended to look extremely low tech until you realized what you were looking at.  An ordinary stucco wall could be chocked full of devices that operated on an atomic scale.  There would be no outward controls or displays because the users interacted directly with the device.  Why waste your time absorbing data through your eyes, a relatively slow process, when you could just pump it directly into your brain?   In most cases the very material the walls were composed of was morphic and subject to change just by asking it to.  A table could be a chair, could be a pizza, could be a pair of boots.  The DuNai used polymorphic material to build entire houses, skyscrapers, and space stations out of the stuff.  You're talking about an entire structure that can change its form at will.  
    


    
             There is an old saying that any sufficiently advanced race would appear to be magical to a less technological species.  The DuNai went way beyond that.  You have to understand that these were beings that lived as long as they chose.  Food, work, breathing, sleeping, these were all optional things to them.  Being morphic themselves, they could be any species, gender, or configuration.  Imagine a life where you really don't even need a home.  Morphic beings can adjust their internal systems to survive in any conditions, even the harsh environment of space. In fact, that very trick was required learning, right after Devices Training.  But I'll talk about Polymorphic Studies in another chapter.
    


    
             See, being from such a backwards planet on the outskirts of a minor galaxy, before I could even begin the real learning for my new profession, I had to be brought up to speed on the types of basic technology I would be dealing with in my new life.  While the DuNai tech was seamless and preposterously easy to use, the same could not be said for all of the lesser races I would encounter.  You had to know how use their stuff, and in some cases I had to be taught what the damned thing even did in the first place.  Think of Devices Training as remedial technology class.  Every day I would go to this room that was chock full of little gadgets and gismos and be schooled in the proper use of new devices for hours on end.  Everything from handheld atomic exciters, to projection devices that could extend life support over a large area.  There were molecular scalpels, and propulsion systems, and sensor equipment of a thousand different designs.  By the end of the day my head would feel like it was ready to pop.  
    


    
             Actually that's a little bit of a fib.  My new brain could handle a ton of data; the limiting factor was my puny human mind.  Y'see the first thing they did was to upgrade me as soon as I became an apprentice.  Just two drops of clear fluid, one in each palm, and my entire body was transformed into a polymorphic platform with thousands of abilities.  The problem was that at this point in my development I didn't know how to use most of these new powers.  The Boss told me that was normal, the Onkx takes centuries to fully master.  So even though I had a supercomputer installed in my head, I was still fumbling with the on-switch.  Now I know how my Mom felt all those times I tried to teach her how to open email attachments.
    


    
             I'd been in Devices Training for about two years [Terran years] before I realized that that whole room full of devices where I trained was really just an illusion.  The tools and gizmos were composed of morphic matter that would change into the next day's lessons as soon as I left the room.  The whole thing was done that way to ease me into my new world gently.  Truth be known, I could have just downloaded the instructions to every single device in a picoseconds.  But there are limitations to downloads; namely that they do not teach concepts well.  You could have masses of data in your head, but without the technological and philosophical understanding of what that data is for, it's just a lotta felgerkarb between your ears.  What good is the user manual when you don't even understand what the frack the device does in the first place?  A lot of what I was doing was learning entirely new concepts in technology.  Some of this stuff you can't even imagine.  
    


    
             Lemme put it into perspective for you; in a human school kids learn to make a potato battery.  DuNai children create cold fusion in a cup.  Fifty years ago no one could even fathom the idea of a smart phone with sixty gigs of music.  Try imagining the toys humans will be playing with in a millennia.  Some of this stuff was thousands of years more advanced than anything on Earth.
    


    
             Eventually I came to realize that there was no practical reason to be on my old Earth calendar.  There was really no need for a 24 hour day anymore, not since my enhancements were installed.  It was just habit to turn in after a sixteen hour day, even if I didn't need to sleep anymore.  It was about this point that I began to shatter a lotta paradigms from my old life.  Along with not needing to sleep came such features as not needing to eat or crap or shower or change clothes.  All I had to do was refresh my morphic appearance and I was brand new again.  Granted, these tricks took some learning to master, but it gave me something to work towards.  That is, assuming that my trusty school teacher Didra didn't already have a full lesson plan waiting for me.
    


    
             I guess I should stop and tell you about Didra before I get any farther.  See, as it turns out, the old man was actually a pretty important guy.  He was one of these Temporal Editors like I was gonna be someday, and he managed an advanced galaxy that was in the final stages of ascension.  Master DorLek had thousands of people working for him directly.  There were Korpahs who managed entire planetary systems, stellar engineers, and thousands of agents who worked invisibly to guide a society according to DorLek's orders.   The guy had a lot more important things to worry about than teaching remedial technology to some tailless monkey like me.  So he had Didra do most of my early training.
    


    
             Now, there's no way to explain Didra without explaining the house first.  Try this: Imagine the biggest building you have ever been in, the most opulent mansion or castle or whatever.  Now imagine that same place even bigger and with a thousand times the treasures, and rooms that go on forever.  And the doors...so many doors.  Some that led you to other rooms, and some that lead you to other worlds entirely.   I got lost so many times when I first got there.  It was prolly six months before I realized that the house, and everything in it, was morphic.  The place was changing all the time. Funnier yet, I was the one causing the changes.  See, the house did what you asked it to.  I guess deep down I needed to do some exploring, and the house was just obeying my orders.
    


    
             Didra was an extension of the house, sort of a built in housekeeper/nanny/tutor.  She was there to provide a visible interface for backwards visitors like me who were still trying to wrap our head around the whole idea of negotiating directly with the house.  She also took care of all the early training for the apprentices.  Yes, as I eventually learned, I was not the Boss' first student, not by a longshot.  The old man had taught thousands of apprentices before me.  So you can understand his preference for having Didra handle the mundane stuff.  It'd bore you to tears to have to teach people how to use an electric razor, over and over again, for thousands of years.  So my cybernetic nanny handled the scut work.
    


    
             Didra was like a Catholic school nun, but without the habit.  She had no sense of humor whatsoever, and it was difficult to sidetrack her from a lesson plan.  Basically, Didra was a robotic task master wrapped up in an old lady's morphic skin.  If you called for her, the house would assemble her right there in front of you.  In a sense, she was really just smart furniture.  
    


    
             But she drove me hard every day.  Sometimes I think that those early days when I was wandering the mansion and getting lost, I was really just trying to escape from her.  Not that she was mean or wacked my knuckles with a ruler or anything, she was just relentless in her teachings.  Didra wasn't exactly friendly either.  In fact, she was really sort of a blank.
    


    
             So after slaving under her for a few years it finally occurred to me that if the house was morphic and obeyed my commands, then why not Didra?  
    


    
             So I started poking around under her hood and I was surprised what I found there.  After years of technical training that equated to three engineering degrees back home, I was able to recognize much of what I saw there.  Sure, it was all much faster and streamlined than the relatively crude tech I had been mastering.  The elegance of design was clearly DuNai.  But still, with a little work I was able to figure out how to make some basic changes.
    


    
             The first thing I did was turn her into a shirtless Hugh Jackman.  Mmmmm Hugh.  Now this may sound like a coarse consideration for a lady to make, but first off; I'm no lady.  That was my mom.  Secondly, you gotta remember that when the old man harvested me I got a brand new nineteen year old body, complete with all the hormonal urges and desires of the age.  But I was still a few years away from polymorphic training where I would learn how to do things like disable my libido.  At that point in time I could change clothes, recycle poo into atomic elements, and see in the dark.  Hell, I still ate three times a day because I had not mastered matter induction at that point.  So really I was just like any other girl my age; a lonely slave to my hormones.  And I emphasize lonely.  It was a big 'ol house, and the old man wasn't much better company than Didra.
    


    
             Besides, what comic book fan wouldn't wanna hang with the Wolverine?  Sometimes I'd dress like Wonder Woman and we'd spend a night mixing genres, if you know what I mean.  The big guy took some work, but I eventually got him trained my way good 'n proper.
    


    
             I had gotten pretty good at modifying Didra's program before I ran into her first limitation.  We were exploring the house on a day off, I was dressed like Supergirl, and Didra was a very fetching Superman with buns of steel, literally.  Big square jaw, and that single lock of wavy black hair that was always falling down on his forehead...he was a magnificent specimen. Mmmm, Kryptonian men.
    


    
             Sorry, got a little sidetracked in the memory. Happens when you have absolute recall, you don't just see memories, you experience them.  Sometimes it can be a little distracting.  Anyhow, we're exploring the house by asking it to show us rooms from the existing database of previous residents.  This was a big hobby of mine for a few years.  You gotta remember that there were thousands of apprentices before me, from galaxies all over the known universe, and the house created environments that would make each of us feel at home.  Some of these places were breathtaking, others were downright frightening.  I swear; a few looked like swamps with critters swimming in lakes of acid.  Apparently one man's cesspool is another man's living room.
    


    
             But we get to this door and it opens out into a garden...I guess I'd describe it.  I start to go thru and notice Superhunk isn't following.
    


    
             "I cannot leave the house." He said as if the threshold was made outta Kryptonite.
    


    
             I was pretty surprised; this was the first time I had been out of the house in years.  As soon as I looked up at the sky I knew that I wasn't in Kansas anymore.  Y'see, back on Earth you are used to a single sun and moon.  But in a globular cluster you have so many stars packed into such a small area that there are suns everywhere you look.  Back home the nearest star to Sol was over 4 light years away.  But here, the nearest stars were barely more than a light-month away.  With a steady parade of nearby stars crossing their skies, this planet would experience endless daylight.  
    


    
             As if the sight of five suns in the sky weren't enough to convince me I wasn't in DorLek's house anymore, the whispers in the back of my mind were totally different, but with a suspicious flavor to them.  Where they normally darted out to talk to me, suddenly they were withdrawn and apprehensive towards me.  The last time the voices had changed this way had been when I first woke up in DorLek's house.  The way they acted made me almost wonder if I'd done something wrong.  But that worry lasted all of ten seconds; I had an alien planet to explore!
    


    
             As much as I was surprised, I was scared too.  My internal systems were telling me that I was being blasted with tremendous amounts of solar radiation, but the portal that I had passed thru had adapted my body for the environment.  This wasn't DorLek's House with its safely simulated morphic environments, no, this was a real alien world with living plants and creatures and things that could kill me.  At least at that point in my development I thought they could.  
    


    
             So I ditch Didra and head down the Yellow Brick road.  Actually, it's really more of a yellow footpath in the grass.  My enhanced eyes tell me the stalks are made of silica.  Imagine that; glass grass.  Even more incredible was the layer of ferrite substrate along the underside of the leaves.  Essentially the blades of grass were solar powered.  
    


    
             "So would that make them a power plant?"   I gave a laugh at my own joke right before the grass shocked the living crap outta me.  It felt like I'd touched an electric fence. 
    


    
             Note to self: Stay the hell off the electrified lawn.
    


    
             I was amazed by the amount of data I could get just from looking at an object.  I'd spent years in school learning to use my enhanced eyes, but the mass of information visually available was still a little overwhelming.  Hell, I didn't even understand half of it yet.  Still, I took my time to scan everything.  It was all so fascinating; the bugs and foliage and airborne amoebas.  The entire planet was teeming with life.  
    


    
             I walk the path, avoiding the grass until I come to a cave.  No warnings of danger in my head, so I just barge right in.  The walls of the cave give off a natural luminescence so it's not completely dark inside.  Besides, with my fancy DuNai eyes I can see in the dark.  Pretty cool, eh?
    


    
             So anyhow, inside I find these little earless bunnies everywhere, scattering as soon as they see me.  It takes a while but I finally get a few to come close enough to lemme pet them.  My DuNai memory banks are telling me that the species is totally benign; no venom, no claws, no defensive abilities, just harmless balls of fur.  They are zero threat, unless you're a carrot.  
    


    
             So I'm busy petting the bunnies when this...thing...comes through the door.  Ooooh Geeeze!  The creature scared me so bad I forgot to even look at the data that my fancy-schmancy eyes were feeding me.  The animal had fangs like daggers, claws that scratched on the stone floor, and a row of armored spikes down its back.  It really surprised me, especially since I had no warning from the voices.  Not a peep.  They had never failed to warn me of danger, so I was a little confused how they let this beast sneak up on me like this.
    


    
             Making a sound that musta been some kinda intergalactic snarl, the creature blubbered and jumped at me with enough force to knock me flat on my back.  With those fangs dripping slobber just a few inches away from my face I did the only thing I could think of: I punched the animal, right in the side of its big, nasty head.
    


    
             Bam!  Just like that the animal got off me and ran to the nearest corner whimpering.  I was pretty surprised.  I joke a lot about how hard I punch, but this was something new.  Finally I take the time see at what my DuNai eyes had been trying to tell me all along; namely that the creature I just punched was a Malooda, a common household pet in the Crozac region.  
    


    
             Oh shit...I think I just punched Lassie.  Seriously, what kind of asshole does that?  
    


    
             My blood froze as the room went dark.  Whatever it was that filled the doorway was huge.  I could see thick fur, and shoulders strong enough to rip the bumper off of a car.  I thought the Crozac dog was scary, but this was something on an entirely new scale.  With long muscular arms that hung almost to the ground, I felt like I was looking at Sasquatch on steroids.
    


    
             "Shouldn't you be dressed like Goldilocks?" He spoke in English, which surprised me almost as much as seeing his big, scary ass there in the doorway.  Still not a peep from the whispers...why didn't they warn me?
    


    
             "Goldilocks?" I was still a little stunned; it took me a few minutes to get the reference.  Mostly I was surprised this gorilla wasn't ripping me into bloody little pieces.
    


    
             "So you're the new girl, eh?" He looked me over.  "I wondered how long before the Boss sent you my way."
    


    
             "Who are you?" I tried to remember my manners and ask nicely.
    


    
             "I'm Bara, your predecessor.  I was the previous apprentice, which makes me your Kula." He held out a massive paw for me to shake.
    


    
             "Jenna." I answered as I tried to figure out how to grip a hand where all fingers were opposing.  Finally I muddle through a handshake and he moves away towards a rock wall.  A casual wave of his hand and the granite outcropping becomes a cozy little wet bar.  Another gesture and the rock-filled corner morphed into a big padded area with cushions and plush carpet. 
    


    
             "These're m' digs." He shrugged haplessly before throwing some ice into a tall glass.  "You were a Vodka drinker back on Earth, weren't you?"
    


    
             I was surprised at his insight.  "How'd you know?"
    


    
             "Because I been there.  We've met more than a few times, but I was always wearing a different face so you never knew I was the same guy." Pouring me a drink, he watched me with eyes in the back of his head.  It took a few minutes for me to realize he had eyeballs on the back of his hands too. 
    


    
             "Soooo, you know how to get to Earth?" I asked hopefully, thinking I'd found a shortcut home.
    


    
             "F'get about it." He casually dismissed me with a Jersey accent before holding out a tall glass of something milky.  "The boss already told you the deal.  You gotta find your own way home.  It's a rite of passage for Temporal Editors.  It's the DuNai way of proving that you got the skills to do the job.   As your Kula, I am the last person to help you cheat on your finals."
    


    
             "What exactly is a Kula?" I was finding no definition for that word in my databanks.  Odd.
    


    
             "It's part of DorLek's training process." Bara took a healthy swig from his own glass before wiping his mouth with the back of a long arm.  "After you become a Timelord, and you've been on your own long enough to be competent, you're expected to help tutor the next apprentice, show 'em the ropes, or maybe even help out in the orientation process.  Ya gotta remember that the Boss has a whole galaxy to run so he leaves a lotta the elementary stuff to people like Didra and the Kulas.  Since I was just recently a student like you, I got insight into what you're going through right now."
    


    
             "So you're what...my high school guidance counselor?" I wisecracked before I absentmindedly took a tall gulp from the cup in my hand.  While my eyes saw milk, my tongue tasted the smoothest potato liquor I had ever experienced in my life.  Mellow up front, but with a fire in the belly, I felt the effects of the liquor immediately.
    


    
             "Whoa.  That's not Vodka." I croaked when I caught my breath.
    


    
             "Of course not, human Vodka is essentially low grade gasoline.  That's Cree.  Good stuff." Bara's huge form had no trouble slinking into a comfortable spot amongst the cushions.  No sooner had he found a perch than the bunnies all raced out of their hiding places and swarmed him.  At first I thought they were attacking him, but after a few minutes of watching my host wriggle around in contentment I realized they were cleaning him with their little bunny teeth.  I remember at the time I was pretty shocked at the sight.  Sure, back on earth we had those little birds that cleaned crocodile's teeth...that was sorta like this I guess?  It was just the strangest shower I had ever seen; Sasquatch being groomed by Tribbles.  What the fuck, over?
    


    
             "So did you spend a lotta time on Earth?" I pretended to ignore the bizarre bathing ritual, even though it looked like he was being swarmed by furry piranhas.  Bara actually seemed to be enjoying himself as dozens of bunnies dug into his nether regions.
    


    
             "Just a short snippet from the end of the Cretaceous period to the end of you.  I was all over that galaxy during the survey.  Played chase with saber-toothed tigers, watched the Spanish Inquisitions unfold, lived through a few plagues, three nuclear bombs and the computer revolution.  Your people have been an interesting species to edit.  My Master's thesis was based on management protocols employed on developing Earth."
    


    
             "I thought I was supposed to take care of the people in the Milky Way?" I was perplexed.  
    


    
             "No one may edit their own ancestors.  The galaxy is in a trust until you are of age.  Even as an Editor you will not have access to your own planet prior to your birth.  It is possible to erase yourself from an entire dimensional thread.  Go back far enough and you could completely delete yourself from all existence, deleted from all fifth dimensional threads entirely.  Naw, someone else has to manage your galaxy until you're ready.  Besides, the Boss just gave it a few nudges to get it where it needed to be." Bara made a strange hand motion as he indicated the path they had set humanity on.  All around him the bunnies were starting to withdraw to their hidey-holes.
    


    
             As I listened I used my enhanced eyes to take another look at the cave.  What I had originally mistaken as a rocky hole was actually packed with morphic matter.  Almost every surface showed the telltale DuNai signature.  I knew from my advanced devices training that the Class 5 material he was using could do fantastic things.  It wasn't just furniture; Bara could have turned the cave into a spaceship and flown away.  There were few devices that this material could not replicate.  Since I was still learning how to use the new technologies, and years away from actually building any of it, my abilities with morphic matter were limited.  The stuff was actually smarter than I was.  
    


    
             Lassie had curled up with Bara as soon as the bunnies were all gone.  Eyeing me warily, the poor dog hunkered down where it was safe from the evil intruder.  I felt like such an asshole for punching a puppy.
    


    
             "So what's up with the Supergirl outfit?" Bara looked at me with a twinkle in his multiple sets of eyes.  
    


    
             "Yeeaah..." I trailed off as I tried to come up with a G-rated explanation for sexual role-playing with the nanny.
    


    
             "Let me rephrase that question; how was Didra dressed?" His long mouth split into a smile.  "Look kid, when I said I had insight into your situation, I meant it.  I been exactly where you are now.  Just a coupla thousand years ago, I too was a dumb-ass apprentice like you." 
    


    
             Using all of his fingers in tandem, Bara made a series of clicking sounds, like someone snapping their fingers at a machinegun rate.  Without warning, the floor morphed into a Sasquatch not much taller than me.  It only took my DuNai eyes a pica-second to tell me that her likeness was that of a popular Crozac celebrity.  Apparently she was sorta the Betty Paige of the Oglan System, the bad girl that guys loved to ogle.  To you she would have looked like six feet of fur and muscle, but in their world she was an absolute hottie.  I couldn't help but smile as I realized that Bara really did understand where my head was these days.
    


    
             "So this is the new girl?" The hottie asked as her eyes looked me up and down.  "Does she create as much wake as the boss said she did?"
    


    
             "Oh yeah.  I felt her as soon as she got here, like someone was bangin' on a gong." Bara nodded.  
    


    
             "Felt what?" I was curious.
    


    
             "Your presence in this galaxy." Bara sat up when he spoke.  "Even when the Boss visits, I don't feel him the way I felt you.  I thought someone was ringing a damned dinner bell."
    


    
             The female Sasquatch looked me over before thumping me on the head with a fist.  The whispers had warned me she was going to do something so I was able to dodge most of it.  Still, even her glancing blow was painful.  I couldn't help but notice how fast she was. 
    


    
              "What the hell was that for?" I demanded to know as I held one side of my head where she had hit me with her rough and hairy knuckles.
    


    
             "Wow." She raised an eyebrow before turning back towards Bara.  "She has control of only two point five percent of her enhancements, and yet she was able to get almost completely out of the way.  Impressive."
    


    
             "That's good Shanti, but it's generally considered bad manners to go around punching guests." The big guy rose and chided his partner gently, as if explaining something to a child.
    


    
             "She's a Lord, she'll heal as fast as I could hit her. I doubt she minds much." Shrugging, the female stooped over and moved away on hairy knuckles.
    


    
             I was having a revelation at that moment.  When I finally got my shit together and started looking over the data my eyes were feeding me, I realized that I had seen these same morphic patterns before; in Didra.  There were some different subroutines here though; most notable was the way her energy patterns flowed in a continuous loop rather than emanating from the house.  
    


    
             "This is Didra?  From the house?" I asked skeptically as I watched her settle into a padded corner of the room.
    


    
             "Yes, and no." Bara thought hard for the right words to explain.  "She is from the house, but not the same Didra you know.  I stole her from the house, and left a replica behind; your Didra.  This one is my Didra."
    


    
             "I don't go by that name anymore." She added with a hint of disdain.  "It's Shanti now."
    


    
             "I thought you couldn't unplug the hostess from the house?" I was surprised.  Everything I had read up till then said that Didra was bound to the house.  It was impossible to sever the connection.
    


    
             "You're right, can't be done." Bara agreed with a smile on his lips.  Something in his smug grin told me that I would need to figure out how he had done it on my own.
    


    
             Switching topics, I asked a new question.
    


    
             "What's my wake?  I've heard that phrase before." I was truly unsure.  I had consulted my databanks for a definition, but the results I got back were some hocus-pocus bullshit. 
    


    
             Bara gave a frown as he sat back.  "That is a much bigger question than you know."
    


    
             "Oh yeah." Shanti commented with a cruel smile on her lips.  "Huge question."
    


    
             I was really getting concerned now.  Up till then he'd had no hesitation in answering any of my questions.  Had I asked something I wasn't supposed to?  Is this the scene where I get wacked for knowing too much?  Being new to alien species in general, I was really having trouble getting a read on either of them.  
    


    
             "I don't know if I should." Bara gave it thought.  "Y'see the Boss has this whole lesson plan he goes thru, and touches on the creation of all existence, and the time he saw God, our purpose in life, and all that jazz."
    


    
             "DorLek saw God?  Y'mean like he found Jesus' image on his toast one morning?" I was a little surprised at the statement.
    


    
             Giving a laugh at that, Bara waved a hairy hand to let me know how wrong I was.
    


    
             "Naw, I mean he actually saw the big guy at work for reals."
    


    
             From her perch Shanti scowled before rebuking Bara. "The Boss tells it better than you do."
    


    
             "I tell it pretty well, m'self." He gave his chest a thump with one of those big meaty fists of his.  
    


    
             "You're just gonna fuck it up.  You are a lousy story teller." Shaking her head, Shanti waited until he had turned away before giving me a playful wink.
    


    
             As I watched him lounge there in the pillow pit, with his shaggy hair askew, I had to make a conscious effort to remember that as a Timelord, Bara had more degrees than a university.  But in a room fulla people, he'd be the last one you'd peg as being an Editor.   He looked more like a homeless zoo exhibit than someone responsible for managing quindecillion souls. 
    


    
             "He tells it better.  You'll just mess it up." Shanti flashed me a smug grin as she continued to bait him.
    


    
             "Just tell me already." I was irritated.  No one likes to be in the dark about their wake, even if you have no idea what it is.
    


    
             "Alright." Nodding in agreement Bara sat up and looked me in the eye.  "Okay, but first you gotta tell me about that day you won your silver star." Bara turned it back on me.  Why he wanted to know about that day of all days was beyond me.
    


    
             "What about it?  I pulled a few guys outta danger while under fire, so what?" I shrugged it off, not sure why it was important.
    


    
             "What was going through your mind as you did it?" The big hairy guy asked me point blank.  There was the barest hint of a smirk on his face as he watched me intently.
    


    
             "Mostly I was thinking 'Gee, I hope they don't shoot my little brown ass with that RPG." My tone was involuntarily nasty.  It always was when that day was mentioned.
    


    
             "Classic denial." Shanti's words elicited a nod of agreement from Bara as the two of them shared a knowing look.
    


    
             "That all that was goin' thru yer mind that day?" Bara gave the barest hint of a smile as he spoke, leaning forward so he could look me in the eyes.
    


    
             Rising up to a sitting position, Sasquatch tapped my forehead with a great meaty finger. "You weren't afraid of dying because you had help up there, didn't ya?"
    


    
             I recoiled when I realized what he was getting at.  Then my mind automatically went into denial mode.
    


    
             "What?" I acted like I had no idea what he was talking about, but on the inside I was trying to figure out how he knew about the voices.  How the hell did he know about my imaginary friends?  I hadn't told a soul about them since I was six and learned about lobotomies.  All I ever wanted to be was normal like other kids, not some pariah with auditory hallucinations.  So over the years I had learned to keep a poker face each time the whisperings would tell me something about the person I just met, or warn me of impending danger.  As far as I was concerned, my insanity was my personal business.  I never even told DorLek about the voices because I was afraid being crazy would disqualify me from becoming a Temporal Editor.  Think about it; would you let a crazy person be CEO of a galaxy? Hell no, you prolly wouldn't even let me drive your car. If that happened then I'd never get home to my daughter.  
    


    
             "So lemme guess," He smirked, flashing multiple rows of yellowing teeth, "your whole life you thought you were a nut-job because you heard funny things.  Voices that talked to you late at night, ghosts that would visit you, and lotsa stuff like that, right?  But the voices were always right, weren't they?  Even when they told you things that you couldn't have possibly known.  And how about those voices since you started living at the old man's house?  They changed, didn't they?  Almost like talking to different people altogether, eh?  Or how about since you got here to my place?  Different still?" Stopping to eye me, he watched my reaction with keen interest.
    


    
               After a lifetime of denial, I was stunned.  How do you keep pretending like you have no idea what he's talking about when everything he said was torn right from your own mind?  The voices had changed since I was harvested, changed a lot.  The very tone of the whispers was different, and they did not always answer when I called.  Then since I got to this place, they seemed almost leery of me.  The whispers just felt alien somehow.
    


    
             "The voices you hear in your head are not imaginary, they're very real." Giving a nod, Bara let that soak in. 
    


    
             "How do you know about...?" I trailed off, not sure how to phrase the question.  "Can you hear my thoughts...?
    


    
             "Those voices in your brain are the Guf." Giving a smile, he watched me carefully before proceeding.
    


    
             "The Guf?  The Well of Souls?" My voice had an incredulous tone to it.  I'd learned the term back in Sunday school, but I was having a little trouble understanding what the voices in my head had to do with some ancient Christian dogma.
    


    
             "See, your people have it all backwards.  Humans believe that souls originate in the Guf, come to Earth, then die and go to heaven.  But that's all bass-ackwards.  All life begins here in the physical plane.  When a life form dies, their essence is drawn into the Guf where they join all of the other entities who have gone before them.  You cannot destroy energy, only convert it, and the essence you call a soul is really just energy." Giving a shrug, he took a big gulp of his drink as his eyes watched me carefully.
    


    
             "So all these years and I'm just a Shyamalin plotline?  I see dead people" I hissed like a character from the movie.  
    


    
             "Hey, it's better than being nuts.  Look, the Guf isn't just dead people, it's every living being that has ever existed within that galaxy.  Think of it as a mass consciousness of divine proportions." He nodded as he spoke, still watching me closely.  "Do you know why God is all powerful and all knowing?"
    


    
             "Because she's God, duh." I gave a flippant answer.
    


    
             "No, it's because he's seen it all, done it all, and experienced every imaginable concept firsthand.  Think about this; if you pack the collective souls of an entire galaxy into the Guf, and I'm talking rabbits, and bees, and plants, and every last microbe that has ever held a spark of life, then there would be no experience or concept that the Guf would not understand intimately.  Remember, it's a mass consciousness so the experiences of each individual are shared with the collective.  If the Boss hadn't harvested you from your deathbed, you'd be a brain cell in a baby god's head right now.  Actually, to be wholly accurate, you would be a brain cell in a fetus.  Now do you understand?  When you look into the eyes of a god, countless trillions of eyes look back."
    


    
             I was not sure how to respond to that.  On one hand I felt like I'd been accosted by some church nut in a gorilla costume, but on the other hand...I'd been carrying on conversations with dead people my whole life so who was I to call anyone a nut for their odd religious beliefs.  I sat there for a few moments before I asked the only coherent question I could think of.
    


    
             "I thought we went to heaven or hell?" I was a little disappointed; they'd promised me chocolate for all eternity if I was good.
    


    
             "Heaven and Hell are just different conditions of the Guf.  You fill it with too many bad souls and it'd be hell, or a prison movie.  Fill it mainly with good souls and it'd be heaven.  This is why we socially engineer our galaxies, to ensure the quality of the material filling the Guf.  You're gonna spend all eternity in there so you wanna make sure it's not a ghetto in there." He shrugged before sliding into a new spot on the floor.  
    


    
             Sitting down on the ground cross-legged, I posed my next question.
    


    
             "Bad souls go to heaven too?"
    


    
             "Yep." He nodded.
    


    
             "Idi Amin and Stalin and Hitler all go to Heaven?" I was dismayed.
    


    
             "Yep." Again he agreed.
    


    
             "That's bullshit, why would murderers and sociopaths get to be saved for all eternity?  Why the hell did we all follow the Ten Commandments and all that crap if we're all going to the same place anyhow?" I was floored, it just seemed patently wrong.
    


    
             "Lemme ask you another question.  Was Audie Murphy a bad man?  How about Alvin York?  Congressional Medal of Honor winners, good Christian men, yet they both murdered dozens of men in combat." Bara rubbed his armpits as he gave me a moment to consider the question before continuing.
    


    
             "Murdered?" I let a hint of irritation creep into my voice.  Bara ignored me and continued on with his explanation.
    


    
             "See, those guys had a dark side, and they knew how to call upon it when it was needed.  Then when the shooting was over, they put it back in a little box, nice and safe.  If they hadn't had that ability to call upon their dark side they woulda been pussies, and the Germans woulda wiped 'em out like every other GI.  Audie and Alvin were not axe murderers, they were just men who knew how to call upon that darkness when it was necessary, and lock that shit up tight the rest of the time.  Look, once you wrap your head around the concept that your galaxy is just a womb for a baby god, you come to understand that we want that extracorporeal child to be strong, yet compassionate, the kind of deity that knows when to call upon its dark side, and when to keep it in a box.  As a Timelord you have to balance the good against the bad in just such a way that you are creating a benevolent being that can stand up for itself, but not be a complete axe murderer.  I mean you wouldn't wanna give infinite power to a sociopath would you?  Figuring out the right mix will be your job.  That's why you were chosen, because you are the true prophet for the Milky Way Galaxy, the one who can not only hear the Guf, but talk back to it, sense what's in its mind.  With your finger on the pulse, you will know exactly which way the embryo needs to be steered.  This is why only a true prophet can be a Timelord.  For anyone else it'd be like driving blindfolded.  You're here to be a god's embryonic nanny, and raise that kid right."
    


    
             As my mind raced at the speed of light I absentmindedly finished off that glass of milk.  Pow, zoom, to the moon, the Cree hit me like a truck...but a clear-headed buzz.  Cree doesn't make you stupid like Earth booze.  But it does a really great job of calming your nerves.  Mmmmm, Cree...
    


    
             Even with the power of DuNai processors in my brain running at full speed, I was having trouble taking it all in.  I'd been raised in a Church family, but I hadn't attended since I moved out on my own.  Still, I had been programmed with basic Christian values and beliefs.  It was hard to be told that most of what I had learned was wrong.  But then again, humans were essentially cavemen compared to the DuNai.  Homo Sapiens were only ten thousand years out of a loincloth. Most Dunai lived three times that long.
    


    
              "What'd you mean that I created a wake as soon as I got here?" I tried to focus.
    


    
             "Hmmmph." He gave a pleased grunt before answering.  "True prophets cause a wake when they enter a galaxy, like a disturbance in the Force. Y'know?  See, anytime you approach a living being, it'll tend to react one way or another to you.  The Guf is alive, and it will react to those of us who can converse with it.  The reason you felt like the voices were different since you died is because they are.  Kid, I don't know if the old man told you or not, but not only are you not in Kansas anymore, you're not even in the same galaxy.  For the last few years you've been chatting with a strange Guf."
    


    
             "...and this place...?" I asked, gesturing to the cave around me.
    


    
             "Is another galaxy entirely.  Different Guf than the Boss' place" He finished my sentence.
    


    
             I took that in for a few moments before asking my next question.
    


    
             "Shanti made it sound like I had a big wake, am I flawed or something?  Does it mean I have a big ass?" I was always waiting for the third shoe to drop.
    


    
             "Nothing wrong with your wake, it's just immense.  Even as a plebe your chi is off the charts, girl.  I've met trained Lords who didn't have the kinda abilities you have right outta the box." Bara nodded a reassurance.  "Did you know the Boss was in the Sombrero galaxy when you were born.  He felt your wake clear out there.  Granted, the old guy is waaaaaay more sensitive than I am, but still, the Sombrero galaxy?  That's hell and gone from Earth.  Kiddo, I've met 'em all, from Jesus to Mohammed, and none of 'em had the amperage that you do."
    


    
             I sat back, pleased to learn that not only was I not crazy, but I was powerfully sane...or something like that.  After a lifetime of hiding my shameful secret, it turns out to be my only ticket home from the grave.  Well, whooda thunk?
    


    
             "So you're saying that Jesus wasn't really..." I trailed off for the right words, "the son of God?"
    


    
             "Of course he was, we're all sons and daughters and saughters of God." He shrugged to accent what he was saying.
    


    
             "Saughters?" I asked quickly.
    


    
             "Non-genderal species have children too.   Looksee, Jesus and Muhammad and Moses and all those guys you learned about in Sunday school were just like you, they were prophets of the Guf, they had the voices in their head too.  But unlike you, they could only hear the Guf.  You can talk to it, converse with it, even command it to some degree, and that makes you the True Prophet.  Kid, you're not just one in a million, you're one in an octillion.  Even among the DuNai, abilities like ours are extremely rare."
    


    
             Didra held out her hand over my empty glass.  Immediately more milk poured out of her fingertip until my cup nearly ranneth over.  I had so many questions to ask that they were running into each other and causing a traffic jam in my brain.
    


    
             "So I'm gonna be God's nanny?" Something didn't make sense about the whole thing.
    


    
             "God?  Hell no." He snorted.  "A god, yes.  But not the God.  More people have landed on your moon than have seen the face of God.  The Boss is one of 'em.  All we know is that the creator made this multiverse, and planted these galaxies like eggs in a clutch, but no one has seen the guy for eons.  Some DuNai scholars believe he's dead, they say he spent his entire essence creating the universe, and when he was done there just wasn't nothin' left of him."  
    


    
             "You believe that Nietzsche crap?" I asked him, feeling a little defensive for the Christian God I had grown up believing in.
    


    
             "Nah, he's still out there, waiting for his children to mature and join him...wherever the hell Gods live." Another nod and a swig from his glass.  "But that's somethin' none of us is gonna know for sure until our galaxies reach ascension."
    


    
             
    


    
             
    


    
             I woke up the next morning in my own bed.  I vaguely remembered being carried home over a big, hairy shoulder, but nothing explained the taste of dead rat in my mouth.
    


    
             "Good morning." The Boss said with a strange smile.  "Did some exploring, did you?" Stooping over slightly, he eyed me closely.
    


    
             My head was throbbing as I opened a single eye to scowl at him.
    


    
             "Yeah, met Bara, had my entire religious belief system smashed on the rocks, turned off my auto-systems and got a little drunk." I grumbled as I tried to drag the blanket over my eyes. Okay, mebbe I got a lot drunk.
    


    
             "But now you seem at peace with what you learned." He said as if he were reading my mind.  
    


    
             It was true; I had somehow come to terms with the things my brother Bara had revealed.  Now if I could just visualize the command that would get rid of this hangover.  The Onkx took focus to control; something I didn't have in my current condition.  
    


    
             "So, no questions on that topic?" He raised an eyebrow.
    


    
             "Yeah," I agreed, sitting up on an elbow.  "Tell me about when you saw God." It had been something I had been dying to ask.  Bara had refused to elaborate, insisting that it was the Boss's story to tell.
    


    
             Sitting back with a little surprise, he gave a quick smile.  "Mere words fail to paint the image.  You cannot explain God, it can only be experienced." With that he silently touched me on the arm with a single finger.  
    


    
             What happened next, or really what I experienced next, was known as MoTi, the art of sharing experiences.  This wasn't some video clip, or a clever story he was telling.  With MoTi you don't just see the memory...you live it.  Everything he felt that day, I felt today.  Every sensation, every thought.  Think of it as walking a light-year in someone else's shoes. The DuNai used MoTi extensively as a training technique, and really it was a helluva way to impart a lesson.  Although I would take on thousands of memories in later years, this was my first time.  
    


    
             As I was pulled into his MoTi, I found myself diving backwards through time at an alarming rate.  Farther and farther back I went, travelling so damned fast.  I could feel so much of what he felt, of the hunger to find out what was at the bottom of the well, the struggle to go deeper towards the very origin of all creation.  Intently focused, I was on a collision course with day zero, the beginning of the universe.  There was so much happening all around me, it was as if I was diving deeper and deeper, fighting temporal waves and eddies as I fought my way closer to absolute zero.  It was unimaginably difficult, like swimming upstream thru a firehose.  To this day I have a lotta respect for the Boss because of the absolute fortitude I felt in that memory.  He only looked like a little guy on the outside, but inside he was Aslan.    
    


    
             We were so close to absolute zero.  I could feel the tremendous forces that repulsed us the closer we got.  It was as if the entire universe were exploding outwards while we were diving inwards against the tide.  Then finally, our Onkx hits a brick wall and we careen diagonally.  It takes every bit of energy left in our body to stabilize.  That's when I finally get the chance to look around at the absolute nothingness around me.  No galaxies, no matter, no universe, not even the vacuum of space.  The clock in my Onkx is stalled at -.000000000001ps, and I am getting alerts that I am outside of the temporal plane of existence.  I'm just realizing that without the very fabric of space, my Onkx was dead in the water.  I'm essentially stranded like a car in the ocean.  All I can do is hang there in nothingness hoping that my backup systems can keep me alive long enough to figure out how to get back where I came from.
    


    
             And that's when I see God.  Or more specifically; Gods.  Don't ask me how I know this; you just feel it, like you're programmed to recognize your manufacturers. I know it makes no sense...how do you see something when light hasn't even been invented yet?  Still, it was unmistakable; I was in the presence of the very beings who created our universe.   
    


    
             There they were; two newlyweds of cosmic proportions in a sea of nothingness.  Even at this distance I could feel the love between the entities, their energy bathing me like a thousand suns.  There was so much joy, so much happiness, that it wiped out all memory of the world I had come from.  No Pain, no indecision, no fear.  There was only love and desire without end.  It was like this thick, warm blanket that I wanted desperately to wrap myself up in for all eternity.  
    


    
             I don't know how long I was there, really I don't.  Coulda been a thousand years for all I knew, but there was no way to tell since time didn't exist yet.  I was stranded there without a temporal tide to carry me home, but I didn't care.  I would have gladly stayed there forever.
    


    
             Then they touch like a pair of great gaseous nebulas, and a single spark flies out.  There is such an intense feeling of love and affection for the little burning ember as it flitters about before finally igniting.  My eyes widened as I watched the flame growing bigger unimaginably fast.  As I watch the universe unfold like a tidal wave rushing towards me, I can't help but give a smile of wonderment as creation washed over me in an instant.
    


    
             The memory ended there, but its shock and awe left me stunned.  Taking a moment to run it all through my mind I was at a loss for words.  With MoTi the experience is so complete that you have few questions afterwards.  But for me there was just something about the beginning that I didn't understand.
    


    
             "Why were you so damned intent on getting back to zero?  It felt like you were rabid for this." I could still remember the almost maniacal feelings that drove him so hard against the temporal flow.
    


    
             "Think of it as a midlife crisis." He gave the barest hint of a smile.  "More than a few editors have felt the thirst for knowledge, to know with absolute certainty that there is purpose to our sacrifice.  When I collected that memory I had been a Timelord for twenty-nine of your millennia.  I had done a great many distasteful things in the course of my duties.  All necessary, but these things weigh on your conscience nonetheless.  I was beginning to have doubts; there were questions that even the DuNai could not answer.  And like many before me, I took the plunge.  When I reemerged, I was revitalized in my mission, ready to continue my life's work." Standing up, he gave me a serious look.  It took a minute to realize that while he was imparting the memory, he had cured my hangover too.
    


    
             "Come.  We have more students for you to play with."
    


    
             
    


    
      

    


    
             My first impression of the new students was a solid WOW!  At least when I saw the guy, anyhow.  Oh wow, oh wow, was he pretty.  Well built, but not like a bodybuilder.  More of a natural fitness, with broad shoulders and thick arms for holding a woman all night.  Oh yeah he was dreamy.
    


    
             Then I saw her, the other new student, and my hopes just crashed.  She was beautiful, and I don't just mean pretty.  She was movie-star beautiful, absolutely gorgeous.  It was like we weren't even the same species.  Even if McDreamy was gay, she could turn him back.  That kinda hot.  
    


    
             I musta just stopped there in the doorway like an idiot, my jaw hanging open as I realized I had no chance of scoring the hunk with her around.  Not that I'm ugly, or even unpleasant.  I was just terribly ordinary when compared to the she-goddess (whose name turned out to be Veena).  What guy would settle for me when he could have Christina Aguilera?  
    


    
             I don't mean to sound too school girl about this, but you gotta remember I'd been alone in my new life for a few years, and again, I was running around the universe in a brand-new nineteen year old body.  What can I say; I was lonely.  Back then Didra made lousy company, so I was totally starved for human interaction.  When you've been stranded on a desert island for as long as I'd been, even a one-night-stand looked good.  
    


    
             But as I found out later, the whole meeting was really one of DorLek's lessons.  He knew I would come to all the wrong conclusions.  It was like that old saying about judging a book by its cover; I had leapt to conclusions before taking the time to use my abilities to really assess the situation.
    


    
             Firstly, they were not really human; they were both Saik; native morphs.  Why the hell is that important? See, when your species can control its appearance with just a casual thought, being beautiful means nothing because everyone was pretty where they came from.  Although I didn't understand it at the time, my plainness made me the exotic one. Can you believe that? 
    


    
             The chick named Veena was training to become a Korpah.  Essentially a planetary manager, she would command an army of operators and cut-outs, all doing the Timelord's bidding as per the master plan.  It was a top management position.
    


    
             Pretty boy was a guy named Aldoo; Galactic Engineer.  He'd be the go-to-guy for all your hardware, special effects, and major construction projects.  Need a planet moved a little to the left?  Installing a stable trans-temporal wormhole for the employee entrance?  Aldoo would be your boy.  He could build anything, and I mean anything.
    


    
             Both of them were recently implanted with their Onkx, so they were in the same boat as me as far as using the damned thing.  Sure, we'd mastered the basics, but the Onkx is a vastly capable device.  There were features that I didn't even understand yet, let alone able to use them.  While my Onkx had the full Monty, namely every feature enabled, theirs were incapable of temporal relocation.  They could not travel dimensionally.  Only a Lord had those abilities.  The DuNai regarded time travel as the greatest potential weapon in the universe and limited its use severely.  Most galaxies were shielded to prevent the invention from ever occurring in the first place.  The effects of two people tampering with the timeline simultaneously could be devastating.   Like Highlander, there could be only one.
    


    
             "Has he introduced you to MoTi?" Veena asked with a smile on her pretty face.  We'd been hanging out in the library under Skylab.  The Boss had harvested the old space station as a trophy and kept it suspended above the room. The whole house was filled with stuff like that.
    


    
             "Yeah, once.  It was something else, that's for sure." I nodded enthusiastically, remembering that morning that I had witnessed the Big Bang.  "Did you have to go through Devices training?"
    


    
             She rolled her eyes at the memory.  "Don't get me started.  Me and Aldoo are from the same planet, but about a thousand years apart.  He got to skip to advanced courses while I had to take the ultra-beginner courses for hillbillies." The devious smile on her face told me it had been excruciating.
    


    
             "Me too." I held up a hand.  "Back where I come from we don't even have flying cars.  I didn't even know how to use a veule" I shook my head sadly.  
    


    
             "Me too." She opened her eyes wide, "I lost three fingers on the mazer.  Zzzzt!"
    


    
             "A finger on the mazer, a hand to the elcomb, and broke my neck on the skiff." I gave a nod of reassurance.  I understood her tech woes fully.
    


    
             "I wrecked the skiff three times just getting out of the bay." Veena jutted out her perfect breasts as she referred to the training vehicle we still struggled to master.  Students had to become proficient in the little craft before we could move on to stellar flight training.
    


    
             "So what's the deal with Aldoo?" I took the chance to change the subject.  "Are you two a couple?"
    


    
             "Oh, I wish.  You should see him without his shirt." She leaned forward to talk.  Veena had this infectious way about her, when she spoke everything was such a big, exciting deal.  It was hard not to feel her enthusiasm. 
    


    
             "Soooo, he's single?" I prodded further.
    


    
             "Sorry sister, there's no room for you with all the baggage he's carrying." Veena batted her eyelashes to emphasize the futility.  "He's seriously hung up on someone back home.  I've been walking around here, dumping pheromones by the liter and he hasn't noticed me yet."
    


    
             "I thought your people were only class three morphs, you could look human on the outside, but inside you're still Saik." I had read up on their species a little.  After all, I had the database right there in my head.
    


    
             "We are, but the Onkx allows us class four and above.  Right now, I am every bit as human as you." She smiled proudly as she showed off her very female body.  "Aldoo is supposed to be fully human as well.  This is our advanced species, level one course.  We have to be homo sapiens while we're here for this phase of training.  In a few solars we'll be another species, then another.  Maybe even a different gender.  You'll love it."
    


    
             "Whoah there," I sat up in surprise.  "Is that what advanced species training is all about?  I thought I just had to absorb a lotta literature from an encyclopedia, but you're saying that I gotta be other species?  Actually, physically be another species?"
    


    
             "Of course.  How can you truly understand an alien race without having walked a mile in their shoes?  Did you think it was all going to be MoTi? Don't get all freaked out, it's not that bad, really."  Veena reassured me as she stretched out on the couch before morphing into a big, hairy Vlordak, then back to human.
    


    
             "That was fast." I was surprised to see how quickly she could go from one to the other.  I knew from reading that it took several hours for her people to morph into a new form naturally.  The Onkx that flowed through her molecules seriously enhanced her morphic abilities.  It had prolly been easy for her to use the Onkx for shape shifting since she already knew how.  But me?  I hadn't even played with the feature yet.  Up to this point I had been so damned busy with my studies, and exploring the house, that I really had not done a good job of focusing my energies inward to the device that would one day get me home.  I knew a few of the preset commands to do things like change my clothes or convert waste to energy, but so many of the features had been left unexplored.  They were on my list, but it was a very long list.
    


    
             "What species have you been?" She asked, a sparkle in her devious eye.
    


    
             "Human." I shrugged.  "I haven't really gotten that far in my Onkx studies..." I trailed off as she reached out and grabbed my arm.  At first I thought she was gonna make a move on me, but then I felt the change running thru me.  It was fast, like I was being folded up into a package.  When I saw my arms turn into tentacles I tried to scream but nothing came out because I no longer had vocal chords.  
    


    
             It was gross gross gross!  Everywhere I looked all I could see of myself was pink tentacles with these big suction cups everywhere.  I was so flustered that I used a few of my arms to latch onto Veena's perfectly sculpted face with a vengeance.  I'm pretty sure she let out a shriek, but I couldn't hear it since I didn't have ears anymore either!  I was pretty mad at her so I didn't mind giving her a few sloppy smacks with my tentacles before I felt everything changing back to normal.
    


    
             Veena rolled about on the couch laughing at the sight of me there, all exasperated and pissed-off after being squid-girl.  I was mad enough to punch her!  At least I woulda punched her if I wasn't so damned worried she'd leave me that way next time.  Whatever she'd told my Onkx to morph into, it was the most unsettling experience I had ever felt in my entire life.  It just creeped me the fuck out having those suction cups and the slimy feeling of my limbs...ICK!
    


    
             "Don't ever do that to me again!" I was stern as I threatened her with a clenched fist of death.
    


    
             "No, next time you'll be required to do it to yourself.  That was morphing basics; the slugworm. Everybody has to do the worm.  Might as well get used to it." Veena started to reach out towards me again with a grin on her face.  My fist hit her so fast that I was retracting for another punch before she even realized she was hit.
    


    
             "Yeah, I got super powers too." I gave a snide look only to be greeted by that devious grin again.  I liked her; she had a mischievous way about her, like that friend you call when you wanna go caterwauling.   You know the type; the bestie you can tell all your dirty secrets to, but only because hers are far worse.  Yep, Veena was that girl. 
    


    
             Besides, she clearly knew how to take a punch.  It helped that she wasn't all stuck-up like most of the really pretty women I had known back on Earth.  If anything, Veena had this lecherous streak that allowed her see the whole world as one big party.
    


    
             "You punch like a woman." She smiled, lying back on the couch.  "You wait until Species training, and you'll be begging me to tutor you.  Aldoo too, he's lousy with shape-shifting.  He may be a better techie than me, but his people no longer practice the Kraa like they should, so he is sloppy and undisciplined.  In my day we had to be expert at shifting to survive, it was a deep cultural part of our lives.  But where Aldoo comes from in my future, the ability is used mostly for aesthetics, more of a fashion statement than a way to avoid predators and enemies.  You two are going to have a hard time in 'species class."
    


    
             "But not you?" Considering the difficulty of courses thus far, I was surprised that anyone expected an easy class.  
    


    
             In response, she cycled through half a dozen different creatures as she lay there.  I'm sure the look on my face told her that I was impressed.  
    


    
             "And I was a goddess in each of those forms." Back to human form she purred like Mae West.  "C'mon, I found a door this morning that leads straight to a little bar on Scotii that serves the best Ouzo.  Not only that, but there are three Glorph for every Glymph, it's a real meat market.  You'll like it." Those blue eyes flashed with a hedonistic wink that promised a night of new experiences. 
    


    
             As I found out shortly thereafter, the girl knew her way around a border town.  I'll just leave it at that.
    


    
      

    


    
      

    


    
      DuNai Morphic Categories
    


    
             Class I Morph: Can change physical shape.   The effect is strictly external and may vary in accuracy.  In most cases a Class I morph can only mimic a few objects or life forms.  The process may take days to complete and is typically a long term adaptation.  The disguise will not hold up to close scrutiny.
    


    
             Class II Morph: Can mimic a variety of objects on sight, though the effect is still an external appearance.   In most cases a class II will require an hour or more to complete the change. The disguise will fool the layman, but the deception often falls apart on a sociological level.  
    


    
             Class III Morph: Can mimic objects immediately upon sight or touch of the subject.  The morph is complex, and may even include some mimicry of internal organs.  A Class III morph will generally have the social skills necessary to blend perfectly within their chosen civilization.   
    


    
             Class IV Morph:  By sampling their subject, this class of morph can exactly duplicate a life form down to the cellular level.  The morph speed is nearly instant, usually with only a few minutes required for gestation of the biological sample.  The disguise is complete enough to fool a medical doctor.  Social skills will be highly advanced.  Class IV morphs typically excel in professions such as acting, politics, and professional sports.
    


    
             Class V: Capable of inducting other matter into their disguise, a morph of this class will have the ability to absorb other life forms at the cellular level.  In most cases the Class V is a single consciousness capable of driving dozens of surrogates simultaneously.  These are typically a conquest-minded species and prefer to assimilate entire cultures.  The DuNai consider Class V morphs to be hazardous in nature, and should not be approached without engaging the Onkx's bio-shielding at its highest energy setting.  Universal precautions dictate that all Class V morphs should be treated as infectious hazmat until proven otherwise.
    


    
             
    

  


  
    
      
        

      


      The Hot Rod


      
               
      


      
        

      


      
               Once Veena and Aldoo showed up, school began to change.  Devices training gave way to Skiff training that was supposed to give way to Primary Space Travel, followed by Tactical Weapons School, then finally Galactic Transport School.  In total it was over fifteen Terran years of flight school, interspersed with about a dozen other classes.  It sounds like fun, but it was hell.  Fascinating, but some damned hard training.
      


      
               But it all started with the Skiff.  Think of an X-15 crossed with a jet ski and you'd be on the right path.  She was little, two people max.  Agile and quick on the acceleration.  In my old life I had driven a lotta hardware, but the best jet fighter on Earth wouldn't hold a candle to the Skiff.  Veena and I had so much fun on that thing.  We used to scrape the sky by taking her up in this parabolic arc that just touched the edge of space before we'd drop straight down like a Kamikaze.  What a screamer she was, the Skiff, not Veena.  Naw, my sister from another galaxy loved the plunge.  Once we started diving, she'd lean forward into the controls with her teeth gritted and a smile three feet wide.  The skiff was easily our favorite homework.
      


      
               Aldoo didn't have to take Skiff training because he'd had experience with better ships back in his old life.  He had actually skipped a lotta coursework, being from a much higher technological era than either of us girls.  He avoided most of Devices Training (lucky bastard) and basic Astrophysics.  I kinda started to get a vibe that he didn't much like talking to us cave women, sorta an air of superiority.  Y'know?  Not that I couldn't really blame him.  Veena and I were amazed by the simplest things back then.  We were both from bass-ackwards civilizations on the edge of their own industrial revolutions.  Hell, we got excited over the skiff.  Back where Aldoo comes from they let children ride those things at amusement parks.
      


      
               So it didn't take long for me to start thinking he was a little stuck up.  Asshole from the future.  No, correction; really dreamy looking asshole from the future.  There was just something about him that drove me to distraction.  Geeeze, I had no control over my hormonal system at that point in my development.  I'd forgotten how it felt to be that physical age again.  I'd gotten pregnant with Cassie when I wasn't much older than this, and in a war zone, no less.  
      


      
               So after getting hammered in some excruciating courses like astrophysics, and few that were just downloads of mind-numbingly boring data, I got my first break since the Skiff; Music class.  Seriously...a class where I had to sit around and listen to music.  At the time I saw no downside.  I'd drink Cree and rock out.  The Boss had an astounding collection, and the House could play music so loud that you felt it in your morphic bones.  Sure, some of the alien music was a little weird, but still it was the easiest class I'd been in yet.
      


      
               Then one day I get a visit from Aldoo.  
      


      
               "Master DorLek has asked me to inquire of you for tutoring assistance." He seemed to almost stutter at the request.  
      


      
               At the time I took this for pride, his having to bend that stiff neck of his to ask for help from the cave girl.  He was future-boy, he knew how to use a Yort energy splitter without losing any fingers.  I just naturally figured he hated having to ask a primitive like me for help.  
      


      
               "I am having a great difficulty with...music." He spoke as if the word held blasphemy.
      


      
               Now right here I gotta take a segway to give you some perspective.  See, Veena and Aldoo were from the same species, but that was the end of the similarities.  Veena came from a time when they had to shape-shift to survive. They had a few alien contacts and had hungrily soaked up their music and culture.  Veena's generation enjoyed new experiences and sought them out whenever possible.
      


      
               Whereas Aldoo came from a time when the Saik had encountered and copied thousands of species. Their people were scattered throughout the galaxy on millions of worlds. But after a millennia of gorging on vast databases of every imaginable species, extinct or extant, his people had become disparate and jaded.  
      


      
               What you have to understand about most morphic beings (class IV and below) is that when they join your society they don't do it to take over the world.  They adopt the lifestyle and live among you like productive members of society.  After a generation or two of complete submersion they begin to forget what it was to be Saik.  So with their people scattered all over the galaxy, they had begun to fragment as a society.  Think about it, they had copied so many other cultures that they didn't even remember their own.  That's when the Revivalists took power and began the Hajj Conservative Revolution in an attempt to reclaim the former glory of the Saik Empire.  
      


      
               See, just about the time Aldoo was born, the Conservative Revolution was full swing.  They banned morphing beyond a few approved skins native to their home world.  Other xeno distractions they outlawed in their religious fervor were multiplistic duplication (sex), foreign entertainment media (movies) and music.
      


      
               See, we humans take music for granted.  We can both appreciate it as well as write it.  We naturally assume that other species should get Hendrix or Joplin, but they don't always.  The Saik were a species that could appreciate music, but were not naturally inclined to it.  In other words, they could be taught to enjoy music, but not in a million years could a Saik ever write music (they are notoriously bad singers too).  A century before Aldoo was born, his people were musically mature.  But the Revolution banned alien distractions, so drugs, sex, and rock n' roll were outlawed, literally.
      


      
               So pretty boy knew bupkis about music.  I couldn't help but smile as I thought to myself; now there're two things I could teach him.  Coming from a culture where everybody has vast piles of digital music, I assumed it'd be easy to find a genre or two that he liked.  
      


      
               Right away I pulled out the classics and blasted some Smooth by Santana.  I was really grooving to the song but Aldoo just stood there stiffly.  He didn't want a beer, and he didn't want to sit down.  I could tell this song wasn't working for him so I switched it up with some Everlast, but that made him even edgier.  I tried some Stones on him but the beat of the drum seemed to intimidate him.  After that I threw in some Mamas and Papas and he seemed to almost respond to that.  At least he stopped inching towards the door.
      


      
               "So how'd that make you feel?" I thunked a beer down on the counter as I cast a wary eye upon him.
      


      
               "It was nice." He answered neutrally.  The same answer he had given every other time I'd asked him.   
      


      
               "That's not what I'm asking.  Tell me how did that song make you feel so I can home in on your tastes?" I grabbed a spot on the barstool that grew up out of the floor at my command.
      


      
               "It made me feel...normal." Aldoo seemed mystified at my exact meaning.  
      


      
               I sat back with a grimace on my face as I gave it a thought.  From what I'd read about quasi-musical species, until I find the genre that clicks for him, music would just be a series of noises to Aldoo.  Never having tried the stuff, he failed to understand what all the fuss was about.
      


      
               I had no idea what he'd like so I was all over the road with different music.  Played some Reggae, Caribbean, a little Garth, and all of the Divas: Mariah, Whitney, Aretha, Julie Andrews, and Elton John.  But nope, no interest from the big guy.  Hell, I even tried to chat him up just to get the guy to chill a little.  
      


      
               Getting a little flustered, I scanned the thousands of musical genres available at my disposal.  It occurred to me that mebbe he wasn't getting it because he wasn't letting his feet explain it to him.  Immediately my finger settled on exactly the right track.  It was precise, melodic, and the perfect Waltz.   I just grabbed the big lug and yanked him onto the dance floor.
      


      
               "See, you just step with the music.  You hear that beat?  One two three, one two three.  That's a Waltz." I gave him a leering smile as I watched his biological indicators spike.  I could see with my eyes that the guy was practically on overload.  He'd been a year or more in his new human body and I think he was going a little buggy.  I know I sure as hell was.
      


      
               "I'm not required to complete any courses on dance." He pointed out as I pulled him along across the floor.
      


      
               "See, that's the thing about music, you gotta let it move you.  Just go with the flow, let the music take over." Winking, I tried to set him at ease.
      


      
               Without even asking, I tapped into his systems and changed his outerwear to a tuxedo.  That's the thing about being morphic; you don't actually wear clothes because the clothes are just part of you.   
      


      
               Aldoo looked better than a plate of hors d'oeuvres in that tux.  I was just admiring how well he filled his jacket when he returned the favor by switching my outerwear to a little black dress that barely covered my ass.  I woulda objected except that I looked really good in that dress.  Shoes were okay, but that dress made me look sensational.  Right away I could feel this sense of contagious lust from Aldoo, like he was broadcasting it from a big radio tower or something.  It was the strangest thing I'd ever felt, like I was sharing his emotions.  And I'm not talking about some topical effect, whatever he was doing...I was about to chip a tooth I wanted him so damned bad.  Oooooooh I wanted him...
      


      
               See, I didn't know what was going on because I wasn't that far into my studies, I hadn't learned about Emanations yet.  What're Emanations?  Didja ever know someone who told you they could see your aura?  Well they were prolly fulla shit.  But the truth is that all living things have an aura of some type.  Really it's just a natural dissipation of their ambient energy, but if you have the right equipment set for the right frequency and wavelength you can detect it.  With my DuNai eyes I can actually see it, measure its intensity, frequency, and spectrum.  I'm telling you, these enhanced eyes are really something else.
      


      
               So what in the hell does an aura have to do with anything?  You gotta remember that a big part of a Temporal Editor's job is influencing people to do things you need done.  The Onkx allows us to take an emotion like happiness and broadcast it to others as a way to motivate people to our needs.  You can also emit other feelings too, like fear or terror.  It's a helluva tool/weapon.  A trained 'lord can send you running for fear of your life without even uttering a word, just blast you with auric energy of the right flavor and you crap your pants right there.  Well Aldoo, being the bright-boy, had studied ahead in the syllabus.  So for the last year or so he had been bombarding me with emanations of a romantic nature.  I had no idea he had been doing it, all along I'd simply assumed it was just my Latin libido making me climb the walls every time I saw those broad shoulders.
      


      
               But whenever he did that, I naturally broadcast back my own feelings of lust without even knowing I was doing it.    So between us we had been blasting each other with gigawatts of pure lust and desire in this feedback loop.  It had been driving us crazy for months.  My heart was telling me to jump his bones, but my eyes were telling me that he looked down on Veena and me for being primitives.  Truth was, Aldoo was just lousy with people.  Under all that pretty scenery, the guy was really just a geek with all of the classic social awkwardness you find in the highly intelligent.  Add to that the fact that I had been transmitting my emanations with such amplitude that I was probably rattling his teeth every time I got close.  The little black dress was just the straw that broke the camel's back.
      


      
               And that's where it all unraveled.  There on the dance floor, in the middle of Strauss' Blue Danube Waltz, we finally gave in to our primitive sides.  And lemme tell you, all those months of anticipation made the event more like atomic fission than mere sex.  You'd have thought someone set off a nuke in my apartment.  
      


      
               The months that followed were a lotta fun.  Aldoo did finally learn to appreciate music and I got to appreciate Aldoo.  Even if we weren't a perfect match, we were gonna enjoy it while we could.  A quick comparison of our auras showed that we were poorly matched, not even the same color...and his frequency was completely asymmetrical to mine.  But we didn't care.  We were two people who had been lonely long enough that we were willing to pretend, at least for the time being.  It didn't hurt that he looked so damned good in a tux.  Hell, Aldoo woulda looked good in a gunny sack.  In fact I didn't care if he wore clothes at all, honestly.  It just felt nice to have someone to cling to for a while.  It got lonely in that big 'ol house.  I'd been doing this apprentice gig for a decade now.  A girl's got a right to kick up her heels every ten years or so, eh?
      


      
               
      


      
               
      


      
               I'd finally outgrown the Skiff when I decided it was time to build my own hot rod.  After all, I had the technical training, and the equivalent of the Library of Congress loaded into my brain, so why not?  At the time I thought it was an original idea, to take the best technology from each of the prime races and build one hell of a fast ship.  But when the Boss stopped by to admire my work I found out just how un-original my idea was.
      


      
               "When I built my first Shiirrek, she was not entirely different from your ship." DorLek ran his fingers lovingly over her surface. "Eventually, most students build one.  It is a psychological indicator that they are ready to advance in their studies."
      


      
               "I just wanna drive fast with the top down." I pretended that he had not just been 100% correct in assessing how I was beginning to feel about living at the house.  Sure, it was a magnificent place, like living in a palace, but I was ready for more.  I wanted to get out and start looking for home.  Yeah, yeah, yeah, I know I couldn't possibly make it home from another galaxy in my hotrod (or any conventional ship for that matter), but at least until then I could have some fun on the weekends.  Besides, if you could build a really cool spaceship, wouldn't you?  If you're still reading this memoir then the answer is prolly a resounding yes. Hell yes!
      


      
               "You should talk to Morbester Shaklum, he does custom work on devices like this.  He could show you some areas of improvement." With a touch, DorLek imparted the specific coordinates directly into my Onkx.  A few seconds later he was gone.  That's how the guy rolled, here one minute and gone the next. Always busy.  I never once saw the Boss just sitting around doing nothing.  With him everything was done for a reason.  But back then I was still learning that the old guy was the most deliberate being I would ever meet.  There was a hidden lesson in everything he did; nothing was ever a coincidence with that guy.  I was actually green enough to believe that he had stopped by to see my ship.
      


      
               So me and Aldoo jump in the hotrod and jet out to the location the Boss had given me.  It's just a quick hop over to the far side of Jobul.  Anyhow, we get there and the place is a junk yard, and I don't mean that as a euphemism.  I'm scanning the salvaged equipment everywhere and it's all crap.  Just vintage technology or so damned old that the elements have eroded the circuits.  Mosta this stuff woulda been junk back on Earth.  But the Boss gave me these coordinates for a reason, so I decided to check them out.
      


      
               Leaving Aldoo in the car, I walked into the office and was greeted by the ugliest fucking secretary I have ever seen.  Rude, vile, and leaking hydrochloric acid from her armpits, she gave me a ration of shit for having the audacity to be a customer.  It was pretty obvious why they weren't doing a lotta business.  With customer service like that, who needs competition?  I was pretty irked at her by the time I stormed out of there and discovered that my car had been stolen.  No, really, someone stole my brand new ship.  Assholes!
      


      
               So I start using my DuNai eyes and sensors to look around when I notice a few things; like the heavy shielding the entire place is built upon.  Walking around I finally spotted a seam, but I didn't like the looks of the energy seeping out of the crack.  I'd read about traps like this that used tetrionic energy to inhibit temporal insertions and relocations.  If an unwary Timelord walked into that, they would have a hard time leaving in a hurry.  One thing they were always drilling into my head was the fact that the Onkx was the most powerful device in the known multiverse.  So of course, once the DuNai had mastered temporal relocation, the first thing they did was to prohibit its invention in any other galaxy.  They realized the power of time travel, of being able to visit the parallel dimensions, and they knew that they had to control the technology or what was to stop the next race from erasing the DuNai?  So as you can guess, security is a big deal for Timelords because there are a lotta people who would love to have our abilities.
      


      
               Just about then I notice that the junkyard dog has come around the corner.  Now from a distance it faintly resembles a bulldog, but up close the thing is the size of a fucking buffalo, with snot leaking out of its hind quarters.  My first instinct was to run like hell. I mean, this thing could prolly swallow me in one bite.  Between the dog and the signs of a trap, I shoulda fled the scene right then and there.
      


      
               But then something occurred to me; when I'm a Timelord will I avoid the bad parts of town just because they're scary?  Hell no.  And I sure as hell wasn't gonna let it be known that I let some asshole get away with stealing my ride...and my boyfriend.  (I almost forgot that I left Aldoo in the car.)
      


      
               "Dammit." I scowled as I deep-scanned the place.  I could see the tetrionic trap, the energy lines that fed it, security systems, energy collectives, and all manner of advanced tech.  But in all of that I only saw one guy besides my idiot boyfriend. 
      


      
               So the dog comes running up to me and I fall back on my training.  Sure, I coulda used Emanations to send him yelping like I hit him with the Sunday paper, but the dog was just doing his job.  No reason to punish him when it took the same amount of energy to befriend it.
      


      
               "Who's a good doggie?  Cuddly Widdle dawgie." I rubbed his head while blasting him with happy aura energy.  Reaching out, I snapped off a piece of Belzium from the trash heap and converted it into a tasty protein snack.  Snatching the treat out of midair, the dog contentedly wandered off to a shady part of the yard to chew on its treasure.
      


      
               Next, I focused on the spot directly behind the only guy I could see down there.  I was still fairly green with lateral insertions (point to point jumps), but I did a pretty good job of materializing about three meters behind him.  I was mad enough to snap the guy's neck for stealing my new ride, but as soon as I get down there I'm surprised to find Aldoo chatting happily while the two of them tear apart my hot rod.
      


      
               Short, no more than four feet tall, and with brown skin and patches of fur, it was obvious that my car-thief was Kerr, and an old one at that.  Normally his species would have had fur all over, but his current molting state bespoke extreme age, like hundreds of years old.  Nonetheless, his vintage did not seem to keep him from ripping the solar inhibitors out of my baby and tossing them on the floor.
      


      
               "Trash, trash, trash." He announced as he threw out the distributor rods.  At the same time I see Aldoo working on the cloaking device.  What in the hell?  I was about to kick some ass when Morbesta turned around to confront me.
      


      
               "Were you shopping in the garbage pile when you purchased these parts?  Those rods were only cesium plated, not impregnated.  And those lifters have a maximum load factor of forty kH." His rat-like paw tossed one of the gleaming poles into the pile with a loud clang.
      


      
               "Hey, I built that cloak from scratch.  It's got plenty of power, why're you ripping that out too?" I was miffed that he would question so much of my work.  I'd expected a few suggestions, but this guy was tearing my baby down to the frame in some places.
      


      
               "It's a senseless design." He dismissed it with a wave of a hand.  "You expend a significant amount of energy just to be invisible.  Then you expend even more energy to run the defensive shielding.  My system not only combines those two units, but as long as you are expending that much energy why settle for being invisible when you can just as easily look like someone else entirely.  They take roughly the same amount of energy.  Think of it as space camoflauge; you can be a rock, or another ship, or just plain old invisible.  Would that be enough of an improvement for you?" He clasped his dirty little fingers as he paused to eye me warily.
      


      
               "And the deflector system?" I could not help but notice the incrementor assembly bleeding on the floor.  
      


      
               "Your system relocates particulate matter as it travels thru space, but that leaves a wake that can be tracked.  My system partially phases the entire ship so ambient stellar matter passes thru you undisturbed.  But that's not where it really shines.  Ever notice how inconvenient it is to go around other ships, or planets, or stars?  All of those pesky obstacles...what if you could go right through them.  Wouldn't it be easier that way?  It certainly makes the trip a lot more interesting.  Have you ever visited the core of a gas giant?  Parked under the mantle of a newly formed star?  Who needs doors, right?"
      


      
               I could see Aldoo was nodding enthusiastically.  My boyfriend practically had a boner for the hardware this guy was showing him.  Figures; under all that pretty exterior Aldoo was just an uber-geek.  He could build a computer from dirt, but had trouble talking to women.  Of course he'd have a man-crush on Morbesta.  I knew it'd be like trying to get kids out of a candy store when time came to take Aldoo home.  I'll probably need to set up a playdate for the two of them.
      


      
               "So how much is this going to cost?" I was skeptical, and a little worried since I had no idea what passed for money out here in the sticks.  This fucking guy could be Rumplestiltskin for all I know.
      


      
               "Fourteen standard units of Class D preorganic material.  I understand it is difficult to obtain protomatter, so take your time.  I trust you, and I know your boss too." He nodded calmly, as if he had a lotta days left.  Seriously, this guy looks like he graduated from high school two years before Methuselah.  But if his equipment worked as well as he claimed then I would be cutting my mass by thirty percent.  The less mass, the more responsive the handling.  If his claims were true, I would be able to go farther and faster while expending half the energy.  
      


      
               At the time I thought I understood why the Boss had sent me to Morbesta.  It would be a few years before I figured out the real reason DorLek had conveniently introduced us.
      


      
                
      


      
               
      


      
               So the custom work on my hotrod turned out to be everything Morby had promised, and more.  My little Mustang had so much power that you got this giddy feeling when you accelerated, even though the inertial systems dampened most of the kinetic forces.  It was like driving a roller coaster.  Her roll rate was so fast that I smacked my head on the canopy the first time I gave her a hard-over on the stick.  I took her out to the Dulask system and toyed with their pursuit cruisers, left their interceptors in the dust, and outflew their best defensive systems.  Essentially I was a UFO to a relatively advanced species.  
      


      
               Editor's Note: No Dula were probed in the making of this story.
      


      
               I was taking in the scenery just outside of this small star cluster when I spotted three attack-class vessels trying to run down a science ship.  Only lightly armed, I kinda felt sorry for that one ship.  I always believed in a fair fight, and this one was decidedly lopsided.  Three heavily armed ships against one research class vessel.  I know I should have ignored local happenings, this was someone else's galaxy after all, but I'm known to be a little passionate about some things, and right at that moment I was feeling very strongly about kicking a bully's ass.
      


      
               All I had to do was think it, and through my touch the Onkx would negotiate with the ship's cloaking device.  In half a second my tiny little craft had grown into a Kelt dreadnaught.   More than a mile long, the massive vessel would have been a travelling port of death, complete with factories, slaughterhouses, airports, weapons, and about a million Kelt warriors.  If you knew anything about staying alive in the Vern quadrant, it was to get the shit outta town when a Kelt battle group showed up.  Those guys were like Death Incorporated.
      


      
               These guys attacking the research ship may have been bullies, but they weren't entirely stupid.  Once they saw me in their rear view mirror they jumped out of there so fast they left interstellar skid marks.  They didn't even fire a shot at me.  Likely they were afraid of making me mad enough to pursue them.
      


      
               Of course the people in the science ship weren't happy to see me either.  Prolly afraid I was there to harvest them like cattle, they really put the pedal to the metal.  I could actually see them opening up some of their containment fields so they could milk a little extra speed outta her.  Considering the kinda things the Kelt were known to do their prisoners, these people were understandably concerned with my approach.  Out of the frying pan and into the fire, eh?
      


      
               So I switch off the cloak, and set my deflector for full phasing so I can fly right thru their bulkhead and park in the hanger.  I do have to admit that right at that moment I was truly enjoying Morbesta's upgrades.  For a big rat, the guy really knew how to trick out a hot rod.
      


      
               I was about to disable the energy field that acted as the canopy when I noticed the first people approaching.  It took a second to realize why they were so startling; they were human. 
      


      
               I'd been around so many alien species and morphic beings with their perfect looks and beauty for years now.  But these were just ordinary, regular looking humans.  My eyes told me they were not morphic at all.  These were genuine homo sapiens.  The realization knocked the wind out of me.   Had DorLek really made it that easy for me to find my way home?   You have no idea how much I wanted it to be true.  But it just seemed so unlikely that the Boss woulda made it that simple.  There had to be another explanation.
      


      
               The leader of the group approaching me had a weapon in her hand.  I guessed that they were the security officers coming to bravely staunch the Kelt invasion.  The one in charge, the little firebrand at the front of the group, she had some serious moxy.  She was aggressive like a rabid Chihuahua.   The other two were scared shitless, but not that little redhead.  She came directly at me, gun out, finger on the trigger.  I barely had time to set up a suppression field around me before she fired at me.  She woulda hit me too if the field hadn't dissipated her shot.  I didn't really blame her for trying.  If they thought I was Kelt then they were afraid for their lives.  Strike that, they were terrified for their lives.  I woulda opened fire on the Kelt too.
      


      
               "Whoah there, I come in peace." I kidded as I raised my hands.  "I'm really human, I just looked like a dreadnaught to scare those jagoffs away."
      


      
               There was a few seconds of chattering between them.  My advanced ears picked up every word and immediately found a match in the language banks.  They were Voh.
      


      
               I'd heard the Boss talk about the Voh, I just had no idea they were human (serves me right for not paying attention in class). 
      


      
               So I access the database in my brain and find that their ancestors had been harvested from their home world (Earth) over sixty generations ago.  Basically the Boss had snatched millions of people from places like the Titanic, Hiroshima, and Nanking.  He harvested them from the dead, then repatriated them here to this region of the training galaxy.  It all explained why their language sounded like English and Mandarin jammed together with about fifteen other languages, and then warped by a regional dialect.  It was a mess, really.
      


      
               The Voh also had a curious look to them, sort of mottled.  Like you'd get if you bred all the races into one; tan skin, athletic build, sandy brown hair, and blue eyes. There were no Asians or Africans or Caucasions, just the tan people. 
      


      
               The little firebrand had her people keep their guns trained on me, even though she had just seen that her weapon was useless against me.  I beckoned her closer before speaking.
      


      
               "You're welcome." I gave a smile, waiting for her to get my joke.
      


      
               Finally dropping her arms to her side, she holstered the pistol.  Tilting her head to one side, she looked me over before speaking.
      


      
               "You hungry?" Her eyebrows went up slightly.  "We were just sitting down to supper when those pirates tried to take us down.  I'm Command Lieutenant Roll." She held out a hand.  I was surprised to see the custom was still in use.
      


      
               "Do you have another first name besides Command Lieutenant Roll?" I asked before taking her hand.
      


      
               "Roxy." She answered while trying to deliver a very firm handshake.
      


      
               "Roxy Roll?" I gave that a laugh before jumping out of the cockpit.  "Jenna.  Jenna Ramirez.  I'm a tourist in these parts, just seeing the sights."
      


      
               "We are the Deep Space Exploration Vessel KuluMata.  We too are tourists in these parts.  Where are you from?" She smiled as we made our way towards the mess hall.
      


      
               "Earth." I said it without thinking.  There was a moment of silence before Roxy and her security dweebs all burst out laughing.
      


      
               "If you do not want to tell us then just say so, you don't got to get rude." Raising an eyebrow, Roxy gave me an amused look.
      


      
               I figured I musta done something wrong, or broken some local custom, so I searched my database and came up with nothing.  
      


      
               "You asked where I was from, and I told you. Why're ya giving me tude?"  I decided to stand my ground.  In the back of my mind the Guf was whispering little hints about my counterpart.  
      


      
               "No one is from Earth." She refuted my statement.  "It's a fairytale they tell kids to spell 'em to sleep.  Nothing more."
      


      
               "Believe what you want, but I'm from Earth.  Twenty-first century." I shrugged as we entered the dining hall.  I could tell that they were not convinced.  It was just as well, the real truth would have been even harder to swallow.
      


      
               Dinner was something different altogether.  Imagine eating at a restaurant where each course was a blend of multiple ethnic palates, a hodgepodge of world cuisine. Imagine Taco Meatloaf, or Green Chili Fettuccini.  It was different, and at the same time refreshingly homey.  Not that Didra's cooking wasn't first rate.  Actually her food was too perfect.  
      


      
               There was just something about the earthy quality of the cooking in their mess hall that made me homesick.  It tasted like real food, real imperfect food.  The potatoes even had lumps in them.  I ate cornbread, and I hate cornbread, but it was real, mixed and baked in an oven, cornbread.  
      


      
               I gotta admit that part of the experience of the moment was being welcomed like a hero.  The entire crew stood and clapped when I walked in.  I sat at the Captain's table, dined with the Command Crew and important officers.  Sure, I was a little star struck by it all, who wouldn't be?  I just saved eleven hundred people from annihilation without firing a single shot.  How Gandhi was that?  Even though I was disappointed that they couldn't help me get home, it was good to be among my own species again.
      


             [image: KuluMata Course-what-they-can-see]


      
               The back story on these people was that they were a deep exploration vessel sent to investigate the possibility of colonizing the Blevis system.  But that destination was a decade away.  Hell, these guys were still three years out from their first stop; Ankrom, a pair of solar systems that orbit a massive Class 1 black hole.  The Voh needed new colonies and had picked out a few dozen planets along the way to examine.  They were a peaceful race, preferring commerce to war.  
      


      
               While I admired the ideal of it all, these people were rolling into the worst neighborhood in the dwarf galaxy with no weapon bigger than a potato gun.  They were like sheep speeding down the ramp at the slaughterhouse.  I had reviewed their navigational course against the DuNai records and it did not look good for the home team.  These people were outgunned, and unprepared for most of the species that dominated the regions.  This was a biologically mature sector of the galaxy.  Humans would be the new guys on the block, and you know what happens to the new guy in prison?
      


      
               It wasn't long before I was making regular stops on the KuluMata.  Lotsa times I'd bring Aldoo to show off to Roxy.  Veena and the Captain developed a thing almost immediately.  I think they'd known each other twelve hours before someone found them in a closet.  Heh, I wonder if he woulda been so enthusiastic if he'd known he was doing the nasty with a morphic being that resembled Playdoh in her natural state?  
      


      
               We never told them who we really were.  We would just 'coincidentally' run into them, usually right before they would come under attack by pirates or the local warlord.  It was a lot like making cameo appearances on Star Trek.  We'd show up, help them fight off the bad guys, and then we'd drink a few pitchers of Death, a local specialty. They were like long island iced tea, but without the tea and served afire.  Mmmmm Death.  Then we'd go dear hunting.
      


      
               So for the first coupla years, Veena, Roxy and me were like sisters.  We hung out all the time, got in fist fights together, went on shore leave together.  We were inseparable.  You could hear the buzz as soon as we walked into the officer's club on a Friday night.  Personally, I was in 7th heaven.  I'd never had a lotta girlfriends back in high school or the Army.  I mostly hung out with guys back in my old life.  So I was really digging the whole Three Amigos thing.
      


      
               Roxy was just this spunky little thing.  It was like she didn't even know she was five foot nothing.  One time I saw her take this drunk Marine and slam him face down on the deck when he resisted arrest.  He never even saw it coming.  What she lacked in stature she made up for in sheer intestinal fortitude.  
      


      
               But what really made Roxy fun was her sense of humor.  My girl had a scholarly knowledge of all humor dirty, rude, or crass.  She was a fountain of crude humor once you got a few shots of Ouzo into her.  Between her dirty jokes, and Veena's lecherous tastes, I had some of the best times of my life right there on that ship. I really felt like I had found a home, at least until I made a little discovery in the Engineering section.  But let's put a pin in that topic and come back to it later.  
      


      
               
      


      
               
      


      
               I remember the first time I saw a Rakagi attack craft.  The things look like death on a stick, they really do.  Just a massive ship composed almost entirely of weapons, engines, and launching bays for the boarding craft it carried.  If you absolutely, positively needed a planet destroyed by morning these were the guys you'd call.  
      


      
               So as you may have guessed, the Rakagi were a pretty formidable foe.  Sure, a mature Timelord could derail a whole fleet of these guys in a nanosecond...but I was far from being a mature editor.  I was what you'd call unconscious incompetent.  In other words; I was such a noob that I didn't even know I was dumb.  Hell, I thought I was Supergirl at that point in my training.
      


      
               See, we were on the ship so much that we had free access to the entire vessel.  The Captain used to call me and Veena honorary crew members because we did so much stuff while we were there.  One trip we realigned their shields and gave them a 241.33% increase in defensive power without increasing energy requirements.  Another time Aldoo made some mods to their deflector system that essentially turned it into a non-lethal weapon.  It was like being able to groin-kick the entire enemy crew without causing any real damage to their ship.  Sometimes I'd kick the pirates twice, just for the fun of it.
      


      
               Not to get sidetracked, but we had the run of the ship.  Seriously, I had my own parking space in the landing bay; had my name on it and everything.  No kidding.  We came and went like we owned the place, and they were always glad to see us.
      


      
               So here's the deal; the KuluMata was about a year out of Kaymus, their first real stop.  At this point we were passing through a sort of void known as the Miir Expanse.  Really it was just a buncha empty space named after the nearby stellar cluster.  Back home on Earth we wouldn't even notice such a place because we have lots of empty space between stars.  Hell, it's roughly 4 lightyears from Sol to the nearest star system.  But this is the Hulath dwarf-galaxy we're talking about here. 
      


      
               Lemme paint you a picture of the place.  Hulath was the Boss's training galaxy where he turned us apprentices loose to learn our craft.  No more than 375 lightyears from one end to the other, the place still had a staggering 1,234,691 stars, 502,405 singularities, 37 dark nebulas, and 16 stellar nurseries.  I have actually seen stellar clusters that were bigger than Hulath, really.  But the point I am trying to make is that Hulath was such a tightly packed little galaxy that there was always a nearby star or nebula.  Open space like the Miir Expanse was rare in Hulath.
      


      
               So this part of the trip was pretty boring, and I mean the kind of idle time that drives people nuts.  See, the thing about flying through a tightly packed galaxy like Hulath is that took a lotta navigational skill.  You were always adjusting for the latest source of gravity, plotting an optimal arc through the space.  But in the void, once the ship got up to speed there was nothing to slow it down.  Gravitational effects were miniscule so once you were on course the crew could shut down the engines and coast right thru at top speed.  So other than routine maintenance, the crew had nothing to do. 
      


      
               Veena and I used to do what we could to keep their spirits up.  Our parties were the stuff of legend...assuming you could even remember the event.  Yeah, they were those kinds of parties, with drunken revelry and a lampshade on every head if you know what I mean.  The term 'wanton abandonment' comes to mind when I think back to those days.  I mean, you had a crew that only worked a couple shifts a week because there just wasn't anything to do besides eat and sleep, so there was no harm in partying for 3 days straight; it's not like anyone had anywhere to be in the morning.  Drunk or sober we'd hurtle through space the same, right?
      


      
               So there we were rocking the house.  It was the Captain's birthday party so anyone not on duty had official permission to get blind drunk.  I had just introduced them to Rock & Roll, and they loved the stuff.  Add a few hundred gallons of Ouzo and you had one hell of a rockin' party.  It was a madhouse on the upper decks.
      


      
               So there we are tearing the joint up, dancing, singing, and a few other things I won't mention, and all of a sudden we notice that there is a Rakagi attack craft parked right next to us.  By the time the alarms went off we could actually see the thing through the windows.  The ship was a beast, and it had all 1,221 of its guns trained on our dinky little science vessel.  We were fucked with a capital F.
      


      
               Right away Veena and I refresh ourselves.  No, I don't mean we changed clothes.  Being morphic we simply reenabled the automatic protection systems of our Onkxs and immediately we were sober (gotta turn the damned thing off to catch a buzz).  Unfortunately the crew was still shitfaced drunk.  The First Officer actually hurled on the window when he saw the Rakagi.  Sure, a trained Timelord could have sent out a Kricter Wave and fixed all of them too, but we were not fully trained.  Unconscious incompetents, remember?  Veena and I thought we knew it all, but really we were just dumbass rookies.
      


      
               So on the KuluMata there was pretty much a sense of unbridled panic.  You have certain death parked right there in plain sight, and the Rakagi ship was blasting us with an audible comm beam that basically turned the hull of the ship into a giant sub-woofer that they used to deliver their demands.  In broken Voh, we were instructed to surrender our vessel, and strip naked for orderly processing (I don't know why...I guess they didn't wanna eat us with our clothes on..?)
      


      
               I was about to panic when Veena stopped me with a stern look. 
      


      
               "Ask yourself this: What in the hell is a Rakagi ship doing all the way over here in the expanse?" Her hand on my shoulder, she forced me to stop and consider the inconsistency.
      


      
               Right away I tore thru the database in my head.  It only took a nanosecond for me to become an expert on the people inside of that ship.  Right away I saw the point Veena was trying to make.  The Rakagi were from another neighborhood entirely, clear out on the far side of the Voh empire.  But there was another red flag in the processing; when I backdated the manufacture date of the ship itself I found that there was no way possible that it could have made it this far from home since its manufacture.  No way in hell.  Unless the ship had some type of relocation device installed, it simply could not have driven here from there in the time allotted.  It's pretty amazing having a computer installed in my brain.
      


      
               "So it's a fake?" I was uncertain how that was possible.  I had scanned the thing with my own eyes and it was legit.  We really did have a murder factory parked next door.
      


      
               "I dunno what it is, but it isn't what it appears to be.  The real question is why would someone pretend to be a massive battleship?" Squinting her eyes, Veena stared out the window beside me.
      


      
               "Same as us, they weren't really all that." I pointed out the obvious answer.
      


      
               "Then I got just the fix for them bitches." Turning towards me with a cruel smile, my sister from another galaxy had a plan forming in her devious little mind.  I could just see it in her eyes. "Follow me!"
      


      
               Grabbing Roxy and I by the hands, Veena gave a blink of her pretty blue eyes.  A nanosecond later and we were on the bridge; Veena had made a short lateral insertion and pulled us along for the ride.  Standing there we watched the utter pandemonium of the scene.  The Science Officer was running the show, and he was all of 22 years old.  The rest of the officers were falling-down drunk in the mess hall, and Roxy was swaying visibly right beside me.  Aside from the newly-minted Ensign Brady there were a handful of junior enlisted personnel manning the stations in the room.  
      


      
               "Stand by to fire all engines, let's get as far from this thing as we can." His knuckles white where they gripped the captain's chair, Ensign Brady could think of no other alternative than a full-burn.
      


      
               "Belay that." Veena poked him with a finger.  "Set course for their main power source, maximum speed."
      


      
               "W-what?" Ensign Brady stammered. "Run into 'em?"
      


      
               "Do it." She stood her ground.
      


      
               "But won't that just make it easier for them to grab us with a gravitational claw?" The ensign knew the modus operandi of the big ship well.  It was likely still taught in the academy.  Looking back and forth between Veena and Roxy, he was unsure what to do.
      


      
               "Look kid, all this that you see is a lie.  These people are not what they appear to be.  Once we get inside of their projection, we'll be able to see who they really are.  Trust me, I'm an alien." She winked at him.
      


      
               "What about the Captain?" Still unsure, Ensign Brady had one last objection.
      


      
               "Unfit for duty, mebbe not even conscious." Roxy swayed slightly, remindidng me just how plowed she was.  The last we had seen of the man he had been passed out on a table.  
      


      
               "First Officer's too drunk to even walk.  It's all you, hero." Veena pointed out to the bridge officer
      


      
               "Straight at them?" still unsure, Brady's eyes flickered between our faces until Roxy finally leaned forward the tiniest little bit.
      


      
               "Grow a pair, that's an order." She told him with hard eyes.  "If m' sisters say to attack, then the only thing I wanna hear from you is our progress.  Got it?"
      


      
               Biting his lip, the young science officer finally gestured to the helmsman.  Within seconds they had the ship rotated 180 degrees before firing the main engines.  
      


      
               The KuluMata was already at her top speed when all of this happened.  This burn would not increase that velocity at all, only change our arc of flight significantly.  It would mean that our two ships would intersect on a steep course.  As the distance between us quickly diminished, we were all a little nervous.  Sure, Veena and I had a pretty good idea that this was all fake...but if we were wrong.  If that were a real Rakagi craft then we would slam into the hull at full speed.  I doubt we'd chip the paint.
      


      
               "You're really sure about this?" I asked my sister using sub-audible comms.  I didn't want the bridge crew to know I had any doubts.
      


      
               "If we're wrong, at least the Rakagi will think that we had some stones for attacking them.  Maybe our death will be merciful.  I hear they respect that kinda stuff, y'know." The way she said it, I could almost hear the shrug in her voice.
      


      
               "Sure, what's the worst that could happen?  Some heads end up on pikes, they skin the rest of us while still alive.  No pressure." I echoed her sentiment as I braced for impact with the dreadnaught's hull.
      


      
               Then just like that we passed through this perceptual barrier and we were within the cloaking projection itself.  All around us is the sheen of the cloak as seen from the inverse side, and at the center of it all is a small vessel.
      


      
               Looking out a porthole I scan the ship with my eyes, sharing the data with Veena as soon as I collect it.  It's tiny, no more than a yard square, shaped like a very aerodynamic egg.  But then I notice something; the ship is now heading directly towards us, and fast.
      


      
               "Oh, now they wanna play chicken." In my mind I ran the numbers, immediately calculating that there was nothing we could to avoid the inevitable collision.  The Kulu just didn't have enough power to overcome their own inertia so quickly.
      


      
               "Sound for collision!" Brady screamed as soon as he saw it coming straight for us.
      


      
               I was grimacing when the little ship impacted with our hull.  Actually it was a bit underwhelming, there was no flash or breach, no debris, it just sorta vanished.  At least that's how it looked at first.  It took everyone a few seconds to realize that the little aerodynamic egg was now sitting quietly on the floor in the middle of the room.
      


      
               Mouths agape, we could only watch as a small seam appeared on the side of the tiny ship, slowly spreading until a portal was visible.
      


      
               "If this guy looks like Ron Howard's brother then I'm punchin' him, soooo hard." I noted for the record.
      


      
               "Eh?" Veena asked, unsure of the reference. 
      


      
                 Sliding open silently, the door revealed a little hairy rat paw as the occupant climbed out of the snug little craft.  Right away I had an idea who this was.  
      


      
               "Morby?" Veena greeted the little hardware savant as she rushed forward to offer him a hand.
      


      
               "Morbesta, I shoulda known.  Who else has toys like this, eh?" I nodded to the little hardware savant as he climbed out of the vehicle with help from my sister.
      


      
               "I heard there was a party and assumed that my invitation must have been lost in the transit." Pretending to scowl at me, his expression turned back to a smile as he greeted Veena.
      


      
               "You look tired from your trip..." Veena pooh-poohed the little rat.  Reaching down she scooped him up like a cat before cradling him in her arm.  Laying belly up, she caressed his hairy midsection.
      


      
               "So very tired, but some more of this and I could recover entirely." He seemed to almost purr as Veena cuddled him.  That was my sister's secret power; she knew exactly how to find your sweet spot and appeal to it.   Me? Morby wouldn't even let me scratch him behind the ears, let alone pick him up for a full belly rub.  She just had this magic with people.
      


      
               "You can't park that here," Ensign Brady flushed as he saw that Morby intended to leave the vessel there on the floor.
      


      
               "F'git about it." I did my best Jersey accent as I reassured the young ensign that it would be okay.  "Think of it as a handicapped space."
      


      
               And after that, we went back to the party and watched a rat drink like a fish.  Seriously, for such a little guy, Morby could really put the stuff away.  
      


      
               
      


      
               
      


      
        

      


      
               Remember back when I said that Veena, Roxy and I were like the Three Musketeers until something happened?  Well, I shoulda known that there would be a hitch.  It's not a bad thing, it just completely changed everything in our happy little trio.
      


      
               So anyhow, I was poking around in Engineering one day (pretending to be looking at the engines but really looking at the engineers...) when I notice this one very handsome Lieutenant working on a compressor flow valve.  I'd never seen this gorgeous young engineer.  But then again, I was seeing a lotta new faces because this was Zeta shift.  Usually I was here during beta or gamma shifts when m' girl Roxy was awake.  But this was the middle of the night, and truth be told, I was there at that late hour so I could do a little hunting on my own.  It was tough to man-shop when I had Roxy or Veena with me.  Every guy on the ship wanted a date with them, but not so many wanted to go out with their plain brown sister.  I'd been trying to master my morphic abilities, but I still couldn't make anything I was willing to wear outside of the house, and definitely nothing that could compete with those two.  Sometimes I felt invisible with them around.
      


      
               Sorry, I got a little off track, again.  Where was I going with this?  Oh yeah, the cute Lieutenant on Zeta shift.  Yeah, him.  Anyhow I was just eyeballing him, about to go introduce myself when my eyes picked up an odd detail.
      


      
               Remember back when I mentioned how Timelords can see your Aura, measure it, all that?  Well, if you have two people who have identical auras, or perfectly complementary auras, these people will be highly compatible.  Actually I understate that.  It'd be damned close to Shakespearean love at first sight.  In humans an exact match of biorhythmic auras would trigger hormonal releases that would chemically pair-bond the two lovers.  If the cyclic frequency of their auras were stable, or changing at the same rate, then they would be bound together for life.  
      


      
               Now you gotta understand that it's extremely rare to find an exact match between two individuals, mebbe one in a million or worse.  But my eyes were telling me that despite astronomical odds, I had just discovered a perfect match right here on the ship.  A matchup this close, and we are talking identical within .00000009nJ, is extremely rare on populated planets.  For it to happen within a crew of just over 1100 was almost a complete statistical impossibility.  When I checked to see who held the other half of the golden ticket, I had to sit down; Lieutenant Dreamy was a perfect biometric match for my sister from another galaxy; Roxy.
      


      
               On one hand I was so incredibly happy for my sister.  This was like winning the lottery big.  How else do you say it?  Anyone who has ever been in love knows that this would be the mother lode of all relationships.  A perfect match?  Their life would be like an endless series of Harlequin novels.  And it would still be burning bright fifty years later when they drop dead in their matching rocking chairs.  Yes, this would be a life-changing event for my sister.
      


      
               On the other hand, I knew what a relationship of this magnitude would do to our happy little trio.  We'd lose Roxy.  I'd seen it happen before with friends.  They meet someone, get married, and the two of them complete each other so they don't need their old friends as much.  Then there's the endless sex and cavorting in dangerous places, and next thing you know you haven't seen your girlfriend for a year. I felt like I was reading the end of Where the Red Fern Grows.  It had all been so perfect and we had the whole sister thing going on...and now it was over.  I felt guilty for even thinking of ignoring the data.  What kinda asshole stands in the way of something like this?  I loved my sister and even if it meant losing her I was gonna do the right thing and use my vast powers as a Temporal Editor to get them together.  Besides, it was good practice for my upcoming Causation training.  Really, when you think about it, this little matchmaker job was exactly the kind of work Timelords do on a regular basis.  We are the unseen hand, we manipulate your world with invisible fingers. [Cue ominous music]  
      


      
               In the end, it really didn't take very much of my super-Timelord-powers to get the job done.  All I had to do was ask Veena if the next time she had her thighs clamped around the Captain's head, could she ask him to transfer Lieutenant Rogars to Beta shift.  Heh, like five minutes later it was done.  What can I say, Veena had some impressive thighs.
      


      
               After that it was easy, all I had to do was get them in the same room and it was Westside Story all over again.  But there was a hitch: Lieutenant Dreamy was a bookworm who spent his time in the Library or Stellar Cartography.   Roxy was a physical person so she was either on a security patrol, in the gym, or drinking in the club with her sisters.  Even on the same shift, these two swam in different circles.  She was Command Staff, he was Engineering Staff.  The only time these two would cross tracks is if there was a security problem in Engineering.  
      


      
               So I decided it was time for a fire drill.
      


      
               See, it was actually perfect timing.  Veena, Aldoo and I all had an assignment due for Alien Species.  We had to carry out a native function while impersonating another species.  
      


      
               See, there were several layers to this whole Species training we undergo, starting with sampling a few hundred races, then spending a few hours as an alien species, and on up the scale until you eventually spend years living as a foreign lifeform.  Actually, by the time I was done with Species training I had lived as fourteen different species for the combined equivalent of sixty-three Terran years.  Before you can become an effective Editor, you have to possess a solid understanding of what is to be the other gal, right down to her panty shields.  How can you hope to have a real perspective if you spend your entire existence as the same genus?  You can't just empathize; you have to live it to truly understand a species.
      


      
               But this was back in my very early days of Polymorphic training.  I'd studied the theory and Sociological aspects of foreign species, but I'd only been a few different critters myself.  Veena was really good at this, but Aldoo and I were still pretty green.  Anyhow, we three had an assignment due and this seemed like the perfect time.  
      


      
               By this point in our new lives, all three of us had our own hot rods, custom enhanced by m' boy Morbesta, so it was easy for us to appear to be Klath ships.  I knew from their database that they had been given fair warning and detailed analysis on the owners of the domain they were about to pass thru, so when they saw our ships I'm pretty sure they shit their pants.  The Klath were some verrry bad dudes.  The kinda species that took pride in wearing your face to a costume party.  They were absolutely xenophobic, ruthless, and through plunder they had acquired a significant technological edge that they used to thwart anyone who entered their domain.   At least that was the rumor the crew had been fed.  The real Klath had been significant a century ago, but by this time on the calendar they were just a buncha clowns with a killer rep.  Not only that, but we were years away from modern Klath space.  It'd been fifty years since their borders were this far out.  But they don't know this.
      


      
               So we steam in like axe murderers, neutralize their weapons and shields, zap their engines with an ion blast, and they are dead in the water.  Next we breach the hull in Compartment 32, and pop thru the hole as a raiding party.
      


      
               It's odd being another species.  I remember seeing people I knew, attractive people, and through the eyes of a Klath they were gross, sticklike creatures.  And this was not just the spectral shift of Klath eyes.  Another species is different right down to their aura.  In this case, the modulation of the human exo-energy was a perfect mismatch.  It was the opposite of a complimentary aural signature.  For the Klath, being around humans drove them crazy.  It was like nails on a chalkboard every time I got near a human.  I wanted to bash brains, break bones, and rip their flesh.  Being less experienced at morphing than my classmates, I had a hard time controlling the rage and playing my part.  But in the end I convinced them I was a terrifying beast, intent on a murderous rampage.  Half a dozen security officers fired on me before I finally slowed down enough to let Roxy blast me, saving young Lieutenant Rogars from certain death in the process.
      


      
               I gotta say, my girl Roxy fought like a champ.  She put three shots into me, then a good, solid boot to the head.  I played dead until she wasn't looking, then attacked again, but this time it was Prince Charming who KO'ed me with a torque wrench.  He didn't just hit me once...he really clubbed me like I was a baby seal, and kept pounding the living shit out of me until I was good 'n dead.  That got him noticed by m' girl Roxy.  Even from where I was on the ground (with my head caved in) I could see that they had this moment, mebbe three seconds long, where they locked eyes before they went back to kicking ass and taking names.  By the time Roxy was done she'd nearly vaporized Veena and Aldoo.  Good thing the Onkx has good shields, or they woulda both been incinerated.
      


      
               But finally we three scrambled back to our ships.  A few seconds later and all three Klath vessels were leaving at a high rate of speed.  The crew cheers, everyone is happy, and the damage to their ship is minimal.  Yaaayyy.
      


      
               But in the end Roxy got a medal.  Prince Charming too.   Veena and I were MoxSai at their wedding.  I guess it's sorta like being bridesmaids, except that we took a blood-oath to torture her husband for twenty days and nights if he ever strayed or mistreated her.  Yes, it is true: Voh marital traditions were a little weird, but I gotta point out that there's not a lotta domestic violence in their culture.   
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               There is an interesting story to how a planet in the KayMus system came to be named after me.  
      


      
               In the year after my sister Roxy settled down with Prince Rogars, Veena and I still haunted the ship regularly.  We had lotsa other friends on the Mata, including the Captain who always looked forward to seeing Veena.  We assisted with fuel harvesting enroute, car-pooled their scientists on scouting missions, and generally helped out wherever we could.  The Mata was really like an adopted family to us.  Some people had a cabin in the mountains, Veena and I had the KuluMata.  Sometimes Aldoo came along too, but he was a bit of a tech snob and being on something as archaic as the Mata seemed to nag the perfectionist in him.  Things were on and off between us lately, so he stayed home mostly.
      


      
               It was their arrival at the mission's first checkpoint that I got a flavor for true space exploration: Ankrom.  
      


      
               It was beautiful to see these two stars bound together in a symbiotic orbit that would not degrade for millions of years.  Orbiting a massive black hole named Singulus, the binary star system was indeed rare. The phenomenon was due largely to the singularity's incredible rate of spin.  This was a mature black hole, with a fully formed singularity at its core.  Hence, the thing had more than enough power to capture a pair of stars.  Eventually it would consume both, and their mass would slowly be back-fed into the universe through weak spots in the fabric.  Essentially the black hole would burp, creating stellar nurseries, nebulas, feeding stars, and even other singularities.  It was cosmic renewal at its finest.  
      


      
               Ankrom is a peculiar twin-solar system.  You have two small stars sharing an oblong orbit in such a way that they balance each other out as they loop around Singulus.  At the far end of their orbital path they each pass through the singularity's zone of influence.  Y'see, Singulus spins at a fantastic rate, creating an effect known as frame dragging.  As this singularity rotates at 1439rpm it drags time and space around with it in this turbulent whirlpool.  The more mass it gains, the faster it spins.  So the whole region was prone to gravitational time dilation.  Not only did time slow down, it would come to a crawl.  Get too close and time began to run backwards.  The experience is actually a not as cool as it sounds.  Here's what backwards time looks like: As you first enter the effect time slows.  You don't notice this because you are slowing too.  Mebbe things look a little faster when you look out the window, but that's about it.
      


      
               But once time starts running backwards, everything runs backwards.  You live backwards, you think backwards, you are yanked about like a marionette by your own history, and the whole time your own voice is backmasking in your brain, for years at a time.  It can drive you crazy, literally, stark raving mad, so I recommend staying well clear of Singulus's accretion disc.  Not a fun experience in there at all.  
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               So up to that point in my training I had a lot of book learning, but this was my first time playing around a singularity like this.  The Captain wanted to avoid the Orion system because it was currently within the influence of Singulus so they were way out of time with us.  Going there would slow them down exponentially.  What would feel like a quick trip would be a decade or more once they reemerged into normal space.  Besides, Orion was a crazy little neutron quark star.  No more than fifteen miles across, she was a pinpoint of light that blasted her solar system with toxic levels of x-rays.  She had been a proud star once, before Singulus siphoned off enough of her photosphere to destabilize her.  In the end, what was left of the star collapsed on itself into a super dense star with a quark core.  Very rare configuration.  I'd read about them but never seen one.  I wanted to go toss asteroids into it, y'know just to see what happens when you throw a 400 mile long rock into a sun that's smaller than Manhattan, but the whole system was under the influence of Singulus for another fifty years.  I wasn't going anywhere near that thing again.  The frame dragging in there was crazy.
      


      
               With our trajectory set to take us past Jaynar, the big gas giant, we were going to deploy probes and snap pictures as we went by, but no stopping in.  There was no chance of colonizing a gas giant at their technological level, and the moons were all rocky chunks of debris, so no point in even slowing down for that planet.  Surveys had told us that the other big planet in the system, MoTar, was another gas giant with a wonderfully low density and some really beautiful rings.  But also worthless for Voh habitation.
      


      
               So that left the little watery planet of X-OB32.  It was so titled because it was never named.  Stellar observatories and advanced probes had only glimpsed it and sampled the spectral data a handful of times.  Hence, it had yet to be formally named.  The Mata's mission plan had been to make the diversion to Ankrom only if they spotted viable fuel or resources for future vessels.  Needless to say, when the ship's sensors picked up a planetoid completely covered in salt water orbiting in the green zone around KayMus, we all got a little excited.  You can do a lotta things with water.  Drink it, split it into hydrogen for fuel and oxygen for breathing, bathe, grow crops, etc.  Large quantities of NaCl were useful as well.  A whole planet of the stuff in liquid form was solid gold.  We had to drop in and explore.
      


      
               Now you have got to understand that there isn't some prime directive in place out here in uncharted space.  Nothing said I had to be strictly an observer.  Sure, we couldn't give them any protected technology, but nothing said we couldn't give 'em a ride.  See, to keep the KuluMata from burning up too much gas by dropping out of transit speed, they would continue on their course over the top of the system while Veena and I ferried about forty scientists and security officers down to  X-OB32.  Our hotrods were easily fast enough to catch up with the slow moving Mata when we were done, so no worries there.
      


      
               Roxy was assigned to head the security detail and strapped into the cockpit beside me.  Giving a glance back, she shook her head with wonder at how the tiny little craft had expanded to include twenty more seats.
      


      
               "Neat trick.  Someday you gotta tell me where you're really from." Roxy smiled as she settled in.
      


      
               "Earth." I said simply.  "I'm from Earth, born in Tucson, Arizona.  United States of America, nineteen eighty-two.  I was an Air Force brat until I was five."
      


      
               She never believed me when I told her.  It was like telling someone on Earth that you were from Atlantis or the Garden of Eden.  To the Voh, Earth was legendary.  It was a fable you tell your kids about when you tuck them in.  But no one believed it was real.  I think she had always just assumed I was kidding.  My sense of humor was a little dry at times.
      


      
               "So Veena said she was gonna name the place by being the first to set foot on it." Roxy smiled as she fastened her helmet in place with the visor up.  Her bulky space suit crinkled as she shifted position in her chair. I was still wearing a purple tank top and bike shorts.  We don' need no steenking space suits!
      


      
               "Did she now?" I asked as my mind queried the Guf for confirmation.  Sure enough, the voices told me she was planning on scrambling as soon as she could get her passengers aboard.  The Captain was riding as her copilot and they wanted to be first.  Looking back I noticed a few stragglers who seemed to hang back from the boarding process.  I figured right away that the Captain prolly told them to sand bag me so he could get the jump on us.  
      


      
               "Watch." I held up a finger to Roxy just before I reversed the ship a few meters, effectively scooping up the stragglers as they were forced to jump onto the boarding ramp or be run over. From there I just slammed the doors and jumped straight up through the bulkhead, fully phased.  I wasn't surprised to see my sister Veena there already, moving fast towards the distant sun below.  I throttled it and left a ring of burnt plasma for her to fly through.  
      


      
               But Veena liked a good race and she remodulated her engines before fire-walling the throttle.  There was something so surreal about the whole experience.  We were there in deep space, outside of any appreciable gravitational influence from the distant stars or Singulus, and free of most cosmic debris.  Plunging at a dizzying rate, our descent was silent for the first few minutes.  Then we felt it; the first hint of the stellar bodies that lay ahead.  You can go flat-out in open space, but things change when you approach something with the mass of a star, and this system had three of them if you count Singulus.  Between the gravitational waves and the stellar headwinds, the ship gave a shudder at our excessive speed.  Really the ride was comparatively gentle, but the closer you get to light speed, the more time is dilated.  Essentially time slows down for those aboard the vessel.  But this creates an illusion that the world outside is moving incredibly fast, when really it's just you who is going super slow.  It's a lot like watching the trip at 50x speed. Even subtle course corrections seem rough and abrupt at that rate of perception.  But to a stationary observer watching in the distance it took you two hours to make that course change.
      


      
               I just upped my field integrity but never let off on the throttle.  Sensors told me that Veena was doing the same.  She knew she could take the stress of a hot approach, though I doubt her passengers believed it.  
      


      
               "Holy Whores, slow the hell down!" Roxy was petrified as I cut through the tail of a comet.  I could see her hands gripping the Granny handholds besides her seat.  If we had been in a Voh ship, we would have already disintegrated.  What am I talking about?  The Voh don't have anything as fast as my hot rod.  Besides, most of it was an optical illusion caused by our excessive speed.  Really, we weren't even breaking light speed, but the faster we go the more time slows, and the more it looks like we are going crazy fast when you look out the window.  
      


      
               "Go faster?" I asked over the rumble.  "Didja say go faster?  Is that what I heard?"
      


      
               "No, no, no!" She shook her head inside of her helmet.  Roxy had even closed her visor in anticipation of the hull's collapse.         "Faster it is." I smiled before deciding to test an idea I'd had.  My plan had been to modify the ship to feed the shields off of my Onkx like an antenna, extending my field over the entire vessel.  Focusing for a minute, I am able to send the signal through my hand that rests on the console.  Once I could see the link was active, I pulled the entire ship into a lateral insertion.
      


      
               With a flash, we skipped from .9L to a parallel orbit with planet X-OB32.  In the blink of an eye we had jumped .8L.  During the insertion I had remodulated my kinetic energy so I arrived at an atmospheric transit speed.  Flashing Roxy another grin, I gleefully nosed the ship over before feeling that giddy sensation as we began plunging towards the cloudy little ball below us.  The planet looked like cotton candy from up there.
      


      
               I felt her before I saw her, but Veena had figured out my trick and used her own Onkx to jump in right beside us. With their cockpit just meters away from ours, Veena held up a single finger accompanied by a playful smile.
      


      
               "Last one to the surface is a politician!" I winked back before shoving the throttle forward.  In response, Veena opened up her reactors as we transitioned violently from a peaceful descent into a hellish plunge of death.  Already the thick atmosphere was being felt as we jostled about.  Without letting up a bit, I kept an eye on my instruments as the surface grew closer.  Next to me, Roxy was turning green inside of her tightly sealed suit.  She was a tough girl, but clearly not a fan of the vomit comet.  Geeez, we had to be pulling negative 3Gs mosta the way down.
      


      
               Breaking into the clouds, we had complete white-out in every window.  Although I had no problem with the hardball IFR conditions, the lack of external visual stimuli, coupled with the rough ride was a perfect recipe for vertigo.  As we mushed on through the thick atmosphere, I could almost feel the nausea growing in my passengers.
      


      
               I reversed engines with not a moment to spare, bringing us to a halt just a few inches off of the only landmass on the entire planet.  Although my Shiirrek had inertial dampeners, the felt deceleration was in the neighborhood of 8Gs.  Something told me that after that landing I was going to be glad the Voh were all wearing space suits, considering how many had prolly just crapped their pants.  No, strike that, some of those scientists were oozing from both ends.
      


      
               I gave a chuckle as I noticed all of them rolling about in their seats.  I could feel Veena coming, not a second behind me.  At the speed of thought, I had the ship open up a port directly under me so I could drop out neatly onto the surface.
      


      
               "TaDaaaa!" I proclaimed as soon as my flip flops hit the ground.  Another three seconds and my morphic sister was standing there beside me with an uncharacteristic scowl.
      


      
               "I wanted to name the planet after Doug.  It'd be good for his career." She was a little mad at me.
      


      
               "And I wanted to name it after myself because it'd be serious bragging rights at my high school reunion." I smirked as I dropped to one knee.  "I hereby proclaim this celestial body as Planet Jenna."
      


      
               I was still clowning when I felt her throw me.  Actually, what she did was to modify my inertial factor so instead of sitting still, I was moving about 40mph in an upward ark.  Veena was sneaky that way.  I was just about to say something snarky when I hit the water.
      


      
               Normally when you land in the ocean, your first thought is Aaaarrrhhhh! as your ass plunges into that chilly water.  But here the temp was about 98F.  Instead of a scream, it was more of an Ahhhhhh as you splashed about.  It was warm, salty as hell, but oooh so warm.  
      


      
               When I resurfaced, I returned the favor by pitching a few tons of water onto Veena, soaking her before she could think to deflect it with a particulate shield.
      


      
               We laughed for a minute.  I wasn't minding the water as much as you'd think.  Not only was it warm, but the saline content was high enough that I had nearly double the buoyancy of normal water and floated effortlessly in the stuff.  It was like weightlessness, but with the traction of a liquid. 
      


      
               "So where the hell are they?" I asked her as I bobbed about.
      


      
               "I dunno, I think they're all cleaning vomit out of their helmets." She nodded before giving a sniff to the air around her.  It was very close to breathable for the humans, but with a toxic level of methane to it.  Veena and I were adapted to it so neither of us had bothered to wear a silly space suit.
      


      
               Still dripping wet after climbing out of the water, I shrugged off the moisture just as Roxy staggered up.  I could see a little splooge inside of her visor, and there was a green tint to her face.
      


      
               "What exactly are you?" Her voice echoed in her helmet as she looked us over in dismay.  "You're not human, that's for sure."
      


      
               "I'm a human two-point-oh." I grinned as I enjoyed the warm afternoon.  The breeze cooled my skin while I dried.  "Welcome to planet Jenna, first woman to set foot on this new world."
      


      
               The ground underneath my feet rumbled a little.  I gave the surface a quick scan with my DuNai eyes and saw nothing but granite and silt for miles.  I couldn't help but notice the odd striations to the stone. They seemed to repeat in large patches.  The rock was oddly impregnated with CO2 as well.  That seemed to be why the stuff floated.  What a curious geological formation?
      


      
               "So where are the science weenies?" I looked back at the ship as the first of the explorers were staggering down the back ramp.  One of them was the Captain.  He looked a little woozy still, with obvious streak marks inside of his visor.
      


      
               While the scientists wandered about making their measurements and such, I found a great place to set up my lawn chair and enjoy the sunlight refracted by a thin layer of clouds overhead.  It was a perfect day at the beach.  We had managed to encounter this planet at the ideal time of year. The temps at the other end of the orbit were a little less inviting.  In the summer the ambient temperature would soar to over a hundred-forty Fahrenheit, with a humidity level of 99%.  It would be miserable, even in a suit.  We had managed to get here in spring, when the air was warm and the grass was blue.  
      


      
               The last point was a little odd, but then I'd seen thirteen other shades of grass on other planets, so why would I be surprised at blue grass?  But as I'm enjoying some down-time in the sun, these blades of grass that were about three feet tall, would snake their way over and touch me.  At first it was just a brush on the arm, or a blade that would touch me in the wind.  But then all of a sudden I feel one fondle me, like it was curious about me.
      


      
               I jumped up surprised.  I didn't have anything against grass, but this stuff was a little too grabby for my taste.  I reached down and took hold of a few stalks and started to pull.
      


      
               That's when the ground rumbled and a crack appeared right under my hands.  I didn't even have a chance to release the grass before a pair of orbs popped out of the crack to peer at me intently.  That's when I decided to take a second look at the information my eyes had been trying to tell me.  
      


      
               You'd think that with a database like the one in my head, I'd be damn near omnipotent.  But the database is only as good as the user, or so the Boss frequently reminded me.  This time he was right as usual.  At my first pass I had only seen the granite surface. Since I was just the taxi driver on this trip, I hadn't bothered to do an in-depth study of the mantle. I was too busy playing watersports with Veena.
      


      
               But as soon as I realized what the blue grass was, I let go of it and the optical orbs retracted back into the crack in the earth.  Straightening up, I looked at my sisters with surprise.
      


      
               "Xeenor." Veena said it first.  "What'dya know about that."
      


      
               "Zee-what?" Roxy had her pistol out.
      


      
               "Don't do that, whatever you do." I cautioned her by pushing her weapon back towards her holster.  "Do not shoot the ground.  This isn't the planet surface; we're standing on a Xeenor."
      


      
               "More like every Xeenor on the planet." Veena corrected me as she looked over the surface. As far as the eye could see there were the blue stalks of grass waving in the wind.  There was also a fine particulate being released from the stalks that were of a deeper hue.
      


      
               "Yep, I think we timed it right." I nodded as I calculated the situation based on published tables in my head. "We have another six standard solars before they'll break up." 
      


      
               Veena nodded at my conclusion.  No doubt she had calculated the same numbers with her own Onkx.
      


      
               "What?" Roxy was concerned for the safety of her people.
      


      
               "This isn't a land mass we're parked on." I started out, "these things we are standing on are living creatures from the depths of the ocean.  They feed on elemental plankton all year until they build up enough of a saturation of carbon dioxide in their rocky shell."
      


      
               "Then they float to the surface and join up for the mating ritual with the rest of their kind." Veena stamped the ground with her boot.  "This here is a Xeenor orgy."
      


      
               Roxy looked it over for a few seconds.  She could see the differences in the textures between each of the beasts.  Their rocky surfaces encrusted with various unique tones of silt and debris.  It was like looking down at a patchwork quilt where the patches were bigger than a house.  With the Xeenor clustered this tightly, it was easy to mistake their granite backs for solid earth.
      


      
               "So they're doing the nasty down there?" Roxy hesitantly tapped the rocky outcropping nearest her.
      


      
               "Actually, down there is the pillow talk." I crossed my arms before continuing.  "The real dirty work and pollination is happening right here where we're standing." With a hand I gestured to the powdery substance that coated her pressure suit.
      


      
               "You got a little something...right there." Veena pretended to point to the edge of her mouth, waiting for Roxy to notice the splotch of pollen on her face shield.
      


      
               "So the grass is their junk?" Roxy was no scientist, but she put it together quickly enough, "
      


      
               "Yep." I agreed.  "Tell your people not to pull it out or cut off any samples.  These guys won't appreciate circumcision like humans do." 
      


      
               "Circum-what?" Roxy asked.
      


      
               "Just tell your people not to piss off the Xeenor or the ground may swallow you up." Veena reduced it to simplest terms.  "We got a few days before they break up and head home.  After that we get wet."
      


      
               In the end we only got five days before the mating frenzy calmed down enough that the weight of our ships began to push the Xeenor apart.  We could actually see the annual ritual coming to a close by measuring CO2 as it was slowly leached out of their mantles.  Releasing the gas was a final step to their orgasmic climax.  Once that happened they began to lose their buoyancy and the formation fell apart.  Back in their own territory each Xeenor would spawn a dozen offspring.  With a survival rate of 1 in 5, they kept ahead of extinction at a snail's pace.  
      


      
               The trip was a lot of fun.  Once they cleaned out their suits, at both ends, the Voh were a lot more pleasant.  I got to meet a new scientist who had been hiding on Zeta shift this whole time.  Our auras are nowhere near a perfect match, but he had the cutest butt, so I'll prolly just take him for a test drive.  Or two.
      


      
               The crew harvested a significant amount of data, and as soon as they get back to the Mata they'll send a highly detailed report in a burst transmission.  That way, no matter what happens in the future, the knowledge gleaned from the mission would be safely transferred back to their world. 
      


      
               Veena and I gave them a smoother ride on the way back to the Mata.  I didn't want the cute geologist to smell like a dirty diaper when we got back.  I had plans for him.  Veena was prolly thinking the same thing about the Captain.  Apparently he had really blown chunks in his helmet during the atmospheric entry on Jenna.  Someone had taken pictures and was showing them off whenever the command staff was out of earshot.  He shoulda known better than to eat that extra helping of peas and corn before we left.  It looked like Thanksgiving in his helmet.
      


      
               So now you know how Class M planetoid X-OB32 came to be officially named Planet Jenna.  Think of it as my way of spray painting 'Jenna was here' on the side of the galaxy.
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               I had a favorite porthole at the bow of the ship where I liked to star gaze, and sometimes bring Aldoo.  It was known as a favorite makeout spot for the crew.  With the stars ahead twinkling, and the soft glow of the walkway lights it was all very romantic indeed.  I went there a lot, even had a jump coordinate for the spot so I could materialize there without all the hassle of flying out there.  I'd met my Geologist here a few times, but that was over.  
      


      
               I'd been watching a pulsar off the starboard when I realized someone else was standing there.  The Boss had a way of sneaking up on you.  
      


      
               "Discovered the Voh, did you?" it was more of a statement than a question.  
      


      
               "They're an interesting people." I shrugged while gesturing to the ship around us.
      


      
               "You do realize that this ship is hurtling towards its own destiny?  They will not return from this endeavor." He seemed to be watching me for my response.
      


      
               "Destiny?" I didn't like the sound of that.
      


      
               "All for the greater good of the galaxy." He gave a gesture to the world outside.  "It will be the stuff of legends, quite literally.  For a millennia the citizens of the Klor-Klath empire will tell the story of the day that the Seven Sovereign Worlds of Tanir united in a coalition to end the Voh invasion of the Blevis system.  For a few centuries it's even a holiday, with three days of feasting in honor of those that bravely stood up to the loathsome Humans."
      


      
               I was horrified to find out that my friends were pawns on a galactic chess board, even if they got their own holiday.  
      


      
               "Like hell you're gonna kill my people!" I was outraged.  "And what is all that bullshit about the Voh invading.  This is a science ship, the Mata is on a peaceful mission of exploration and diplomacy."
      


      
               DorLek gave a frown as he carefully chose his words.  "The crew of this ship are not a true representation of the Voh.  You must remember that these people you know are scientists, academics, diplomats...eggheads you would have called them back on Earth."
      


      
               "Mebbe my Daddy called 'em that..." I muttered at the ancient reference.
      


      
               "Among their people, these are the enlightened ones.  The elite thinkers...the liberals.  They represent what the Voh could be, but they should never be confused with the real thing." With that he touched me lightly on the arm.  In a flash we were whisked across the quadrant.  I had enough experience with lateral insertions to be able to tell that we had not moved temporally.   When you moved through time there was a different feel to it, like being in an elevator when the cable snaps.  This was just a slide to the left, a simple relocation.
      


      
               We were standing on the top of a tower that had to be at least three miles high.  Below us were a few other buildings that protruded through the layer of clouds below us.  It was a beautiful scene, those gleaming sky-islands poking thru here and there as far as the eye could see.
      


      
               But when I looked at the scene again, modulating my eyes through the spectrums, what I could see in those bandwidths was another story altogether.  They weren't clouds, but a thick layer of industrial smog that blanketed the planet below.  The toxin levels were like pure auto exhaust.  Worse yet, I could see life forms down there.  Lots of them, millions, scurrying about in their daily life.
      


      
               "The Voh Oligarchy live there," DorLek pointed to the skyscrapers that jutted high above the clouds, "and the Ma'Ani live down there." This time he gestured to the ants that scurried below.
      


      
               Even from there, high atop the tower, it looked like shit soup down there.  The conditions had to be insufferable.  The longer I looked, the more filth I saw.  Not just in the air, but in piles and on the streets and in every corner of their world.  Even the dust in the wind was laden with pollution.  It was amazing the amount of industrial waste that essentially made up the landscape.  As I scanned the surface with my enhanced eyes it became clear from the dispersal patterns that the source of the pollution was the towers.  
      


      
               "This is Gaanti, homeworld of the Ma'Ani." The Boss had been standing by patiently as I took it all in.  He knew that I was still struggling to process all the data my enhanced eyes could feed me.  "This is what happens to those who welcome the Voh into their space."
      


      
               It was fantastic the sheer volume of information that my DuNai optics could render at a glance.  Just to keep from overwhelming myself with data, I had learned to look at a thing in layers.  I was just working my way down to a subcutaneous scan of the planet when I made a revelation.
      


      
               "They're ships." I said almost inaudibly.  My technology training had taught me enough to be able to discern the flight and control mechanisms in the structures.  Beyond that I could also make out the mining complex that encompassed the lowest levels of the towers.  Plugged into the mantle, the Voh were sucking the planet dry of her precious resources.  They were like great vampires upon the landscape.   
      


      
               I remember reading somewhere that after a mosquito sucks their fill of your blood, they defecate on you so they will be light enough to get airborne.  That was a lot like what I was seeing here.  The Voh would bleed this world, shit on it, and then depart for their next victim.  
      


      
               "You understand that this galaxy is a training environment and that in time you will supervise the Voh and guide them in their evolution as part of your studies.  However, your time has not yet come." Looking down, the Boss had a roundabout way of delivering really bad news.  "Your friends out there in deep space may have impeccable ideals, but they do not represent the real Voh civilization extant.  Their endeavor was essentially financed by the Oligarchy with the intent to find new worlds to infest.  From the Tanir perspective, your friends are nothing more than the advanced scouts for a larger invasion force.  But their defeat will mark the beginning of true unity in the Klor-Klath Empire that will lead to a great period of prosperity and social advancement.  It is a small price to pay for such a great yield."
      


      
               Like anyone from Earth, I had seen my share of movies where evil aliens invaded the planet for its resources.  So when I find out that it's my own people that are the pirates from space, sucking planets dry, I'm a little unsettled.  But the more I looked at the Voh operation, the more they looked like a scourge upon the landscape.  By the time they were finished with this planet it would glow in the dark.
      


      
               "You may continue your activities with the KuluMata until they reach Genesis Pass.  After that they face their fate on their own." The Boss reassured me with a nod.
      


      
               "You say that like that they're just ordering pizza or something.  Dying sucks in case you didn't get the memo." I had a hard time not blowing my top.  Blame it on my Latin temperament.
      


      
               "Everything we experience in life, including death itself, is an experience that we take with us into the Guf.  All living things are created and subsequently die.  How else would you enter the afterlife? The DuNai believe it is wrong to rob a being of this experience.   Death is a very personal event in our lives, and it shapes your soul in profound ways."  Stroking his scraggly beard, he did his best to assuage my anger.   
      


      
               I knew there was no arguing with the Boss.  Within a few minutes he was gone, off to manipulate a galaxy or move a star or whatever he had on his calendar for the day.  I sulked about this for a few months, and the closer the Mata got to Genesis Pass, the worse I felt.  These people were friends of mine.  They had families and children and wives and husbands.  I just didn't know if I could stand by while they were wiped out.  But then again, what could I do?  I couldn't hold a candle to the Boss's powers.  Anything I tried would be useless against his all-seeing eye.
      


      
        

      


      
        

      


      
                     [image: genesis pass]    
      


      
               I awoke with a start.  I'd been drinking a little...okay, a lot, and had fallen asleep on a couch under Skylab when I woke up to find DorLek sitting on the end table.  It had been odd, I'd heard him tell me to wake up in my dream.  It had never occurred to me that he could talk to me through the Guf.  
      


      
               "Are you ready?" He asked with one of those crazy little secretive smiles he got sometimes.
      


      
               "For what?" My mind was scrambling as I wondered if I had forgotten to complete an assignment.  
      


      
               "To save your friends." He said simply.
      


      
               "But I thought you said they had to experience their death, and all that DuNai bullshit." I was unsure exactly what he had in mind.
      


      
               "But I also taught you that Timelords have domain over the dead."  He held up a device that looked like a stick of gum, still wrapped in foil.  I knew what it was right away; a matter buffer.
      


      
               "I can harvest them?" I was truly amazed.  Harvesting people from their deathbeds was bread 'n butter work for Timelords.  An Editor's domain could employ thousands of minions on a single planet so there is a great need for fresh recruits.  Having been harvested myself, I had been fascinated with the subject and studied the process extensively.  In devices training I had even tried to take Didra outside of the house in a buffer, but once she lost link with the central computer, she turned into nothing more than a blob of unformed morphic matter.  But that's another story.
      


      
               I knew from my studies that a fully trained Lord did not need the handheld buffer that he handed to me.  The Boss had the ability to grab multiple beings, compress them, and store them within himself in stasis.  You could literally call it a thumbdrive.  Bara said the old man could hold hundreds, but that was pretty exceptional, even among the other old timers.  Most Lords could hold fifty or sixty beings before they had to start pushing the overflow into subspace.  
      


      
               But since I was green there were some serious security issues that required me to use the handheld buffer.  See, when you have the most powerful weapon in the universe installed in your body, namely the Onkx, you have to always safeguard any potential access to the device.  Although extremely rare, it was possible for the captor to be overpowered by their own detainees if their mind is not strong enough, organized enough, or properly firewalled.  I was none of these things yet.  At this point in my training I could barely do lateral insertions, so I used the handheld unit.
      


      
               With a touch, we were hanging in space over the KuluMata.  My skin had a cold stiffness to it so I knew the Boss had adjusted me so I could survive out here without a suit.  Below us I could see the bright flashes of energy weapons impacting on the hull of the science vessel.  It was a magnificent battle really; the Mata fought well for a buncha geeks with nothing more than defensive weaponry.  But these were warships that attacked now.  Not pirates or raiders.  The Klorr that moved decisively against my friends were learned in the art of war.  The KuluMata never had a chance.
      


      
               Then just like that, the Boss has us in the galley.  I guess that's where the killing started.  No sooner had I pulled Cookie into the buffer, and left an exact copy in his place, than the whole area turned into a supernova.  After that we hopped into space again where Yesenski and Hughes were blasted out of the ship through a horrific gash in the side of hydroponics.  Another hop and I was grabbing the Captain as he was felled by hyperkinetic pellets that gouged their way through the bridge shielding.
      


      
               The hops turned into a dizzying array of death and horror, each worse than the last.  It hurt me so much to see these people I had grown close to, being subjected to the indignities of death.  Jump after jump I collected each of the 1106 members of the crew in order of their death.  In the midst of this hustle, I remember being awestruck by how precise the old man was.  These were some very complicated moves we were making, jumping about not only in location, but temporally as he zipped us back and forth like the world was his own personal media player.  All this while holding us both partially phased and shielded against the explosions.  He was good, he was really, really, good.
      


      
               Roxy was one of the last we found.  She and her security team had mostly survived until the boarding parties took over.  In the hand-to-hand combat that followed, she fought valiantly against the mass of troops.  Still, there was no stopping the horde that overwhelmed her in the end.  It was like a dagger in my heart to see my sister there on the ground, broken and bloody as I pulled her into the buffer.  Try as I might, the image haunted me enough that I gave up sleeping not long after that.
      


      
               When we had the last of the crew, the Boss took us back to our original position high above the battle.  I could see the gaping holes in the outer shielding where the breaching equipment had penetrated the hull violently.  There were flash fires everywhere, and it only got worse when I used the Onkx to self-destruct all of the upgrades Aldoo had installed.  The only technology they were going to plunder would be Voh.  
      


      
               "This is the way of the DuNai." I felt his words in my head; he was speaking to me thru the Guf.
      


      
               "It takes a little getting used to." I agreed reluctantly, happy that I had my friends safely tucked away in my pocket, yet sad at what they had been through.   Essentially they'd just been murdered.   At least that's how it seemed to me at the time anyhow.  I had a pocketful of body bags, in a manner of speaking.  The whole time I kept seeing Roxie, there on the floor of the engine room, not twenty feet from her husband's body. 
      


      
               As soon as the Boss left I broke down and cried.
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                 With twenty years of school behind me, I was finally at a point that I could start taking field assignments on the Boss's team.  Although I was glad to get out of the house, I was shaking in my enhanced boots all the way to the jobsite.  I'd met a few of the operators who worked for DorLek and they had some serious Mission-Impossible skills, and I'm talking about the original show, not the Tom Cruise movies.  These people were like Houdini crossed with Einstein on steroids, and I was just some schlub off the street.  As far as I could see I had zero skills compared to these people.  
        


        
                 Actually, when I first showed up, I figured that the most I would do would be a walk-on part.  Maybe step on a butterfly and cause the entire timeline to shift to the left, or something easy-peazy.  Really I was hoping to just be an observer.  Maybe standing around with a few other students, drinking a Frappuccino and watching how the big kids do it.  But no such luck.  Right away the Boss had me downloading massive quantities of data about some place called Dankst, waaay in the back corner of Voh space, fifteenth century.  
        


        
                 I felt a little scared since I had come alone.  Aldoo and m' girl Veena had stayed at the house for their own training.  Wherever I was, it wasn't far down the timeline from the destruction of the KuluMata, maybe a hundred years or so.  
        


        
                 I had studied the complete history of the Voh, with special emphasis on the Colbai Collective.  Out of paranoia of being unprepared I had downloaded everything I could find on life under the Collective Government of this era.  I had also assimilated mountains of data on their culture, music, and media.  They were an interesting people, but humans nonetheless.  Where you had homo sapiens, you had manifest destiny, closely followed by social stratification.  I'm sorry to say that Humans are a lot like locusts.  Given the opportunity, most humans would pave over paradise to put in a parking lot.
        


        
                 "Tell me about Tenyaa." The Boss asked me thru the Guf.  I was getting used to him popping into my head this way.
        


        
                 "It reminds me a lot of the Israeli-Palestine situation back home; an adversarial relationship that eventually devolves into statutory apartheid."  I shrugged at what had seemed self-evident to me when I consumed the data.
        


        
                 "That is a succinct analysis."  He chuckled, or more specifically; I felt his mirth.  That's how it was when you communicated thru the Guf, not really words except in the conscious layer of your brain.  You could feel these incredibly detailed sensations that went far beyond the spoken word, feel the emotion and underlying belief behind the statement.  Once you chat this way, all other forms of communication come up short.
        


        
                 "How would you resolve the situation?" I felt his curiosity as he masked his own belief on the matter. 
        


        
                 "Integration." I answered without hesitation. I knew there was only one way they would ever stop feuding.  The opponents on each side preached a two-state nation as a solution, but all they each really wanted was to annihilate the other until it was a single state.  Everything I had studied told me that it was the separation of the two peoples that made it psychologically easier to vilify one another.  Integration put a face on the enemy, while shattering barriers and illusions.  The latter of which were the biggest obstacle to peace.  It was simply easier to hate someone you didn't know.  So long as they were two people, they would view one another as alien species.
        


        
                 "Why do you want me on this operation?  I don't know shit from shinola compared to these guys.  I'm green as a sapling.  What do I have to contribute to this op?" My thoughts included my feelings of desperation at being vastly undertrained for the mission.  The least of the operatives on this project had fifty years of advanced training in addition to whatever they did in their previous lives. If ignorance had tangible mass to it, mine would be Jupiter.
        


        
                 Before he could answer there was a knock.  I open the door and find myself face to face with Elvis.  No shit, the King is standing at my door.  And not Vegas Elvis in a jumpsuit, but a young, Private First Class Elvis.  I was surprised at how good looking he was.  I'd only ever seen him on album covers and posters.  I never watched his movies.  That was my Mom's generation.  But to be standing here with him, the way he gave that snicker of a grin...I was nearly twitterpated.  I felt my temperature starting to rise a little and decided to shut down my entire hormonal system.
        


        
                 Wow!  He had some kind of oscillating aura that would ping me every 50,000th cycle.  But it was his amplitude that got me; his biomagnetic energy filled the whole room.
        


        
                 "Hey there little filly," He quipped before morphing into a man in his mid-twenties, sandy blonde hair, blue eyes.  Not really handsome, but with that engaging look in his eyes that made you want to know what he was thinking.  I couldn't help but notice how well detailed his skin was.  It took real skill to mimic a thing that well.  My eyes told me he was not human, but Denaree; a natural Class IV morph.  
        


        
                 "Jenna, this is Meexon." The Boss introduced the new guy.  "He'll be the lead talent on this operation."
        


        
                 "So I'm like his intern, I run and get him coffee and donuts and simple stuff like that?" I was hopeful.  All I knew about the op was that there was a talent contest involved, and I wanted no part of that.  I'd rather run into a burning building than stand on stage in front of a room full of people.  I was all about blending into the background, the invisible hand.  Special emphasis on the word invisible.
        


        
                 "Here." Using the Touch, the Boss delivered my entire mission pack.  Within a pica-second I had the material read three times.
        


        
                 "No, no-no-no, noooo." I said to them both as I waved a finger.  "I am not singing on stage.  No, nein, nunca, nyet, nyet.  That is not gonna happen.  Nope, denied, return to sender, syntax error, requested option is not available."
        


        
                 "What's your favorite song?" Meexon asked as he flashed me with that aura of his.  It was intoxicating.
        


        
                 "I dunno," I shrugged as I gave it a thought, "Redneck Girl.  It's the only song I know all the words to."
        


        
                 Meexon gave that an amused snort.  "Weren't you from...?" He trailed off.
        


        
                 "Yes," I answered angrily, "I was a Puerto Rican girl growing up in New York City, and I listened to Country Music.  Don't judge me." 
        


        
                 "Sing it." He asked me with the barest hint of a smile.  
        


        
                 I was lost in those blue eyes when I agreed to give it a try.  DorLek had vanished, so we were alone.  I went ahead and sang a few bars of the old Gretchen Wilson song.  Even to my untrained ear I could tell that I was terrible, simply awful.  The kinda voice that could get you kicked outta a Karaoke bar, that kinda awful.  My singing voice sucked, no other way to say it.
        


        
                 But Meexon touched my shoulder a couple of times to kinda adjust me, like he was tuning a piano.  Took a few tweaks but finally my pitch and waver were perfect.  He tweaked me a little more and I had a bit of a rasp to my voice when I pushed it hard.  
        


        
                 "That'll be yer signature tone." He twanged as he looked me over.  "But you don't look like a rock star..." He trailed off before touching my shoulder once more.  I felt the change wash over me from head to toe.  I was a little excited to see what he had in mind for my costume.
        


        
                 Reaching out, I ordered the wall to turn into a full-length mirror.  What I saw there surprised me.  I was little, maybe four foot eleven, I mean tiny.  Mebbe ninety pounds with rocks in my pockets, but a great little body.  My butt was so perfect that I groped it myself. I had booty!  Having spent my life flat-assed, it was a welcome change.
        


        
                 But where Meexon had really done his best work was on my face.  He gave me these naturally happy cheeks, and a set of mischievous eyes.  Topped off with mid-length pixie hair, I was a snarky little redhead.  Even my shoes were great.
        


        
                 "Now try singing that song." With a charismatic smile he turned me to face the mirror.
        


        
                 "Well, I ain't never been the Barbie Doll type!" I belted it out as the sound of a live band slowly faded in to accompany me.  "No, I can't swig that sweet champagne, rather drink beer all night."
        


        
                 I looked good there in the mirror.  Real good, like I'd go lesbian and jump my own bones good.  It was unbelievable, after a lifetime of feeling self conscious about my appearance it felt so free, almost like I was just playing a video game with a really hot avatar.  Uninhibited, I kept at the song, starting the lyrics over from the beginning as the band matched me note for note.  
        


        
                 I was really getting into it when the walls dissolved into thousands of fans as far as the eye could see.  I was still riding on the euphoric effect of Meexon's aura so I didn't let the sight throw me off.  They were really just images created by the morphic walls, not real people.  
        


        
                 And that's when I had my first inkling about what being a Diva was really all about.  I had just finished the second verse, and I really had the crowd going, just rolling like thunder.  
        


        
                 "Let me get a big hell yeah from redneck girls like me, Hell yeah!" I called out to the audience.  In response, the virtual audience replied with a thunderous roar that left me grinning from ear to ear.
        


        
                 It's the most incredible feeling to be able to harness an audience that way.  It was like sitting on a giant Harley Davidson and twisting the throttle hard, feeling the throaty roar of 900,000 horsepower.  I could make a cute inflection or shake my ass and the crowd would turn it up even higher.  As the size of the audience grew, they shook the building down to the foundations.  By the time I finished the song I felt like I was throttling a Saturn V rocket.  I'd never experienced anything like it, and in that very instant I understood why Meexon Prestar enjoyed his calling so much.  It was absolutely exhilarating to control the audience that way.  Geeeez, I felt like smoking a cigarette afterwards.  
        


        
                 Meexon worked with me for weeks, teaching me little ways to polish my act.  While I could sing pretty well, I had lousy stagecraft.  Deep down I was still pretty self conscious, and the way that I held myself said a lot about it.  My musical mentor had to teach me to stop minimizing my profile and stretch out.  Throw those arms out there, walk confidently, swing that perfect ass, and flavor it all with a hint of sassy.  I wasn't just acting a part...I had to actually be that person.  I needed to make an entire planet fall in love with Zeva Zull, citizen of the third district.  
        


        
                 I remember the auditions, and wondering how actresses ever got past this stage of the process.  It is terrifying sitting there waiting your turn to get up there on stage and possibly make a complete ass of yourself.  Of all the things in my life that scared me, this beat out math and combat.  Being morphic, I could have literally crapped a cinder block right then and there, that's how nervous I was.  I watched contestant after contestant walk out there on that stage and die an embarrassing death on planetary TV. Waiting in line by the door with a thousand other applicants, I felt like a gladiator waiting for my turn to die in the ring for the amusement of the crowd.  Anyone who thinks I'm overreacting can march their asses down to their local community theater and audition for a musical.  Betcha chicken out before you even make it to the stage.
        


        
                 The judges were three celebs of varying backgrounds.  There was the drunken former-Diva seated next to the B-list rock star.  The third guy on the panel was some asshole record producer who seemed to take pleasure in finding cruel things to say eloquently.  I'd seen more than a few people leave the stage in tears after he tore them down mercilessly.  I was genuinely worried that he might say something rude to me, and I'd have to feed him a knuckle sandwich on worldwide TV.  
        


        
                 But my panic was misplaced.  As I climbed those stairs, one of the roadies placed his hand on my shoulder to reassure me silently.  It took a moment to realize it was DorLek under the costume.  Giving me a wink, he bathed me in reassuring aura as I passed.  So with this newfound sense of calm, I walked out there on stage and killed it with a Whitney Houston song.  By the time I finished the Diva was crying, and the rock star's mouth hung open in surprise.  Even the asshole record producer had a shiny look on his face.  I was in.
        


        
                 But that was not the most amazing thing that happened that day.  I was heading out the door when Meexon started singing, and something made my feet stop.  I just couldn't leave, like I was being drawn in by this irresistible force.  When I turned to the stage, my eyes showed me what was going on.  Meexon was pumping megawatts of auric energy into the crowd.  He was like a radar station, saturating the whole audience with his sheer power.  From the readings I was seeing, he could have sang a grocery list and the girls woulda still thrown their panties at him.  Add to that the fact that he really knew how to own that stage.  It was fascinating to watch him work.  He was so polished and confident, like he was born for the stage.  
        


        
                 Right away he was a viewer favorite.
        


        
                 The big buzz among the contestants was the new rules.  This year in addition to singing, they were encouraged to play instruments as well.  Beyond that, the contestants were able to work together or even exchange musical services.  I suspected that this last bit was introduced by the Boss somewhere along the line; he had people everywhere.
        


        
                 But this new regulation would allow us to band together into powerful musical cliques.  It was also designed to better showcase Meexon's skills; a critical element of the whole endeavor.  The public could not merely like him; they had to be absolutely infatuated with him.  I was just an element of that picture.  He was the main event, and it was easy to see why.
        


        
                 We were celebrating that first night when I did the last thing I ever expected to do.  Meexon and I had stumbled out of a party and onto the rooftop of the Klohm Center, this peaked building that gives you a view of the city in every direction.  There were only the two most distant suns in the sky, Mul and Mew, so the city lights really lit the sky up.  This was what passed for nighttime when you lived on the edge of a galactic cluster.  The lights were mesmerizing, there was a gentle breeze wafting along up there, the champagne was perfect, and Meexon was absolutely radiant.  Somewhere in there it occurred to me that my current form was no accident.  He had selected my stature and build based on his own preferences.  I wasn't just cute to him, I was his ideal. That much I knew for sure from the emanations I was getting from him.  He desperately wanted me, and I was of a like mind.  
        


        
                 So to make a long and exhilarating story short; I slept with Elvis, and it was great, like Tony the Tiger grrrreat, like 4th of July fireworks great.  Toes were curled, backs were scratched, and funny faces were made.  Yeah, it was all that and a bag of chips too.
        


        
                 See, you remember all that energy he used to shower the audience?  Well imagine that he focused all of that on you, and while he's doing that your own Onkx is emitting your response which feeds his response which heightens your response, and on and on and on in one incredible loop.  I swear we burned a terawatt or more.  This was not ordinary human intercourse.  This was how Angels have sex, like Kong climbing the Empire State Building, or Zeus and Aphrodite rocking Mount Olympus.  We knocked out power for two blocks and tripped seismic sensors for a hundred miles.
        


        
                 Mmmm.  Memory enhancements. I forget, what was I talking about before? 
        


        
                 
        


        
                 
        


        
                 Now what you gotta understand about this op is that this wasn't just some small-town talent show.  This was StarElite.  The show had dominated the number one slot for the last twelve seasons.  It was huge.  Commercial advertising sold for prices like you'd see during Super Bowl back home.  It was insane how much money was wrapped up in this show.  It wasn't just entertainment to them.  StarElite was more like this shared dream of fairytale success for the downtrodden masses of the Voh Empire, and there were a lotta downtrodden.  The talent contest was more popular than sports, and bigger than religion.  You see, a show back on Earth ran for an hour a week.  But out here StarElite got more airtime than the Truman Show.  Every detail of our lives were recorded and broadcast.  In a sense, we each got our own channel with around the clock coverage until we get eliminated.  Even then, the losers go to a backup channel where they still get a few hours of coverage a day as they compete against each other.  Viewers can see not only the performances and interviews, but every waking minute of our lives.  They can focus on a single contestant or dozens of us simultaneously.  Fans who logged the most hours were able to unlock hidden footage or director's secrets of upcoming episodes.  
        


        
                 See, the thing about StarElite is that the show wasn't just a moneymaker.  It shaped perceptions and distracted people from the gutter most of them lived in.  The Voh are the perfect example of an advanced stellar industrial society where lawmakers have completely removed all consumer safeguards in favor of big business.  It'd be the same as if back on Earth you closed down the EPA, the FDA, and the Better Business Bureau at the same time.  Companies can do as they please in the name of profit, and as the rich grow richer there comes a great stratification to the economy.  In this world the upper 1% own 113% of the wealth.  How can they own more than a hundred percent?  By keeping the masses in debt.  Something made possible by the passage of statutes enforcing hereditary debt.  In any of the thirteen districts, you could find yourself saddled with the debts of your nearest living relative, even if you never met them.  Add steep interest rates and you have a mass of people who owe vastly more than they own.  In this world, there is no such thing as a Bill of Rights. There were even a few Debtor Prisons in the primary districts.  StarElite was nothing more than a very profitable tool to distract the people from seeing what the Oligarchy was really doing, and it worked very well.
        


        
                 What really shocked me about the Voh was that not only did they treat their own people like absolute shit, but they were even worse to foreigners.  Remember when I said there were thirteen districts to the empire in this era?  Well, three of those were a nation formerly known as Tenyaa.  See, when the Boss first injected humans into this galaxy, they were a mix of religions and faiths, just a hodge-podge of people from mass-death events.  Remember that big chemical spill in India?  Yep, those people got harvested right besides the entire crew of the Edmund Fitzgerald, or the people that died on 9-11.  He just dumped them out there on Theti, to evolve as they may.  So human nature being what it is, the first survivors immediately separated themselves into groups.  Most were cultural, but many were faith-based.  As the centuries passed, Theti was a cultural pressure cooker.  There was some pretty serious blending of the religions until a single homogenous faith emerged in the eighth century; The Domulites.
        


        
                 So you had this pretty radical faith, actually more of a Franken-religion, built with parts of old and dead religions until you had a super dogmatic faith that demanded control of a person's daily life in return for guidance to an everlasting salvation.   Under the church's founder, Emil Vander, they settled the farthest reaches of their planet, the absolute wilderness, and created a theocratic empire known as Tenyaa.  Seeking to ditch the technological distractions and live a simpler life, the Domulites tried to build a little paradise in their corner of the world, and it almost worked.
        


        
                 But the bulk of the people on the planet, prolly 80% or more were Colbai.  Where the Domulites answered to their God Hadra, the Colbai worshipped the ism's; capitalism, industrialism, and consumerism.  They were a people of insatiable hunger and desire, they wanted it all, and they wanted it now!  To this end they expanded quickly, and sacked the planet for more and more resources until the only territory they did not own was Tenyaa.  
        


        
                 At first it was like Delta Force storming an Amish village.  The Colbai would invent a bullshit reason to make a military incursion into Tenyaa, and take a chunk of Dom land when they only partially withdrew.  The entire time the media was busy painting the Domulites as religious fanatics who could not manage themselves without compassionate oversight by the Colbai.  Over the next hundred years the Colbai Collective took more and more land, pushing the Domulites into a corner that eventually became the thirteenth district.  Of course by that time, the church people had started to fight back.  But with the media heavily slanted against the Indians, every defensive act was reported as a threat to Voh harmony until finally there was statutory law that restricted Domulites to their own shrinking territory.  On Earth we called this apartheid.  
        


        
                 With a massive media machine dancing to their tune, it was easy for the Colbai leadership to paint the Domulite as the villains.  They even taught their school children that people from the 13th district were violent as a result of their limited intelligence quotient.  It was right there in the textbooks and everything.  It only took a few generations before these ideas were widely accepted as factual.  It was Alabama in the fifties.  The only thing missing was the separate water fountains.  They woulda had them except the Colbai didn't even have the charity to add the second waterline.  They expected the Dom to drink hose water around back.  No shit, hose water.  
        


        
                 So how does this have a fracking thing to do with a talent show?  Like I said, the show was used to keep the masses happy.  Viewers could distract themselves from their own miserable existence by plugging into someone else's life.  But when they did, fans could be comforted in knowing that the person they watched at the other end of the feed was Colbai.  The Dom were strictly prohibited.  If you had ever been to a Church of Hadraa then you could consider yourself blackballed.  If you were a practicing member of the faith you prolly couldn't even get an exit visa out of the 13th.   Add to that the fact that the contest rules strictly forbade Domulites or sympathizers from even auditioning.  These people were Antebellum.     
        


        
                 I was still having a little trouble seeing how my singing was supposed to shatter the barriers of apartheid and bring peace to the empire, but then this was all butterfly theory we're talking about here.  The tiniest of changes to the timeline could paint public perception enough to start a small shift towards the left.  That's how a Temporal Editor does things; a nudge here, a shove there.  Sometimes our work is as subtle as a bus stop bench, or as magnanimous as the Hindenburg disaster.   More often than not, we are simply muse to the movers and shakers in your society.  Think of DorLek as that guy who whispered epiphanies to JP Morgan and Andrew Carnegie.  
        


        
                 So even though I had studied the mission plan, I was not entirely convinced of the outcome.  I knew the Boss researched this stuff in ways that I did not yet understand, but it still seemed like a long shot when you are living in segregated Mississippi circa 1955.  No TV show, no matter how immersive, would change public perception that much.  No way in hell.  These people were taught the Klan mantra as soon as they start school.  You had institutionalized bigotry at every level.  
        


        
                 "When we walk, we take one step at a time.  There are many steps in a voyage." DorLek said, his voice echoing in my head as he talked to me through the Guf.  There was something just so reassuring about his presence.  It had taken a few years but I was beginning to learn that no matter how crazy something may sound, if the Boss said it would work, then by Grapthar's Hammer it was gonna friggin' work.  
        


        
                 So, with never less than three drone-cams following me everywhere I went, the entire Planet of Theti got to know me, along with nineteen other young, eager, contestants.  Every discussion, every argument, every hit, every failure was instantly broadcast out to the waiting masses to be digested and discussed at the water cooler.  I had been prepped on this aspect of the gig.  Despite the diminutive size of the cameras that hovered at various distances from me, I was painfully aware of them.  There could never be a moment when I was not charming or entertaining, and that's where the rub came in.
        


        
                 While I had the looks on the outside, inside I was still Jenna Ramirez, combat medic and lifetime Tomboy.  That being said, you can imagine the kinds of things I was prone to saying on reflex, especially when irritated.  Back then I was still a little coarse.  But I was no good to the plan if I threw out a stream of profanities and alienated the viewers.  I either needed a muzzle or a filter.
        


        
                 There was a third option, but it involved extra homework.  Here is how it would work, just imagine all those times that someone said something dickless to you and you were caught without a snappy retort.  Now imagine if right at that minute you could hit the pause button and just take a minute to collect yourself, analyze the situation, and tailor a perfect response.  Well guess what, that's Timelord 101 stuff right there.  Unfortunately, I was a green horn, and still a few years away from my formal studies in temporal manipulation; it is an advanced skill.  But the Boss said that with my abilities in the Guf, I should be able to at least handle some basic parallel parking.  Of all the temporal skills, standing still on a 4th dimensional thread is the easiest.  Anytime I needed to think a minute I would just halt the timeline for a few seconds while I considered how to politely tell some creepy reporter to back off while I rehearse.  It took practice, but I used my parlor trick to make sure Zeva was that fun-loving girl down the street, always ready with something witty to say.  
        


        
                 I tried to use Veena as my image.  She was so much fun; even the library was a happening place when she was around.  Me?  I was never that kinda girl.  In my old life I made as many enemies as friends, fortunately that meant I only had a few enemies.  I wasn't the outcast, but I sure as hell wasn't the life of the party either.  I had to really focus on being that girl; snarky, with a touch of rebel.   
        


        
                 It helped that I could view myself from the outside by hijacking the feed from my camera escorts.  By this time in my development I had mastered the Touch to the point that I could control technology through thin air.  A few more years and I could control some lower beings too, but with the homework I already had, I was in no hurry to go there yet.  Between the studies DorLek assigned, Meexon's tutoring, and the contest itself, I was too damned busy to do anything but work.  
        


        
                 It was right before the first elimination challenge, when we were supposed to be gearing up for our own performances, and the network people were dragging us downtown for some bullshit ribbon cutting ceremony.  Instead of practicing so we could stay in the game, we were smiling and waving like stooges for the network.  None of us was compensated for these appearances because it would invalidate our amateur status, but that didn't mean that the network didn't profit from the event.  They pimped us out like it was payday in a sailor town, and it had been grating on all of our nerves.  The last five events had all served food, but we never stayed long enough to get a single bite.  Finally I decided I wasn't going to get on the bus until I grabbed some of that fried dog on a stick.  It smelled delicious, so I stepped out of line.  One of the handlers stepped into my path, and I was about to bury my foot in his crotch when I noticed Sasquatch standing by the buffet table.
        


        
                 My first thought was 'holy fucking goat shit, the Voh are gonna go berserker when they notice Bara standing there.'  These people view all other species as enemies.  Disintegrate first, and ask-questions-later was the Colbai custom.
        


        
                 Then I realize that everyone has stopped moving.  Even my camera escorts are frozen over my old location in line for the bus.  Sidestepping the handler who seems to be looking at something far beyond me, I walk up to Bara who's cleaning out the buffet line.  He looks at me sideways before gesturing to the steaming grill where seasoned meatsticks had been rotating slowly before my furry brother halted the timeline.
        


        
                 "I heard you were on your first gig." He cleaned a turkey drumstick with a single chomp, pulling a clean bone from that gaping maw of his.
        


        
                 "You get drafted too?" I wondered if his visit was personal or business.
        


        
                 "I'm doing my job, teaching you the ropes." He smiled with that mucky mouth of his, "C'mon, let's get a few beers, mebbe do some fishing, shoot a few guns, the usual human stuff.  Hey, I like the new skin, really suits you."
        


        
                 "Bara, I appreciate you coming out here to help me blow off some steam, but this is all live." I gestured to the crowds that had swelled along the security barriers. 
        


        
                 "Hmmmphhh." He dismissed my concerns.  "You're still thinking like a puny human.  You have all the time in the world, so why be rushed and stressed?" He shuffled off towards the couch.  Using a levitator beam that he emitted from his elbow, he gently moved the man who was already sitting on the sofa to another spot against a wall.  It was one of the precautions when working with extremely slow time travel.  If you touch someone who is frozen, even a delicate tap, back in their timeline it would be like a hyperkinetic impact.  You could seriously injure people if you manhandled them while travelling this slow in time.  It just amazed me how easily my brother Bara did it, even with his arms full of food.  With just a casual thought he had morphed a complex piece of hardware into his own arm just so he could have somewhere comfy to sit.  
        


        
                 "These people are gonna freak when they see you here, you know that." I tried to warn him, knowing just how xenophobic these people were.
        


        
                 "See, there you are again thinking like a flatlander.  Once you can stand still, you can take all the time you need, not just to respond to dumb ass reporters or other kids at school, but for things like vacations or fishing trips or just good old fashioned mental hygiene days.  Y'know what I mean, Vern?" He propped his feet up on the chair across from him.
        


        
                 I stopped to think about that.  I'd been so busy mastering the damned skill that it never occurred to me that it could be used beyond snappy retorts.  I was just thinking how nice a vacation would be when my eyes happened across Elvis, standing there in line with those cute little glutes of his, and suddenly I realized the best way of all to use my super-powers.
        


        
                 "Bro, could you do me a solid and come back in like...twenty minutes." I gave a wicked smile before I realized Bara wasn't even there anymore.  
        


        
                 Good, that frees up the couch.
        


        
                 
        


        
                 
        


        
                 The first competition was interesting.  I had worked all week at mastering three songs because there was a chance that they could switch the requirements on us at the last minute.  In the end I sang a popular Voh song that was just topping the charts.  I knew I was good enough to stay in another week, and my ratings had been pretty good so far.  Apparently I tracked well with men from the age of fifteen to fifty, so I wasn't worried.  Two of the judges gave me thumbs up, but the record producer said I was wooden and stiff.  What an asshole that guy is.  Mebbe I'll leave a Baby Ruth in his coffee cup.  That'd be something for the blooper reels, eh?
        


        
                 We were all feeling pretty good about our performances, everyone sure that someone else was going home, when Meexon stepped out onto that stage with a double-necked guitar strapped over his shoulder.  Wearing a beat up pair of pants and a faded cotton shirt, he looked like someone on vacation.  Quiet and unassuming, he gave the audience that charming smile of his before he finally spoke.
        


        
                 "I'm going to perform a song I wrote last night after we got back from the children's hospital.  While we were there I met a little girl named Avalon, and she was very worried about her surgery tomorrow morning.  I just had to write this song as my humble way to put a smile on Avalon's face and let her know that there are people out here pulling for her.  This one is for you Avie." For the briefest of moments he looked directly into the camera before returning his gaze to the audience.
        


        
                 And with that he began strumming to the beat of an old Beatles song.  What can I say, even without an Onkx the guy is a master showman, and he knows how to work a crowd.  I couldn't help but marvel as he got those people worked up.  By the end of the song the audience was singing along with a song they'd never heard before, that's how good he was.  If I'd been wearing any, I'd have thrown my panties at him.  Sure, why not?  What happens in Voh space stays in Voh space, right?
        


        
                 To say that his performance left the rest of us in the dust doesn't even begin to cover it.  Next to him I really was wooden and stiff.  He dominated the whole stage.  No band to back him up, just Meexon and twelve strings.  His popularity numbers jumped through the ceiling before he even finished strumming.
        


        
                 "Please buy my song on the wire, all proceeds for the orphans of the Ninth District.  Thank you all very much." He bowed humbly as the room erupted.  With my DuNai eyes I could see that he was still saturating them with happy waves and some low frequency videodrone.  I figured he had to be running low on energy considering his discharge rate during the performance, but he seemed intent on ensuring his last message was well received.
        


        
                 The next few days were hectic.  They stuck us with a cheesy choreographer who would hammer us into some kind of a group performance.  Sometimes it was an outright commercial advertisement; other times just badly choreographed filler.  Anyhow, the numbers we sang and danced were terrible.  Ever see a white guy dance?  Now imagine that guy in charge of the choreography.  I felt like the most technologically advanced, dancing monkey on the planet.  All we were missing was an organ grinder.
        


        
                 So we had our second performance just a few days away when Meexon dragged me over to a corner of the studio where Rex and Molly were practicing.  Now what you gotta understand about these two is that they were both pretty attractive people, but definitely not a couple.  Rex was queer as a three-dollar bill, and damned proud of it.  Molly was a blonde with a type A personality.  Actually I take that back, she's a AA personality.  Where others advanced, she charged.  I liked her right away.  
        


        
                 But he didn't pick Rex and Molly for their looks, although that prolly factored in somewhere.  See, not only were they both very good looking, they were also quite talented.  Between the two of them they played seven instruments and had perfect pitch.  On the surface they looked like the total package, definite competition.  Personally I woulda been trying to edge them out, but that's prolly why I was the trainee and Meexon was the expert.  He told me later that he had no fear of them because when it came down to it; neither Rex nor Molly could write a note of music.  They could play thousands of songs from memory, sing like Etta James, but musical composition was not in their wheelhouse.  And truth be told, it is one of the rarest of skills among humans.  If you didn't write it, then you're just singing karaoke.
        


        
                 So he pulls them in and offers to let them perform a couple of songs he wrote, in exchange for them helping out on a number he had planned.  New rules this year allowed us to trade services and work cooperatively.  Initially Rex and Molly are a little skeptical until they hear the songs, and then they're blown away.  I tried not to laugh when I recognized Freddy Mercury's musical genius in the lyrics.     
        


        
                 "You know you're in this number too, right?" Meexon looked at me sideways.
        


        
                 "Sure, I guess." I was a little scared of the prospect of whatever he had planned.  "I'll sing whatever you need."
        


        
                 "I need you on base guitar." He nodded.
        


        
                 "Y'know, I don't even play regular guitar.  Just FYI." I had to admit that I was never really musical.  I could build a hot rod from parts, just don't ask me to serenade you.
        


        
                 "How did you learn calculus and trig?" He asked, already knowing the answer.
        


        
                 "I didn't.  The Onkx already knows math better than Einstein." I spoke the truth.  It had been one of the bennies of DuNai education; skipping math class.
        


        
                 "Here, play me Johnny be good." He handed me the Voh equivalent of an acoustic guitar.
        


        
                 I was shaking my head at the thought that I could play anything besides an air guitar when my fingers started strumming on their own.  It was funny, but that revelation surprised me more than just about anything else I encountered in adjusting to my new life.  I'd been in space ships, different galaxies, and had a morphic boyfriend who used to be Elvis, but the thing that blew me away was realizing that I could play any instrument I wanted.  Music is math, and like I said, the Onkx knows math.
        


        
                 So Rex and Molly get astounding raves from most of the judges for their rendition of some classic Queen.  That producer-judge guy told them that the real credit should go to the fellow who wrote the song because their performances were lackluster.  He was an anus, always snotty and rude, but his critiques were usually spot-on.   Most folks got so butt-hurt by the way he said it that they never bothered to listen to what he said.  Myself included.  It's hard to take criticism in any form, especially his.
        


        
                 I rocked the audience with a Susan Tedeschi song and the place went crazy.  The judges ate it up too.  Again the record producer said I did an admirable job with the song, but the real credit was in the writing.  Keep in mind that these songs we're singing may be old-hat on Earth, but in the Voh world these are brand new hits, fresh off the presses.  As far as they knew, these were all original compositions and all credited to the same source: Meexon.  
        


        
                  Note: Technically, at this point in the timeline these songs are 2 billion years from being written, hence no copyright protection exists for the commercial use of these songs in StarElite.  Ask any lawyer and they'll tell you its true, but make sure they specialize in temporal law.
        


        
                 So anyhow, last performance of the night.  The four of us stroll out there on stage like rock stars.  Rex is wearing drums, built into his suit.  Molly has a MixIt board on her left arm, sorta like a complete sound studio in a little package.  I have base guitar, and Meexon has his double-necked guitar.
        


        
                 Meexon shuffles out there to center stage and addresses the audience in a sorta hesitant manner.  He had this unassuming way about him, or at least that's how he played the character.  Not only was the guy a brilliant performer, but he was a really great actor as well.  To the rest of the world he came across as this guy who could scratch out these songs, sometimes two a day, yet never lorded it over the other contestants.  He knew intrinsically how to draw people in, even when they didn't want to be drawn.  
        


        
                 "In a world of so much strife and hatred, sometimes it's hard to remember why we even get out of bed in the morning, so I wrote this song to remind each of us that the world can be a beautiful place if we wanted to make it so.  Each of us has the power to change our world, we just lack the will." He spoke directly to the audience.  It was his philosophy; never play to the cameras.  Play to the live audience because that's where you got your energy from.  Wow the studio audience and the televised audience will follow.
        


        
                 Think back and imagine the first time you heard a song that you liked right away.  That sudden spark of interest, the desire to hear more as your soul gets caught up in the melody for the first time.  That's how these people felt as we began singling Let It Be.  Between the power Meexon and I were pumping into the audience, and the classic melody, we had them by the second chorus.  I had taken over the background systems and was flashing a steady stream of images on the screens behind us.  I used the Touch to hijack the lighting, sound, and video to ensure we had a perfect performance.  
        


        
                 The applause was thunderous.  It felt like we were throttling the Space Shuttle.  Right then and there I understood just how fracking cool it was to be a rock star.  I coulda cut glass with my nipples, seriously.
        


        
                 So, three of us exit stage left as the host interviewed Meexon before the judges.  The former diva was drunk as usual and slurrrred about how great he was.  The rock star was leering at Molly, and the producer was actually pretty sociable.  He was all curious about the four songs we had each performed.  Meexon admitted he wrote them all, and that they were all available for purchase on the line, 100% of the proceeds going to various charities in different districts.
        


        
                 About then the producer turned into a turd and said some chump stuff about how Meexon should keep his expectations low, so he wouldn't be hurt when it didn't make as much money as he thought they would.
        


        
                 That's when Meexon dropped the bombshell.
        


        
                 "Last week's song has brought in over four thousand for charity." He shrugged as if admitting their failure.
        


        
                 "Four thousand quid?" The producer asked, sure that it was likely even less.
        


        
                 "Redbacks."  The barest hint of a smirk crossed his face as he watched the three judges all sit up. "I also transferred ownership of the song itself to a living trust that will dispense the proceeds to all of the orphanages in the ninth district equally for as long as the song generates revenue.  Tonight's four songs have already been placed into trusts of their own, all for worthy causes.  They are making money right now, as we speak." The collective gasp from the crowd could be heard when he spoke.  Already there were people in the audience using their Ethernet implants to access the Line and purchase the song. 
        


        
                 The next morning I got a note that the producers needed to see all four of us. So we show up in Yakov Delancy's office.  He was the network chief, the big taco, HMFIC.  Rex and Molly were blown away, but Meexon and I had been expecting it.  We knew we'd just been invited to a shakedown.
        


        
                 "Meexon, I'll get to the point.  The revenue you have been generating with these songs of yours is a clear violation of your amateur standing, and against the rules of the contest." Yakov was a big guy who liked to lean in close where he could intimidate people.  Despite the CEO's bulk, Meexon was unimpressed.
        


        
                 "The contract specifies personal income or revenues paid directly to the contestant." Meexon knew the fine print of his contract well.  In a few minutes they would find out just how well.
        


        
                 "It is revenue received for musical talent, a clear violation." The lawyer in an expensive suit made sure we knew our error.
        


        
                 Rex and Molly were a little shaken; they really thought we were busted.  I could have flashed them with some calm waves, but the script called for them to be terrified, to better enhance the surprise at the end.  The Boss knew what he was doing.  
        


        
                 "I have never made a single dingo off of my music.  Once I record the track, it is given directly to the trust for marketing.  By the time the first payments roll in, the song has been in their possession for days.  I have to obtain permission from the foundation each time I perform the song again because I no longer own it." Meexon relaxed in his chair knowing what would come next.
        


        
                 "Look, I had my legal team go over the arrangement, and it is our prerogative to dismiss you from the contest if the issue is not resolved to our satisfaction." The beefy executive tried to bore his way thru Meexon with a hard look.
        


        
                 "And you are suggesting...?" With the barest hint of a smile, Meexon opened the door for them.
        


        
                 "That this revenue needs to be funneled through the network on its way to a final destination.  We want to be able to control the flow of the cash to its final charitable recipient, safeguard it to ensure it gets to the right parties.  You are using our show to market your product, and we simply want a taste of that." This time it was Yakov's turn to sit back and relax.
        


        
                 "You could dismiss us, that is true.  Foolish, but true.  First off, current viewership is three hundred times higher than it has ever been.  Additionally, my contractual rights are clearly spelled out in my network contract so I would be on very solid ground when I have my lawyers rape your network.  For this much money, they would be crawling out of the walls, begging to represent me." Meexon paused to take a sip of the coffee in front of him.  "No, you are not going to go down that path, and I am not going to cede control of those songs to your network so they can skim revenue intended for those who truly need help.  I have to admit, your request and veiled threats have upset me.  In fact I find your conduct such that I cannot consider us friends anymore."
        


        
                 Yakov and his lawyers gave that a hearty laugh.  The only friends these guys cared about were Redbacks.  
        


        
                 "And since we are no longer friends, there will be no more pro bono work for you." Meexon stood to leave."
        


        
                 "Excuse?" Yakov had an odd look on his face.
        


        
                 "You have been generating significant revenue off of our performances, and contractually we are due a portion of the revenue for all original works performed." Meexon took a last sip of the coffee before making a show of carefully setting it on the edge of the desk ever so gingerly.
        


        
                 "No it doesn't." The first lawyer insisted.
        


        
                 "Not wanting to affect my amateur standing, my revenues for my songs will be forwarded to this charitable organization." With a flourish, Meexon touched Yakov's desk.  Immediately the address for a soup kitchen in Varga appeared on the surface, shoving aside all other documents.  "The contract also dictates that the events you have been shuffling us to every day are strictly voluntary, so we four will be setting our own calendar from now on."
        


        
                 "Your contract does not specify any such thing.  You're nothing but a singing shithouse lawyer." The attorney showed his open disgust as Meexon and I started towards the door.  Rex and Molly were still terror-struck in their seats.  
        


        
                 "I suggest you read it again." I gave the lawyer a wink.
        


        
                 Yakov laughed as he dismissed our claims.  "We know what's on our contracts.  They're a boilerplate; they haven't changed in twelve seasons of the show."
        


        
                 Once more Meexon touched the desk and downloaded a copy of his contract.  A deft movement and he had the small-print blown up big enough for them to all read.
        


        
                 "What the frack...?" Yakov wasn't a lawyer, but he knew something was wrong with the flowery legalese he was reading.  Behind him his lawyers were sneering at what they read.  But the looks were gone once the network chief pulled up his own personal copies of the contract.  
        


        
                 "What the hell?" one of the councilors was barely audible. 
        


        
                 "Who the hell did this?" Yakov was aghast as he read further.  "Who gave you this contract to sign?"
        


        
                 You have no idea how hard it was to keep a straight face as all four of us pointed to the lead attorney.  Immediately Yakov was on his feet and mad as hell.
        


        
                 "You're fired!  Get the zilch outta here!  Now!" He pointed to the door as the lawyer objected.
        


        
                 "This is not the contract I used..." The jurist seemed truly perplexed, Voh secure documents were unbreakable.  It was impossible to alter a document once the content had been locked.  Or so they thought.  The truth is, encryption is math, and the Onkx knows math.   It was like playing Sudoku in Hexidecimal.
        


        
                 "Security!  I need this son of a bitch escorted out of my building, NOW!" Yakov shouted into an intercom app on his desktop before bellowing at his lead attorney.  "Fired! FIRED!"
        


        
                 "We'll just let ourselves out." I gave a coy smile as I opened the door.  Yakov had started shoving lawyers around when the four of us finally slipped out of the room.
        


        
                 
        


        
                 
        


        
                 And so it went, week after week, we four dominated the competition.  Every performance better than the last.  Meexon showed his true talent in bringing us all together into a precise machine.  He just had this way about him; you wanted to do things for him.  I shouldn't have been surprised when I found out he was older than Bara.  The Boss had been using Meexon's specialized skills for thousands of years.  Moving him from job to job, good ol' Elvis was easily the most-travelled musician in the known universe.  Some of the memories he imparted to me thru MoTi were soooo funny.  He had this one about him and him and Ann Margaret that I still laugh about.  I couldn't help but idolize him to some degree, the guy really had talent, and he'd been everywhere.  How many people have you met that could keep an entire planet in breathless anticipation?  All the guy needed was a microphone and an instrument...any instrument, literally.  People tried to test him by surprising him with odd instruments during interviews, but he never disappointed.  If it could be used to emit a single musical note, Meexon could play it.  It helped that he had a Timelord watching over the entire operation, so there'd be no real surprises.
        


        
                 Every day I was amazed at the level of manpower devoted to this operation.  With my enhanced eyes I could spot every one of the Boss's plants.  The odd thing was that very few of them were in prominent or powerful positions.  Most of the cutouts were little roles like gaffers or publicists or legal assistants.    The Boss's touch was light; just a nudge here or a hint there.  Although I had read the entire Op order and script, I still was not seeing how our efforts would do more than introduce a bunch of old Earth music to the Borg.  But Elvis seemed convinced of the plan, so I did as I was told and tried to keep up.   
        


        
                 Every week there were new songs, and the entire planet waited breathlessly for every note.  It was as if they were starved for the new music.  It took me a while to really understand their situation, but eventually it occurred to me that Voh music sucked.  They are an industrial people, their mindset is expansion and manufacturing and conquest of new lands.  So although they were technologically advanced compared to Earth, the Voh society had poorly developed arts and humanities.  They just were not a creative people, artistically anyhow.  When it came to bleeding a planet dry for its resources, they were super-savants.  Intellectually they were amazed by Karaoke.
        


        
                 So do you remember when you were a teenager and you discovered a new song you really liked?  Y'know, that song you played over and over, and that feeling you got as you were compelled to sing along every time.  You played that song until you knew every nuance, every inflection and note.  Now imagine being the average Voh citizen, living in Shitsville with nothing to look forward to but death by toxic saturation, and suddenly you feel that sensation as the music permeates your very soul.  It's a little like falling in love, finding a new favorite song.  Then imagine that happening four times a week.
        


        
                 Desperate for relief from the world they lived in, more and more viewers tuned in to the show.  Mainly they were there to see Meexon.  But Rex, Molly, and I all picked up our share of publicity.  By the tenth week there were so many people pulling the show down off the Line that there were serious connectivity issues as portions of the network crashed.  People demanded more bandwidth, including protests, threats, and a little bottle hurling.  It took a few weeks but the masses prevailed in pressuring their masters for better conditions.  It didn't sound like much, but for a people oppressed by their own industrial complex it was huge.  We had their full and undivided attention.  That's when Meexon made his first controversial move.
        


        
                 "The proceeds of tonight's songs will be used to fund children's hospitals in the thirteenth district.  The conflict in the area has killed and injured many people, but no group or demographic has been more heavily impacted than the youth of Tenyaa.  The use of micromunitions has proven to be most effective against the children." His eyesbrows furrowed in concern, Meexon Prestar reached out to the entire viewership.  While he spoke, I had taken over the audio-visual system and was running images of kids frightfully injured by the self-seeking projectiles that were known to linger for hours until being discovered by unwitting victims.
        


        
                 "Please, we need every penny for this tragedy happening right here on our own planet.  These are children...boys and girls and infants who need your help.  Please purchase the songs off the Line knowing that your contribution will be doing God's work." 
        


        
                 Now, had anyone else done that it would have started a bigger fire than it did.  But this was Meexon Prestar, adopted son of every district on the planet, and all he was asking them to do was help the innocent children, not the militants.  How could anyone object to that?  The Oligarchy did, but their efforts to rein us in were being seriously cock-blocked by the Boss and a whole other crew of cutouts.  Really more of an army, DorLek had people working for him that didn't even know they were working for him.  He had strings into everything, and every one of the operatives was stone-cold loyal.  They had to be or the Boss'd put them back where he got them from, and you know how that works.  
        


        
                 Intended to run for 21 weeks, the season was in the seventeenth week when we made our biggest move yet.  It was judgment night, when the voters decided who was going home.  There were five of us on the stage as the host bantered with the judges.  We all knew who was slotted to go home.  With only one non-band member remaining, it was clear that Olav Ziegel was done for.  He had no chance whatsoever against our numbers.  Most people didn't even know who he was.  Hell, people had started calling StarElite the Meexon show.
        


        
                 So anyhow, the host is about to tell Olav the bad news, as if it weren't a foregone conclusion already, and Meexon stops him.  Pulling an old-school document out of his pocket, he hands it to the host.
        


        
                 "Read this first." He pointed a finger to the paper in the host's hands.
        


        
                 Surprised at the interruption, the Host opened up the folded paper with a grin.  With Meexon there had been many surprises, and up to now they had all been pleasant.  But this bombshell left their plastic Master of Ceremonies frozen in shock.  With a dozen cameras floating around the stage, it wasn't long before one of them was able to grab a snapshot of the document and rebroadcasted the image to every corner of the globe.
        


        
                 "You're from the thirteenth...?" One of the judges stammered.
        


        
                 "Meexon Prestar is a Dom?" The host was incredulous.  His whole life he had been told that the people of Tenyaa were inferior to the Colbai.  It simply did not add up that a musical genius like Meexon could really be one of them.
        


        
                 "Ladies and gentlemen, Lords and Ladies, I Meexon Prestar was born in the thirteenth district.  My parents were devout Domulites, and for this reason, by article seventeen of the network's code, I am ineligible to participate in this competition." With that he turned and left the stage.
        


        
                 The turmoil was intense.  The roar of the audience was beyond deafening, it shook the very foundations of the coliseum we were in.  They had to go to commercial break twice, and the crowd was still not settled.  Finally back on track they were about to give Olav the boot again when I stopped the host this time.
        


        
                 "Read it." I said simply as I handed him my birth certificate.  He knew right away what it was.  Except for the very old, the Colbai had electronic birth certificates.  With considerably less technology available after a hundred years of embargos, the Dom still relied on old-fashioned printed documents when it mattered.  
        


        
                 "I too was born a Domulite.  Under the law I am defined as being less than a whole citizen.  My vote only counts for one half of a Colbai vote.  And now simply because of the church my parents attended, I am deemed legally unfit to participate in this competition." I turned to leave before pausing to look back.  "These are your laws, not mine."
        


        
                 Another two commercial breaks and the show was well into overtime, but there was no way they were pulling the plug.  They had billions of viewers tuned in, comm lines were jammed, and in some parts of the world the news was going out on the emergency broadcast system.  Really, they were that friggin crazy about this show.  Viewers were foaming at the mouth when Rex stopped the host for a third time.  Expecting another birth certificate, the Emcee was surprised when he was handed nothing.
        


        
                 "I was born a citizen of the third district, I am Colbai, there is no doubt.  But if Colbai law prevents my friends from competing as equals, then I want no part of the process." Rex was surprisingly firm in his tone, with Molly nodding her pretty little head right beside him.  
        


        
                 "Meexon, if you are listening, we are coming with you, wherever you're going." Molly's voice rang out clear as a bell.  She really did have some pipes on her.
        


        
                 Within seconds the only ones standing on stage was the host and Olav, the season's new champion by default.  Not that anyone noticed.  They actually ended the transmission before even bothering to crown the guy.  He got his recording contract, but within three days no one even remembered the guy.  T-shirts that said 'Olav who?' were more popular than the entertainer himself.
        


        
                 So we started touring the planet, including the thirteenth.  At one time we threw together a concert called Rock Against War.  Basically the Colbai army was about to snatch some more territory with another invasion based on sketchy claims.  Meexon gathered up a few dozen other celebs and got us a flight into the region where we set up a benefit concert right in the path of the army.  With people flooding over the line to see this event (that turned out to be the Voh equivalent of Earth's Woodstock) the Oligarchy had no choice but to halt the invasion.  They were pissed.  The machine desperately needed more resources and we had just stopped them cold (and brought in almost a million Redbacks for charity.)
        


        
                 We ended up in jail more than a few times.  Always some federal agent sniffing around, looking to record enough audio to indict us on insurrection charges.  Once we got locked up for performing in a bar that prohibited Dom.  The owner was okay with it, but the whole block was zoned as a clean-zone, free of those filthy Domulites.  I have to say, the Oligarchy musta really been rattled because their handling of the situation was clumsy and crude.  One time they arrested us in the middle of a concert.  There were seventy thousand screaming fans going crazy when they found out we were being carted away for unlawful integration. Those people left that concert and burned down the network's headquarters during the riot that followed.
        


        
                 We were throwing a concert to help the Brudda in the second district when the end came.  I remember seeing the man with the bulky shirt approaching the stage.  My enhanced eyes could easily make out the blocks of explosives beneath.  Although I had known that this would be the inevitable end of our adventure, the Boss had kept the day of the event a secret.  Like anyone who had died before, he knew that we might be a little apprehensive about doing it all over again.  Like getting a shot with a big needle, or having a tooth pulled, we were sure to cringe if we knew it was coming.  To this end, we had been kept in the dark until the very last moment.  
        


        
                 I just had time to reach out and take Meexon's hand before the blast ripped the world around us to shreds.  The last images of the band had been a perfectly framed photo of us holding hands while being flanked by Rex and Molly.  Within weeks the image became the rallying point for hundreds of grassroots efforts at government reform.  Other groups protested apartheid, the Oligarchy's unrestrained control, and the industrial machine's right to control their employee's lives.  I have to admit that I was surprised at just how much came to be from this simple talent contest.  We didn't end apartheid, but we got the ball rolling in that direction.  That was the DuNai way; to let the horse think it led itself to water.  While an individual could learn quickly, a civilization took generations to change.  In essence, you had to plant a seed then wait for all of the haters to die off.  With humans it takes about sixty years, but when you get done your civilization will have doubled in size.  At this point you are pouring so many enlightened souls into the Guf that it will dilute the previous generations of haters.  For every bigot you add ten enlightened thinkers to balance the blend.  That's how exponential population growth works in the Guf; it's like mixing up a perfect pitcher of lemonade.  
        

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            

          


          
            

          


          Flight School


          
                   
          


          
                   
          


          
                   One of the first revelations you have as an apprentice is that only the primitive races travel in space ships.  Any sufficiently advanced species will have moved on to teleportation methods like rapid displacement or molecular streaming.  There are more than a dozen different ways to jump from one point to another across space, some better than others, a few downright hazardous. 
          


          
                   So with that in mind I had to stop and wonder why the hell there was so much focus on flight school.  It's not like I needed to know the intricacies of piloting an interstellar craft, I had point-to-point abilities that made travel in a ship completely moot.  I only flew my Hot Rod because it was sheer, unadulterated fun.  But for longer voyages, I definitely prefer jumping.  To hell with sub-lightspeed travel.  Who has three generations to spend travelling to a bright dot in the sky?  Not this girl.  I got a date Tuesday night.
          


          
                   "Becoming a spaceborne species is a critical step in the advancement of any civilization.  It extends their genetic footprint over areas beyond their own planet.  Expansion allows you grow your population to a point that they fill the Guf at an exponential rate." DorLek answered my question indirectly.
          


          
                   "Agreed, it's an important part of their evolution, but so what?" I wasn't sold yet.  I had a lot to absorb before beginning the next phase of my training.  
          


          
                   "If you are to guide other civilizations through this patch of their evolution, it would be helpful if you had some experience at it yourself.  Something more than watching it on television at least.  Do you agree?" he raised an eyebrow. 
          


          
                   "Boss, don't get me wrong.  I am all for flying the space shuttle or yanking and banking in a Shiirek.  No problems there.  I'm just saying that I think there is way too much focus on the topic.  I got like fifteen years of this stuff?" I flashed him an image of the full syllabus of the flight schools I faced.  
          


          
                   "While simultaneously continuing your other studies." He added with a smile.  "Fear not, you will have the company of Aldoo and Veena for most of the coursework."
          


          
                   I wanted to scream and ask him when I was supposed to take a breather, but I knew the answer already.  I had the ability to halt time, and getting better at negative velocity.  I could also do some lateral insertions that let me step out for as long as I needed.  But the way it really worked was that I would be in flight school all day, and then when I did step out of the timeline it'd just be to work on my other studies.  In the end I'd wind up never actually taking a break.  Every time I get to sitting still I see my daughter's face, and that gets me remembering the Boss's promise that I could go home as soon as I figured out how to find it.  It is for her that I do all of this.  I just keep seeing her eyes in that last, scared moment.  The curse of my DuNai upgrades was that the memory never faded.  
          


          
                   The first phase of school was essentially recreating the Human moon-shot, except our planet had no moon.  We had to make it to the nearest planetoid; this peanut shaped rock on the fringes of the asteroid belt.  We had to fabricate the ship and fuel from the native resources, and we had to do it while morphed as Horx.
          


          
                   Horxelwian Magnus, or Horx for short, were a very successful species from Bara's galaxy.  Think jumping spiders, but built with eyes on both sides, and articulated hands at the end of their ten feet.  Double jointed, we could flip over on a dime, or leap from one tree to another.  With forty fingers and the eyesight of a microscope, I found the physical form refreshing.   I could do five things at once, all while scratching my ass.
          


          
                   Although we could use fabbers, morphic technology was prohibited.  It helped having Aldoo on the team.  This was a tech heavy project and it was good to have a geek on the team.  Not that we were dumb girls or anything, but Aldoo was just wired for this kind of shit.  We are talking about assembling an interplanetary spaceship from parts built on a mid-sized Horx fabricator, so maximum size per piece was no bigger than a loveseat.  Imagine building a Scud-sized rocket from parts and rough components.  At least the local gravity was low compared to Earth.  It'd take waaay less fuel to get off that the little yellow rock we had called home for a year.  
          


          
                   I have to admit that the whole grueling episode gave me an appreciation for the challenges of space travel that I never would have gotten from reading a book.  Even with our greatly enhanced abilities and technology, it was some fracking hard work getting to that peanut-shaped rock!  I can only imagine how much of a challenge it was for human Astronauts and Cosmonauts with antiquated metallurgy and slide rulers.  My hat is off to those brave men and women.  
          


          
                   Along the way we studied stellar cartography, high-velocity ascensions, orbital dynamics, Horx literature, and more engineering.  Study, study, study.  You have no idea the kinda stuff you have to learn to be qualified to edit a timeline.  Doctor, lawyer, engineer, astronaut, astrophysicist, temporal physicist, xeno-psychiatrist, warrior, and complete master of your Onkx.  Oh, I forgot to mention one of the most time-consuming parts of training; communing with the Guf.  
          


          
                   Enroute, I spent hours a day sharpening my ability to hear what the Well of Souls in this galaxy was saying to me, there were so many voices.  I had to learn to focus them into a singular stream of consciousness so I could get a feel for the true nature of the Guf in this galaxy.  It had an odd tone to it, distant, like someone calling from far away.  Every Guf is different.  This one took a little getting used to.  The Boss had told me he created this place out of the hull of a failed galactic cluster.  Really more of an elongated protogalaxy, the place had been in use as a training center for thousands of years.  
          


          
                   Once we got our little rocket all the way to planet Peanut, we boarded an intergalactic freighter heading for the Badlands.  Aboard the Vixen we learned how commercial opportunity drove expansion and research.  Profit motive is behind everything in civilizations that have not yet acquired fabber technology.  As much as any of us is conditioned to view big business as the villain in our everyday life, our most epic achievements as a society are only possible with massive industries and research.  Spaceflight required tens of thousands of humans standing on the shoulders of countless inventors, and a booming infrastructure to support the cost of development.  No single person could ever do it alone.  It takes a village.  A very big village.
          


          
                   The Vixen was a generational freighter.  Like a city afloat, the ship flew a curving path past dozens of star systems.  Its massive Tsunami Drive inertial engines took her to the very edge of light speed while expending only minimal energy.  This was a ship built for the long haul.  She was so damned big that sometimes you forgot you were even on a ship, but dull as a hick town sometimes.
          


          
                   I really shouldn't complain about those years.  At least I could be human again, no more damned spiders or bugs.  The Vixen was a human ship, so there was some scenery for Veena and I to choose from.  Now that I had changed my skin to a blonde Zeva Zull, we looked like sisters.  Twin Blonde bombshells on the prowl.  Heh, we knew how to spend our free time; dear hunting.  
          


          
                   The time we spent on the Vixen was the closest we had been to a regular lifestyle in decades.  We got up in the morning, worked all day, and went to bed at the end of the night.  Aside from all of the advanced courses we took on the side, it was almost like being blue-collar schlubs in the 30th century.  Honestly, I got to liking my humble existence aboard the floating city.  It was like living in the suburbs; peaceful.  I had a cat and a commission as a navigator first class. Being the two hottest chicks on the ship, our social calendars were always full.  I coulda lived that way a few more years.  
          


          
                   After a nickel on the Vixon came my favorite phase of flight training; Fighter Weapons School.  That was some serious Buck Rogers stuff right there.  I remember that first day how they marched us in there in our uniforms, forming two neat little squads.  Then out comes this General, my eyes identify him right away as Pelcor Fenn.  He's four hundred pounds of mean-motherfucker.  You get that impression right away.  He looks like he eats children and puppies for a living.
          


          
                   Following behind him was a human in a flight suit.  I was surprised when I saw that it was Erick Hartmann, the top human ace of all time.  The guy had over 350 kills in WWII.  Considering that America's top ace only had 50 kills, you get an idea how big this guy's record is.  I'd read his book back when I took flying lessons, and I remembered that after the war he had come home to Germany to fly jets for the Luftwaffe. His career had been amazing, and now he was one of my instructors.  How cool is that?  You think the Red Baron had skills?  The 80 aircraft he shot down were mostly unarmed recon ships and technologically inferior fighters.  But Hartmann flew an aging fighter against an onslaught of the newest and best the war had to offer and not only survived, but prevailed to fly F104 Starfighters another day (after surviving the Russian gulag.)  
          


          
                   So right away they go and dash my hopes for an exciting course by herding us into a classroom for weeks and weeks of theoretical studies, weapons training, anomaly masking, and a few chapters I don't even want to talk about.  We learned history by process of the MoTi, and the General had some really interesting stories to share.  As good as Hartmann was, General Fenn had spent a career at war.  With kills that numbered in the thousands, he was a walking, talking murder factory.  In fact, the first day he was reading us the riot act about being students in his school and we would obey his rules and yada, yada, yada, and some guy makes a fart sound across the room.  The General walked over there and shanked that guy, stabbed him in the ribs with this big Michael Myers knife he wore on his belt.  Killed him dead right there in front of us.
          


          
                   "I have permission from your masters to murder any of you that I deem insubordinate.  Do we have an understanding?" He was perfectly calm as his office aide rushed forward with a plasma scrubber to clean the blade.
          


          
                   Sure, the student's master came and restored the guy, but it looked like it hurt, a lot.  Needing to have your boss come down to school and re-harvest you was embarrassing too.  Like having Mom pick you up at the principal's office after getting beat up at recess.  As if that wasn't enough, the cadet had screamed like a girl when he got it.  The guys used to mimic his shriek when they were razzing him.  Me?  I just made a point of staying on Fenn's good side.  
          


          
                   Note to self: Don't cross that motherfucker.
          


          
                   "I could never fit in one of those things," Bara told me as he gestured to an armed T-1 Falcon in its bay.  "I had to fly a SheeLa when I was in Weapons School."
          


          
                   He surprised me the way he just appeared in my path.  He did that from time to time. The big hairy galoot would always show up conveniently at times when I was getting too frazzled.  It took a few years to realize that the Boss sent him whenever he saw me over-stressing about my studies.  When Bara showed up, it was sorta DorLek's way of forcing me to take a vacation.  He knew that my obsessive-compulsive desire to get home tended to drive me a little crazy.  Sometimes I needed my brother Bara to drag me off to Primus B for a little soiree time.  We almost got arrested last time, but my head was in a better place when we got back.
          


          
                   "So where are we partying this time?" I had come to look forward to his visits.  
          


          
                   "I got an original idea," He grinned like a madman, "let's steal a coupla fighters and go run the canyon." 
          


          
                   "The canyon?" I was unsure of the reference.
          


          
                   Minutes later I was bulleting through a crevice in the surface of B1b, a small rock that shared orbit with the school.  Deeper than the Grand Canyon and the Marianas Trench combined, this was a crack that ran fifteen miles deep and wound halfway around the planetoid in a jagged path.  Flying at the speeds we were, in total darkness, you had to control the ship via the Touch.  A stick and rudder interface would be too slow to keep you off the canyon walls.  Sure, I could be harvested or just jump clear, but if I broke one of Fenn's ships he'd have my cute little ass on a pike.  Nope, at this speed you had to have a direct connection to the Falcon's onboard systems.  
          


          
                   Moving at the speed of thought, we were hauling ass and taking names when another ship showed up.  I was too busy scooting and moving to really eyeball him, but all of a sudden this other ship drops the hammer and blasts past us.  While we're busy with all of this yank-and-bank maneuvering, this guy was straightening the curves at a fantastic rate of speed.  We couldn't even keep him in sight. The guy just smoked us like we were driving a turnip truck.  I was wholly impressed.
          


          
                   "That was Hartmann." Bara told me thru the Guf.  "You shoulda seen him fly back in the war.  He was truly impressive.  He's a sensitive y'know.  That's why he was so good."
          


          
                   I gave that a shrug, it made sense.  Many people felt the Guf's gentle warnings without having any idea what it really was.  With a combat record like Hartmann's it made sense that the Force was strong with this guy.
          


          
                   "Alright, now that we've been shamed and demoralized, let's park these wrecks and go paint Primus red.  Momma needs a night out." I conveyed my sense of desperation back to him.  
          


          
                   
          


          
                   I was hung over as hell when I woke up.  See, if I leave the Onkx's medical protocols enabled then the self repairing systems will prevent me from ever becoming intoxicated or impaired.  My DuNai brain won't permit it, so I have to turn off a few features to catch a buzz.  Sure, it's easy to turn them back on and run my bio-filter to modulate any toxins or side effects.  That's easy to say, but I got so shitfaced drunk last night that I forgot to turn 'em back on.  Feeling like hell, I took a few seconds to refresh from top to bottom.
          


          
                   I was surprised to see the Boss sitting at the end of my bed.  I hardly ever slept these days, but with Aldoo looking like Patrick Swayze in Dirty Dancing, there were a lotta other reasons to still have a mattress.  It beats Nintendo any day of the week.
          


          
                   There was a look in DorLek's eyes that tipped me off that he was a little nervous.  
          


          
                   "You have no other classes today.  You will need the time to recover from today's memory." He held up a finger, at the same time I could feel thru the Guf that he had a nightmare to impart to me.  Waiting for my approval, as called for by DuNai custom, he hesitated until I gave a nod.  Then like a flood I got it, all of it.  So much that I was awash in fragments of horror and abuse.  It was the conquest of Vladistar.  I'd studied it just a few weeks ago, Fenn was the instructor.  While he had told the side of the victors, today's MoTi lesson was lived through the eyes of the losers.  The entire sequence had been snatched directly from their minds in the seconds leading up to their deaths.  
          


          
                   I know I screamed out loud.  If it had not been for my Onkx, I would have stroked out right there on the floor.  As bad as my own death had been, these were worse by several magnitudes.  The heroes of General Fenn's version of the conflict were in reality a merciless bunch who raped and murdered wantonly, even after the Fehedra had surrendered unconditionally.  Women were forced to watch their children murdered before being gang raped and mutilated alive.  Schools and hospitals were the first targets of the vaunted Ashekii.  They poisoned the earth, incinerated the suburbs with compression beams, and made sport of hunting their victims.  Over and over again I can see the gang running me down with a pack of dogs, or being gut shot for amusement, or burned alive.  The memories seemed to go on for days.  It was like being hit by a truck.  I never even noticed that the Boss had left and Aldoo was there with me now.  When we locked eyes, I could feel the Guf telling me he too had witnessed the carnage at Vladistar.  The voices whispered about his pain as he curled up on the mattress beside me.  Another three minutes and Veena appeared in the doorway, wobbly on her feet.  Darting forward, she climbed into the middle as tears streaked out of her perfect blue eyes.  
          


          
                   Even after all of those images, the complete experience of having been there, I just couldn't get past the overt efforts the Ashekki took to be cruel.  They went out of their way to inflict pain and terror on all Fehedra, young and old.  They had the planet, there was no need to murder an entire city, or to take such glee in it.  I was sick with the images that I had witnessed.  It was something that you cannot look away from, no matter how hard you try.  All I could do was lay there clutching Aldoo and Veena as I struggled to process what I had learned.  
          


          
                   
          


          
            

          


          
                   We advanced up from the T1 Falcon to Zubin Daggars as our skills improved.  We had a few fatal wrecks along the way, but Aldoo is okay now.  Fenn and Hartmann didn't believe in simulators so every training flight your ass was on the line.  Sure, you could be recovered, but it hurt to be incinerated three times a day.
          


          
                   We were still getting history lessons of famous battles and campaigns from the General, always told from the victor's perspective.  Sometimes he lectured, other times he gave us MoTi from his own experiences.  Those were some crazy memories.  Fenn survived by being a fucking madman in the air.  On the ground he was a little more reserved, but still dangerous.  For a Cro-Magnon, the guy truly did have a divine understanding of all things that were war.  He was a brilliant strategist in the air, on the ground, and at sea.  If you absolutely, positively needed a planet destroyed overnight, call Fenn-ex.  
          


          
                   So when we found out that our final project was to wipe out the Royal DrethSul Guard, we were more than a little shaken.  Of all the bad-asses the General had taught us about, these guys were airborne Spartans.  We had studied their battles and doctrine and they were easily the greatest fighter pilots in all of the Galaxy.  For more than a century these guys owned the Delta quadrant.  Their techniques of interactive combat were taught in academies for millennia after their demise.  How were we supposed to kill these guys?  
          


          
                   With advanced technology, that's how.  
          


          
                   "Seems a little like cheating." I spoke without thinking.  Immediately General Fenn was in my face.  
          


          
                   "As if you would last ten seconds under the crush of their boot." He eyed me warily.  Fenn was known to treat us apprentices the worst.  He treated the others badly too, but he was worse to the Editors.
          


          
                   "I never said that.  I just said it was unsportsmanlike to take them this way.  It is dishonorable.  They deserve a fair fight." I sputtered out the words while looking at his belt buckle.  The guy was a brick wall, and I was five foot nothing in my current skin.  Fenn crapped bigger than me.
          


          
                   He seemed to take in what I said with a pause.  No yelling or stabbing, just a grunt and a nod as he moved away.  In my head there were voices whispering me things about how he really felt.  I was glad for the Guf's hints because Fenn had a poker face like the Sphinx.  I would never have guessed that he agreed with me.
          


          
                   The deal was that the regional Timelord, who was actually an apprentice named Bara, had requested our mission as part of his Doctoral thesis.  It had been his determination that the Guf needed a little more warrior spirit to firm it up, but the Zul were just three years away from attacking from across the abyss.  With superior technology the Zul catch the Sul resting on their laurels and essentially wipe them out on the first wave.  In the original timeline that would mean the Zul prosper and grow exponentially until they are dumping trillions of souls into the Guf every year.  If that happened then the Guf would take on more of a Zul flavor [barbarian] versus the Sul ideals [pure warrior].  A Guf should only have a small dose of barbarian, but warrior is a 45% goal.  We are building a God here, and it needs to have a big brass pair of cajones, yet be stable enough that it's not an axe murderer.  Hence the limited use of barbarian souls. 
          


          
                   So we needed to inflict an injury that was so startling as to wake an entire civilization from the comforts of peace.  We had to scare the shit outta 'em, that's what we had to do.  And how to better do that then to wipe out their very best, and to do it with casual ease.  Our ships were retarded considerably from what they could really do, but still several times better than an actual Zul fighter of that era.   We wanted to send a very strong message; the Zulthan Empire was coming and we were hungry.  We had to kill the Elite Guard or the entire Sul race would be wiped out.   
          


          
                   We caught the Royal DrethSul Guard hiding in a debris field during a combat patrol.  These guys were sneaky; they would each grab a few dozen rocks with their shields, then nudge them up to a transit speed.  Once they got going the whole squadron looked like nothing more than a buncha fast rocks.  They were good, barely visible in the clutter.  When we attacked them, they only responded with a quarter of the flight, waiting until we were closer before simultaneously flanking us on three other sides.  It was beautiful to watch.  Had it not been for our impenetrable shielding, the whole experience would not have been nearly so educational; they bounced us hard!  I was hit three times before I even had a target lock.  
          


          
                   I was flying as wingman for General Fenn, just doing what I could to stay with him.  The guy he was fighting had a gold leaf on his wing, turned out later to be Abac Tenum, the commander of the DrethSul.  He was incredible, even with a mainframe for a brain I was having trouble keeping my eyes on the pair.  I didn't even know these ships would do some of those maneuvers.  Finally our prey stopped the yanking & banking and lit his engines up as if he were trying to run. At first I took this as victory, until I realized it was just a rope-a-dope move.  Just when we were starting to gain on him, I began taking hits from behind.  I was just spinning around to deal with the threat when Abec Tenum spun a 180 and smacked Fenn right in the face with a shock torpedo.  I was getting peppered by two more of his guys before I finally put a fish into one of them.
          


          
                   "Let loose the dogs of war!" I heard Fenn yell into the microphone gleefully.  It was the happiest I'd ever seen him.  It was here, in the chaos of war that he felt the most at home.  It was his arena, and there was no place he would rather be.
          


          
                   "Damn!" I blanched as a shockwave knocked my ship sideways like I'd been bitch-slapped.  Even after studying them at length, I was blown away by how good these guys were.  So damned aggressive!  No way we could have taken these guys without advanced technology.  I had multi-homing munitions and smart plasma cannons and I was having trouble taking these guys out. But finally we whittled their numbers down, leaving the last two survivors to escape for home.  It was SOP for these guys to record all sensor readings and telemetry from other fighters, so I knew they would have more than a ghost story to take back to the fleet.  The gun camera footage would convince even the gentlest dove to become a hawk.  The Sul needed to know that the enemy fleet already enroute was impervious to their best weapons.  They had nothing for the Zul.
          


          
                   According to the history books, our gambit worked.  The Sul mobilized on a scale unprecedented.  Their industrial machine was thrown into high gear as the R&D guys figured out ways to defeat Zul shields, match Zul speeds, and shield themselves against Zul weapons.  The Military complex pored over those telemetry records, studying every detail of our attack before devising training programs to update their pilots.  All of this while the political machine used an ocean of propaganda to convey their warnings.  These were a people who knew they were facing extinction, and they were not willing to go gentle into that night.  When the Zul finally arrived, they found their technological advantage mooted and null.  Sul historical references all point to it being a complete rout.  Having witnessed the battles, I'd say that was an understatement.  They tore into the Zul fleet with the ferocity of a lion.  
          


          
                   Finally graduation day came.  Fen and Hartmann were old school so we had a ceremony, complete with a formation, a review by our Commander, and all that military jazz.  At least when you're morphic you don't have to spit shine your boots or fuss with a uniform.  They're just part of your skin.
          


          
                   Moving down the line, Hartmann would hold the tray of wings to be awarded while Fenn pinned them on.  Once they were in place, the General would strike the wings with a fist, driving the pins down into the student and puncturing the skin.  Blood wings they called 'em.  As primitive as it sounds, I was damned proud to get mine.  
          


          
                   After he pins on your wings, the General shakes the graduate's hand before moving on.  I stopped him there as I handed him a matter buffer.
          


          
                   "A present for you Sir." I beamed, knowing what was inside of the little silver stick of gum.  
          


          
                   "What does it contain?" He asked skeptically as he watched the light reflect off of the perfect surface of the buffer.
          


          
                   "It was not honorable what we did to them.  We cheated." I shook my head slowly to show my dissatisfaction. 
          


          
                   "You haff the DrethSul in there?" Hartmann asked with a clipped German accent.
          


          
                   "And their ships." I nodded with the barest hint of a smile.  "I thought you might like a few more instructors, mebbe a scrimmage team, y'know?"
          


          
                   Fenn and Hartmann exchanged poker faces, but the Guf was telling me they were both very excited on the inside, like kids on Christmas morning.
          


          
                   "I believe I would enjoy a rematch on more even footing." Fenn admitted as his hands caressed the smooth surface of the buffer.  Right then he reminded me of an oversized Sméagol, lusting for the ring.      
          


          
                   "Somm fresssh faces would be nice too." Hartmann agreed.  No doubt all of these years of living and working with Fenn had been difficult for the fighter pilot.  The General was prolly a pain in the ass to be around for any length of time.
          


          
                   "How did you do it?" Fenn was suddenly curious.
          


          
                   "Actually you helped harvest them." A grin broke across my face, "I modified the weapons on your ships so every time we hit one we were just pulling them into a buffer and leaving behind a copy to be destroyed for effect."
          


          
                   "And their ships too?" He seemed surprised at how thorough I had been.
          


          
                   "And they have already been processed for integration." I added the cherry on top.  Like anyone harvested, they had been sent to Brother Bara's Orientation center.  You just couldn't pop these guys outta storage without debriefing them or it'd be messy.  Think about it; the last thing they know they were being murdered by an invading species.  These guys woke up swinging fists.  When you are harvested after your own death, there needs to be someone there to guide you into this new world, explain stuff.  A place to transition into this new existence, to get used to the idea of being dead.  Essentially, the men and women inside of that data buffer had been indoctrinated into their new world and were ready for duty.
          


          
                   "Just point and click whenever you're ready." I assured him, knowing he would do it ten minutes after we were gone.  He had the look of a child with a new toy.  Because buffers are restricted technology, I had built this one so it would only release its contents before vaporizing itself.  Timelords do not let non-editors possess buffers, lest they find themselves trapped inside of one.
          


          
                   And so ended another phase of my training.  I walked out of there with five confirmed kills against the best of the best, graduated with honors, and made a powerful friend in the process.  I was just starting to think I had a handle on this apprentice thing when the Boss threw the next obstacle at me: Clovis Mene.
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            DuNai Classes of Singularities (Black Holes)
          


          
            Class I: Stellar Black Holes.  Typically created by the collapse of a dying star.  Among this class of singularity there are 3 subsets commonly found. 
          


          
            Class I, Type A: Standard Singularities have 3 stages to their development. 
          

        

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            
              Infant Stage: Matter is crushed until quantum compression is achieved, forming a solid ball of protomatter that exists across the multiverse. 
            

          

        

      

    


    
      
        
          
            
              Juvenile Stage: Once quantum compression is achieved, if the singularity has excess collapse inertia it will continue to compress the protomatter until a singularity begins to form at the core, venting protomatter through the regional stellar orifices across the multiverse.
            

          

        

      

    


    
      
        
          
            
              Adult Stage: With a fully formed singularity at its core, the protomatter is bled off steadily until only a microscopically thick shell remains. During feeding most adult singularities will rupture at the poles to vent X-rays.
            

          

        

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            Class I, Type B: Typically much larger than type A anomalies, the B variant's incredible mass will fracture space, creating fissures that spider outwards towards other stellar bodies of significant mass.  Stars, gas giants, dark nebulas, and other black holes may be fed for eons by a type B anomaly.
          


          
            Class I, Type C: Known by the DuNai as Megathion, this class of anomaly typically rotate at an extremely high rate of speed, dragging time and space with it in a violent whirlpool.  Fractures from Magathion are typically linked to the nearest Red Giant, often speeding growth during the final stages of the star's life.  The resulting stellar collapse is often so violent that the two black holes are permanently linked by their fissures.  Paired Megathion are often found to be the gravitational nucleus of stellar clusters. 
          


          
            Class II: Supermassive Black Holes.  Most commonly found at the core of a galaxy, these behemoths are powerful enough to utterly shatter so much of the space around them that they will have millions of fissures feeding stars, nebulas, and stellar nurseries all over the galactic multiverse.  Supermassives are the very epitome of galactic urban renewal.
          


          
            Class III: Petit Black Holes.  More like cosmic pock marks, Petites are remnants from the creation of the galaxy.  These planet-sized anomalies often act as an anchor for the creation of solar systems by attracting and coalescing the planetary system from the solar nebula.  Although they are small, Petite class anomalies seem to have a knack for tapping into the galactic Supermassive.  In many cases the superior anomaly overpowers the petit, creating a stellar geyser.  It is not uncommon to find a petit anomaly orbiting a fast-rotating star.
          


          
              
          

        

      

    

  


  
    
      

    


    The Test


    
             
    


    
             
    


    
             I was slotted for Medical School next, but the Boss switched it at the last minute.  Next thing I know I'm standing on the deck of this filthy, dirty, decrepit space station.  I mean this thing looked like it was built back in the Stone Age, wiped in shit, then parked in the anus of the galaxy for a thousand years.  
    


    
             However, it wasn't the condition of the station that held my attention, but the Guf screaming in my ears.  It was in pain.  I'd never heard anything like it before.  Once I got past the myriad of voices that were calling out danger, I became aware that there were several other apprentices there in the galaxy.  Two were there on the deck with me, another three afield.  The Guf told me they were healing the injuries, far away.  But the pain made me want to cry out.
    


    
             "My name is Cuda." I felt the voice clearly in my head, even before I spotted the old guy striding towards us. Tall and elegant, I had only ever seen his people in history books.  Drawing abreast of us, he spoke in an old DuNai dialect. 
    


    
             "Welcome to Clovis Mene." 
    


    
             I understood right away why the Guf was screaming.  Being educated in DuNai history I knew well the story behind the galaxy.  It was not a happy one.
    


    
             "During the fifth dynasty, the DuNai had expanded well beyond the confines of their own galaxy and began to occupy distant worlds.  It was during the occupation of Clovis Mene that Oscar Rastin began his earliest work on temporal manipulation.   Unaware of the dangers, and with full funding by the DuNai Science Ministry, he experimented for millennia before he achieved a safe and stable technology.  However, during the years of his failures he had caused extensive damage to the Clovis galaxy.  A fact that you apprentices have no doubt taken notice of." As he drew into the light I could not help but marvel.  Tall, maybe three meters, and with this long gangly form, he looked like he could jump over the moon in his younger day.  
    


    
             I was pretty shocked to see the Master of Clovis Mene.  In fact, he was the first true DuNai I had ever seen.  Sure, I was technically DuNai, and so was the Boss, and Bara, and Veena, but we were all naturalized citizens.  Wetbacks in space.  As for the actual DuNai race, according to the Boss they had all ascended with their Guf when it was time.  They had been the first to understand the path to ascension and thereby the first to punch out, but not until they had passed on their ways to others.  From where I was standing, it had been over a billion years since the DuNai ceased to exist as a species.  So you can imagine our surprise at finding ourselves chatting with one.
    


    
             "As you will remember from your studies, in the sixth dynasty we first became aware of the true nature of the damage we had caused to the galaxy.  It had taken thousands of years, but the DuNai finally understood that what we had done in Clovis Mene was not merely a navigational inconvenience, but that we had injured the very life force of the galaxy itself.  In our selfish floundering we had committed arguably the greatest sin imaginable.  And it is to this end that the DuNai believe they owe a great debt of honor, to right what they have wronged.  During the next cycle of your training you will pay your dues to the Guf we have injured by working to repair the damage." 
    


    
             As I felt his words in my head I could sense that there had been hundreds of thousands of apprentices here before me.  So many that the old Master saw us as faceless widgets.  But I could sense his absolute commitment to duty, as he had stood this post almost since the dawn of time.  Soooooo many years, I could feel the dust in his bones when he spoke thru the Guf.  
    


    
             After that we were introduced to our mounts.  Each of us was assigned a utility truck...I guess you'd call it.  A ship with Lateral-drive, DuNai instrument pack, and millions of watts of focused energy.  You didn't really climb into it like a regular space ship.  Nope, this was DuNai technology so the whole thing was just a big pile of very specialized morphic material that you melded into.  I didn't sit in a chair, I was the chair, and the morphic matter became my matter and an extension of my body.  I was free to modify the ship to fit whatever flight configuration I needed.  Fluidic technology is pretty cool stuff.
    


    
             Now the Clovis galaxy was in pain because Oscar and his successors had punched big gaping holes in the fabric of space.  They didn't know it, but the methods they were using to achieve 4th dimensional travel had actually been techniques you would use for a fifth or sixth dimensional tunnel.  He had essentially gut-shot the Guf thousands of times, and its precious life force leaked into neighboring dimensions.  It was bleeding to death.  In modern temporal movement we use a method known as Insertion which is more like non-invasive surgery.  We don't open up a tunnel, we just pass thru the barrier while fully phased, leaving no scar or injury.   But Rastin had basically hacked his way through the jungle, leaving jagged, unsealed wounds everywhere.
    


    
             So you had this whole unstable galaxy, with rifts opening up wherever we have not sealed yet.  Basically when I am not responding to an emergency call, I spent my days and nights toiling and making repairs to the fabric of space.  It was chaotic sometimes.  One rift would contract and cause three others to open up.  If we weren't fast enough, entire solar systems, even globular clusters could be sucked in and lost forever.  Trillions of souls stuck between dimensions without a Guf to join when they died, it was as if their very souls were being erased.  That's the worst thing you can do to a person, not kill them, but disincorporate their soul.  You don't just end them, you end them here and in heaven.  You end their very existence.  These rifts are bad stuff, even Ethereals and extracorporeal beings are afraid of these things.  
    


    
             It was filthy, mind-numbing work that never ended.  We were all mature enough apprentices that we could work without sleep for years at a time.  It really became sort of a mania for us.  You think a cop or a doctor take their profession seriously?  Imagine that your mistakes mean that a million people die, or a billion, or a trillion.  Not only did we run like crazy people when the fire bell rang, but we spent every waking minute of every day trying to stay ahead of the next rift or flash flood.  Many of these wounds were extensive, or covered swaths of space measured in light years.  There was so much work, and like every trainee before us, we made it our personal goal to fix every bit of it.  
    


    
             On the outside it looked like we were just driving dump trucks to a spot in the middle of nowhere and firing particle weapons.  But for an apprentice, sensitive to the Guf, it was more of a doctor-patient relationship.  As you healed the rift, you could feel the soothing ahhhh of relief from the voice nestled in your head.  We all developed this relationship with the Clovis Guf.  For me it was almost a Florence Nightingale effect.  In a way I guess I was really just compensating for the hole in my life where my daughter used to be.  It had sensed this I'm sure.  Just as I could hear the voices, the Guf could look into my mind as well.  
    


    
             I was halfway through my second tour in Clovis when I thought to take my first break. That's the kinda hours we kept; I'd been in at it for years without a break.  The days just melded into a long stream of consciousness.  Anyhow, I had just saved this cute little solar system from total annihilation from a subspace gash and I felt like swimming with the dolphins.  There was a gas giant with lower density than Saturn so I dove in.  It was amazing the variety of life that existed at each of the stratified chemical layers.  Just think of a gas giant as an ocean planet with a rocky core.  They are only gaseous on the outside, once you get in deep enough the gasses are compressed into liquids. Go deeper still and eventually you encountered a dense layer of metallic hydrogen.  Lemme tell you, some crazy stuff evolves on gas giants.  
    


    
             Once my body was properly modified, it was a pleasure to swim the depths.  It was all cool and chilly in the top layers (relatively speaking), then dark and warm down deeper.  I had a lotta fun exploring the ocean floor.  It's like the place where your socks go when they vanish from the laundry basket.  The gravity of these immense planets draws in a lot of trash and debris and sometimes ships.  Granted, the pressure of the depths combined with the acidic properties of the ambient chemicals left most of the ships completely unrecognizable.  But there were still a few cool wrecks to explore.  Also, some of the local lifeforms were truly fascinating.
    


    
             Then all of a sudden the Guf cries out in pain, but different than what I usually hear, like these were fresh wounds it was experiencing.  Instantly I see the location in my mind as the Onkx makes the jump seamlessly.  Before I even rematerialize at the other end, I am already reconfigured as the dump truck, ready to save the galaxy.  I have been doing this non-stop for years, I could patch a class IV rift while doing my nails.  Actually, that was a lie, when I was morphed with the truck I didn't really have nails.  I was a truck.  Anyhow, the point is that I was very experienced with this kind of work.  I was ready for anything, or so I thought.
    


    
             In front of me there were three DuthSing battleships standing guard while a series of clippers used focused particle weapons to cut temporal micro fissures into the landscape.  My eyes are going crazy with data.  The battleships have already noticed me and are launching thousands of fighters.  I can see their main weapons charging as they move on me aggressively.  I'm getting strange readings from my instruments and the Guf is screaming warnings into my head like a fire alarm.  I am also seeing that the life forms approaching me are all genetically identical, and the whispers tell me they are all of a singular consciousness.  The realization that I am facing a Class V morphic being with advanced technology chilled the oil in my veins.  When I saw that they were generating a massive inhibiting field I realized they were here for me.  In the words of Admiral Akbar; It's a trap!
    


    
             Prolly one of the most dangerous creatures you can ever run into is a Class V morphic being.  Think of John Carpenter's remake of The Thing.  Not only can it copy you down to the cellular level, but it can incorporate you into its being.   Even Timelords were scared of these guys because if one ever got his hands on an Editor while our shields were down, they would own a fully functional Onkx with temporal editing enabled.  With that power, they could erase entire galaxies.  The most powerful weapon in the universe was the one built into my body, and if they so much as touch my unprotected skin I could be hijacked.
    


    
             It was right then that everything started moving in slow motion.  It took me a minute to realize that I had willed it.  From what I could tell, slowing time was about the only option that was still working.  I couldn't reconfigure my body, and I couldn't jump outta there.  They had me bottled up in local space with that damned inhibiting field.
    


    
             In an instant my priorities became clear.  First stop the cutters that were making the incisions before the entire region collapsed.  Second, destroy the fleet of fighters, get rid of the battleships, and finally repair the damage to the galaxy.  Sure, I could do that.  Mebbe if I had backup, but the Guf told me there were no other apprentices in the galaxy.  Pushing a little harder, I slowed the passage of time even more.  But the inhibiting field was really sapping my energy reserves.  I could not keep this up forever; I needed to come up with a plan fast.
    


    
             The obvious choice was a concentrated blast of energy right in the middle of the fissure they had cut.  It would make the entire section collapse, and pull the bad guys in at the same time.  Once they were sucked out of this dimension I would be able to jump out of there and come back at a better angle to make repairs.  I could end it all in one shot, but to save my own ass I would be causing the Guf immeasurable pain and agony.  Then there was the loss of its already diminished life force.  It would be as bad as anything Oscar Rastin and his ilk had ever done.  No, this was inconceivable.  The Guf wasn't some random asshole, it was more than a close friend. To me the Guf was my child.  I cared for her and saw to her wounds while she absorbed enough souls to regain her strength and sanity.  I could no more hurt her than my own daughter.  There had to be another way, but how?
    


    
             Now, if I had been a testosterone-driven man, my mindset would have been to focus my emitters on the enemy and go down with guns ablaze.  But even a cursory calculation told me that was simply impossible.  There were thousands of them, like clouds of gnats filling the sky.  The battleships loomed with their guns clearly visible at this range.  It was only my retarded passage thru time that kept them from grabbing me.  I was just too fast at quarter speed.  
    


    
             It's odd the things that go through your mind at a moment like that.  I have the whole universe crashing down on me, minutes away from either being dead or hijacked, and in the back of my mind I'm thinking about work.
    


    
             More specifically, I'm thinking about a job I just did over in Alpha sector.  It was just a routine bit of road patching, the same kind of stuff we do every day.  Actually that's not entirely accurate; for me it's really all just one very long day.  I haven't slept in years.  
    


    
             See, I'd been over in Alpha sector where Rastin had tested the Durse Mons device.  It was an interesting piece of hardware, but based on a deeply flawed theory.  In his early days of research, Rastin had this belief that he had to cut a hole in the dimensional fabric to make an insertion.  The Durse Mons device was like a machinegun, and they used it recklessly in that sector.  All of these micro fissures, and pockmarks, and thousands of perforations.  Other apprentices have labored here for a thousand millennia.  I know because with my DuNai eyes I can see the work they've done everywhere I look.
    


    
             So anyhow, a lot of these injuries can't be fixed by conventional methods, so we poke a new hole, but we do it right.
    


    
             Okay, here's the thing about opening dimensional portals; there is a right way to do it, and a wrong way.  What Rastin did in Alpha sector was definitely the wrong way.  They were trying to open up fifth dimensional portals, or doorways to the multiverse, but what they were really doing is punching holes into the neighboring sixth dimensional neighborhoods.
    


    
             Okay, a quick explanation for anyone without cybernetic math processors installed in their head.  Remember how Bara told me that our universe was like a clutch of eggs, each destined to be a baby god?  Well here's a spoiler alert; we ain't the only clutch of eggs.  There are other multiverse out there besides our own.  See, if you poke a hole in your own universe then anything that spills out through that hole will be recycled back into the multiverse.  This is how black holes work.  There really isn't anything at the center of most singularities because the thing is really just a hole, like a duct that runs through the multiverse.  Y'see, black holes are not a bad thing, they are a good thing.  A very good thing.  Think about it; a star is born, a star dies, collapses into a singularity.  In the process, its matter is compressed down into protomatter, which is basically like stem cells for all atomic matter.  You can make anything from protomatter, and the stuff is the very cornerstone of all life in our universe. But once the singularity matures, it flushes its core from the inside out, steadily recycling the material back into the universe.  It's like urban renewal on a galactic scale.  Trash goes into a black hole, and shit pops out in stars and stellar nurseries, and even other singularities.  Think of black holes as the great galactic recyclers that are constant in every single itineration of the multiverse.  A singularity that exists here will exist in universe 5/653109.  
    


    
             
    


    
             But there is a whole different effect when you punch a sixth dimensional hole in the universe.  There is no graceful balance, or redistribution of matter.  When you open a hole to another egg clutch you are subject to the laws of osmosis.  In a nutshell, your multiverse can have its guts sucked out by a bigger multiverse.  When matter...or part of the Guf are sucked into this kind of a hole, it is lost.  As soon as it reaches the other side it will be violently reorganized based upon new laws of physics.  Those souls don't just die, they are torn apart.
    


    
             So you are prolly wondering what fifth and sixth dimensional holes had to do with me escaping from an entire battlegroup.  Who gives a shit how I stucco the interdimensional walls, right?  Well the reason is that often the best way to fix a class six laceration is by plugging it with a micro-singularity.  Remember; it's always better to have a fifth dimensional hole than a sixth, so plug it with a black hole.
    


    
             So how is that handy when I have a whole armada coming at me?  Because creating black holes is sorta our thing.  See, back on earth we were taught that you had to collapse a whole star to get a black hole, but that ain't true.  Really all you have to do to create a black hole is compress matter down past its Shwarzchild radius, and not even a lotta matter at that.  In school we learned by using snowballs.  Hydrogen and oxygen are easier to compress atomically so they're perfect for creating an atom-sized black hole.
    


    
             But don't let their size fool ya.  A micro-singularity still has infinite mass and density, they can shape time, and gobble up entire worlds just like the big ones.  It would be easy enough to just shove these assholes into a dimensional closet.  
    


    
             It was no problem to focus my energy on the lead fighter. He was way out there ahead of the other attack craft, like he jumped the gun and just had to be the first guy in line.  Faster than he could have blinked his eyes, if he had eyes, I had crushed his ship down to the size of a pinhead.  After that I really laid on the power as I crushed his atoms down until the subcomponents were crushed into a single homogenus goo.  All of the protons and electrons and sub-atomic parts were now a solid mass of infinitely dense material known as protomatter.
    


    
             And that's all that it took.  Since a black hole is essentially invisible on all but a few spectrums, visible only while it's feeding, these guys never even saw it.  They just ran headlong into death.  Ships just vanished like blips on a radar as they were gobbled up.  The more mass it gained, the faster it spun.  With the accretion disk forming fast, I could see the bow of the first Dreadnaught being torn apart at the molecular level by the spinning debris field.  That's how a black hole feeds, by tearing you to sub-atomic bits in a whirling tidal pool of disembodied matter.  Think of an accretion disk as the black hole's way to pre-digest you.
    


    
             I watched the first of the big ships vanish in a flash of energy as it was pulled into the micro-singularity.  In less than a second a half mile of steel and cannons was violently pulled into a singularity that was so small it was invisible to the human eye.  Well, your eye, anyhow.  Can you imagine the racket that must have made if sound carried in space?
    


    
             I was still fighting their dampening field, but getting nowhere.  I had hoped that the transmitter was in the lead ship, but now I see that was not the case.  My Onkx is sending me alarms that it has no relocation capabilities so I'm stuck there still. 
    


    
             But the bad guys have figured out that there's a singularity there.  Though they may not be able to see it with the naked eye, the gravitational distortions would be visible on several of their devices.  I can see them altering course around the micro-singularity.
    


    
             "Nice try, please pick up your free gift as you exit the building." Giving a smug grin I do the last thing the enemy would expect; I push the singularity towards them on a collision course.  Everything orbits something bigger, so I just need to nudge the thing along what should be its new orbit to GamusOrb, the regional celestial super-giant.  
    


    
             Like a cosmic bowling ball, my baby black hole took out fighters and destroyers like pins in a lane.  If they jinked to one side I could change the MS's course by increasing it's rotational speed a tad bit.  I know it sounds crazy, but we actually do this pretty regularly.  Remember, this is how you fix a galactic gunshot wound, and I've been working the ER for a decade now.  I can juggle singularities, and I don't mean that as a euphemism either.  Juggle, literally.  It's required learning for new pleebs when they first come to ClovisMene.  If there is one thing you gotta know how to do out here in Clovis is handle raw singularities. Granted, it's a lot easier when you're wearing a million watts of focused-beam equipment.
    


    
             I'd finished cleaning up the fleet, letting my little black vacuum gobble up every last one of those ships, but that's when I noticed that the dampening effect did not let up.  In fact, it started to get worse.  I can't get a bearing on the source of the field, but it's got me locked down pretty tight.
    


    
             The next thing I know, the micro singularity has started rotating hells fast, like a thousand RPM faster than I had left it.  Not only that, but I the truck stopped working so I had no control over my little spinning ball of death.  One by one my systems were winking out until all I had was life support, and that's when it happened; the black hole changed course on its own.
    


    
             So there I am, just hanging in empty space.  I can't do anything besides wave my arms and watch as my own damned black hole approached on a collision course.  I had no way of explaining it, the whole thing baffled me completely.  I should have full control of my Onkx by now, and that singularity should never have reversed course like that, at least not without significant external influence.  But all of that was irrelevant since I was about to be gobbled up by the damned thing.
    


    
             Well, right about now you're prolly wondering how the hell I got away from certain death like it was a movie cliffhanger? Tune in and see how our heroine escapes from the evil Singulus Maximus...  But the truth is that I didn't.  Nope, I got pulled into my own black hole.
    


    
             See, I was just about to start panicking when something occurred to me.  Y'see, black holes are really just a conduit that runs through the entire multiverse.  You can get anywhere from there, assuming you have the right equipment.  So I threw everything I had into some lateral movement, changing my course just enough that I wasn't on a direct course with the black hole.  If I tried to enter that way then the subsequent release of raw energy would fry my systems.  Without the Onkx I get crushed like everyone else.  I would need to control my entry.
    


    
             Heading toward the swirling rings that spun about the singularity, I knew my best chances were to enter via the accretion disk.  But even that was tricky.  Think of an accretion disk as a bench grinder; you poke a finger in there and it will turn your hand into saw dust.  That's the thing about black holes most people don't realize; you are torn to bits long before you are crushed into protomatter.  With the whole time dilation effect of the singularity, to an observer it would take a thousand years for an object to actually make it into the hole.  But to the person going into the hole it would happen in the blink of an eye.  Because of your retarded passage through 4th dimensional time, you would simply cease to exist between thoughts.  Poof!
    


    
             From here it was all textbook.  Yes, I actually studied this process in school.  And yes, it is true that I had never actually done it in real life.  Sure, sure, I can juggle the fucking things, but actually entering one is another story.  Still, I work the problem by the numbers.  First objective is to break myself down into smaller components.  If I don't, the accretion disc sure as hell will.  I blink my eyes one last time before morphing into a gaseous plasma form.  It was a tricky morph, splitting myself over and over again into smaller and smaller pieces while maintaining my consciousness within the distributed network of my form.  But there I was, an intelligent cloud of highly charged particles.
    


    
             I can feel myself being pulled into the spinning disc as the sky above me lights up with a fountain of X-rays.  I knew that it meant the hole was feeding, and that soon it would be my molecules being crushed until they leaked X-rays, but I couldn't help but be awestruck by the view.  It was beautiful as the sky glowed blue to my enhanced eyes.  The temporal space around me was eerily silent as I looked at the rapids ahead of me.  In the back of my mind I remember thinking aloud that any second now I would either succeed, or be blotted out of existence...any second...
    


    
             I blinked my eyes and I was sitting on the couch at home.  My body was still buzzing with that feeling it gets right after a complete morphic refresh.  There's always this tingling sensation right after I completely change forms.  Everything feels laggy as my Onkx finishes restarting.  For the first time I realize that it had worked, I was still alive.
    


    
             "Proud of yourself are you?" DorLek asked from his seat on the other couch.
    


    
             Looking up I realize he is not alone.  There on the other couches and chairs are all of my instructors.  I see Bara down on the end, a mug of Cree in his hand.  Giving me a wink with three of his eyes, he lets me know I did okay.
    


    
             "Was this a test?" I realize right away why the black hole got loose from me and reversed course; they had engineered it. "How the hell did you send that thing back on me?"
    


    
             "If a singularity is constant in every itineration of the multiverse..." DorLek trailed off, expecting me to figure it out on my own.
    


    
             "If it's constant in every alternate dimension then it can also be manipulated from any of those other places." It came to me finally.  The Boss had simply gone to the next thread in the multiverse and pushed around my singularity from there.  That was the danger of playing with the things; other people can play with 'em too.
    


    
             Blinking my eyes I paused to look at my internal chronometer.  I had been in the singularity for 6.2k years, but it had only been seconds to me.
    


    
             "You chose to enter the singularity?" Dorat Tuva, my Fabrication professor seemed displeased.
    


    
             "Yeah." I shrugged, "I figured I'd use the frame dragging to restart my Onkx, and the auto systems would displace me to safe coordinates." 
    


    
             "You forced a manual restart?" DorLek had a twinkle to his eye as he considered my strategy.
    


    
             "Basically I was just clutch-starting a standard transmission, except that instead of getting the car rolling on the road, the road was already moving." My response was a pretty close paraphrase of the very description my Master had given in class.  I wanted him to know that I had been listening.
    


    
             "And if the restart had failed?" Dorat Tuva was at it again.  I could tell he was looking for something, and whatever it was I sure as hell better know the answer.
    


    
             "I set a go-command before I entered the dilation effect, just in case my Onkx could get better traction as it passed thru the event horizon." Reciting from memory, it had been easy for my DuNai brain to pull up that lesson.  At the time I had wondered why he chose to repeat himself. 
    


    
             The critiques from each of my instructors went on and on for some time while I waited patiently.  Then I felt something from Master Cuda.  
    


    
             Speaking through the Guf, I felt his thanks for choosing to sacrifice myself rather than cause any more pain to the Guf.  He knew that I had not taken the easy path.  Survival in a black hole was more art form than science, a lotta things coulda gone wrong.  I had chosen the Guf over myself, and I could feel his admiration for it.  Of all the souls I have touched, his was one of the most profound I've ever met.  Master Cuda had this consuming singular focus to bring this galaxy to full ascension.  Right then I understood why this guy was still here when his people had moved along a billion years ago; he planned to ascend with Clovis Mene.  He would stand his post like the good soldier until this pitiful and tortured Guf was fit to scrabble its way out of its galactic egg.  I could not help but admire his determination and dedication.  It was maniacal the way Cuda lived, but he was a universal constant in an ever-changing world.
    


    
             The long and short of it was that I passed with good marks.  There had been a few things I missed, little technical details mostly, but I had performed well enough that I was advanced to the next stage of my training.  After years of toiling in the spice mines of Kessel, I was ready to begin the mind-bending phase of my training; Causation and Factorization.  And I'd do it simultaneously while completing medical school.  Couldn't be any worse than galactic law school...at least I hoped.  Legal Practices had been a decade-long snoozer.  
    

  


  
    
      
        

      


      The Ethereals


      
               
      


      
                 
      


      
               I was back in the Boss's training galaxy when I saw my first angel.  I have to say that I didn't know what he was at first.  Strike that; none of my DuNai implants or enhancements could detect anything about the man as he stood there looking over the airless lunar surface.  I only realized he was there because the Guf told me he was.  To anyone else I was all alone on this rogue moon where the temps hover just above zero Kelvin.  As it was, I had to make some tricky mods to my own body to survive here.  So finding out there's some random guy standing twenty feet away was unsettling.  Especially since he was dressed like he was going to a BBQ, with his shorts and flip flops.
      


      
               It took a second to figure out he was an Ethereal.  Common to all galaxies, the Ethereal are embryonic nursemaids.  Think of them as a smart eggshell protecting the Guf until ascension.  They have fantastic powers and the ability to see anything on our plane of existence, yet they are dumb as a bricks when it comes to managing organics and other corporeal life forms.  They simply don't understand our perspective as mortal beings.  That's what Timelords are for.  
      


      
               But I had been a little concerned to know there was an angel watching me.  They have some serious abilities.  Individually they can change an entire solar system and everything in it, including me, just by wiggling their nose Elizabeth Montgomery style.  An angel could make me never have existed, at least in this galaxy.  It was their only limitation; they were bound to their own galaxies, but within it they could change anything.  Editing the laws of physics was not out of the question for these guys.
      


      
               I lied, they had one other limitation.  There was one person they couldn't fuck with, and that was whoever controlled the Guf.  A lotta people can sense the Well of Souls, hear its voices, but the Guf is monogamous and will only truly answer to one Alpha at a time.  Control the Guf, and the Ethereals will follow you.
      


      
               Although I knew this galaxy intimately, I was new to being the Alpha.  I didn't know if this guy would respect that or not.  It's something to worry about when he can toss you out of the galaxy on your head if he wants to.  As the Alpha, I would have influence over the Ethereals, but not any kind of absolute control.  They were sentient beings with their own jobs and little interest in corporeal issues.  Would you give a shit about problems in a termite nest in Africa?  No, and neither do they...mostly.  
      


      
               So why was this snapperhead shadowing me?  I was just about to get irritated when I remembered my dear Mother's advice: Be polite and introduce yourself.
      


      
               "Red Rover, Red Rover, send Timmy on over." I kidded as I addressed him directly thru the Guf.  "I am Jenna Ramirez, and you would be?"
      


      
               A second or two passed before he entered the visible spectrum.  I couldn't help but frown when I saw that he was wearing my cousin Timmy's face.  Like I said, great powers but dumb as bricks.  He had the ability to pull the image from my own memory banks, but too dumb to understand the pain associated with the face.  Timmy had killed himself on Mother's day, about a year before I died.  Most likely this Ethereal had simply picked the only Timmy in my memory banks, or maybe he chose that face because of the emotional attachment?  It was hard to tell with these guys.  They comprehended the most intricate laws of physics, yet they're mystified by chocolate.  
      


      
               "This form, it hurts you?" He seemed unsure of the words before changing his appearance to my Mother's face.  "Is this better?  I did find much contention in those files as well."
      


      
               It was true, my mother and I had some rocky years before I ran off and joined the Army.  Seeing this knucklehead wearing her face only made me bristle.
      


      
               "Just be John Wayne, how about that?" I gave a sharp directive to keep this guy from replaying my life before my eyes.  In a flash he was the Duke, complete with the swagger and six-shooter.  I hadn't realized he was so tall.  Imagine that; John Wayne on the moon.  How many people you know can honestly say they seen that?  I took a selfie.
      


      
               "I'm Shirley." He happily introduced himself, prolly unaware of the general mismatch of his chosen name.  Ethereals have no gender, so the concept of boy's names went right over his head.
      


      
               "Surely you jest," I gave a smirk, knowing the humor would probably not register.  "Shirley, eh?  Well the real John Wayne was actually named Marion, and Stacy Keach was a pretty good tough guy despite the girl's name, so I guess I can work with Shirley Wayne."
      


      
               "There are so many stories in your head, these..." he paused for the right word, "movies?  You have many thousands in your memory.  They are fascinating.  They are not real life, yet you use them to measure the world around you.  Interesting.  Would you mind if I watched them all?" His eyes looked sincere, but that was just how the Duke was.  
      


      
               "As long as you're already poking around in there with a shovel, sure, why not." I said as if it mattered.  I swear I could almost feel him studying every movie I ever seen, even the dirty ones my boyfriend convinced me to watch.  
      


      
               "So much media.  Your people are not at all like the Voh.  Why is that?" He seemed truly curious as he drew closer almost hesitantly.
      


      
               "Their mommy didn't love them as much as ours did." I couldn't really think of a good reason besides the fact that they were a hodgepodge race that loathed itself.  Besides, I knew this guy was listening to me through the Guf so he got the idea in full HD color.  Whether or not he would understand the gist of what I was saying was another question.
      


      
               "You are from a place very far from here." He spoke the words while imparting an understanding of just how far from home I really was.  The distance was incomprehensible as I felt his thoughts wash over me.  Suddenly I felt so damned depressed.  There was just something so overwhelming about the vast distance that I felt almost hopeless.  He had expressed his feelings in both time and space, and managed to crush every last one of my hopes.  Right away I knew from his thoughts that I was hell and gone from Earth.  In that brief glimpse I had seen millions of galaxies between here and home.  The only reason my head didn't explode from the image was because of my DuNai implants.  
      


      
               "Wow, way to cheer up a girl." I felt even more glum when I realized that the vision wasn't even the real path home.  Confined to his own galaxy, Shirley could only peer intently towards the Milky Way.  But even with his angelic gaze, the Duke could not see Earth from here.    That's how damned far from home I was.  Or worse yet, he could have just meant that he could not see it from here because it didn't yet exist.  Remember that at this point in my life I had absolutely no idea how far I was from home; physically or temporally.  For all I knew, home could be next door, but ten billion years up the time stream.  
      


      
               Shirley was an odd one; he was seemingly mystified by the movies he found in my head.  The Voh were never really much for film so my imported memories were something fresh and new to an ethereal that had seen everything.  
      


      
               "I don't understand," He had a puzzled look on his face.  "Your popular media all indicates that being awarded a military medal for valor is a matter of great pride, yet you threw yours away.  This action is inconsistent."
      


      
               Like a steel trap I shut down access to my mind thru the Guf, not that it made any difference.  I can't make an ethereal forget things they had already seen.  No one can.  Still, he'd hit a nerve with me, poking around in there.  Angels take a little getting used to.  The concept of privacy is not something they fathom well.  In the Ether, secrets are impossible.
      


      
               "All indications are that you performed admirably.  You rescued six at great personal risk." Shirley shrugged as if I should see the error of my logic.  "Do you not enjoy...pride?"
      


      
               I furrowed my eyebrows as I glared at him.  Some people just don't understand boundaries.
      


      
               "Pride?" I was dismissive.  "Yeah, I did a great job, saved six guys, yada yada yada.  Sure I did a bang-up job."  I was about ready to punch the Duke for being a nosy sumbitch.
      


      
               "Then why would you not display your ribbon proudly like the others that day?" He seemed truly befuddled by the disparity.  Even after seeing everything that was in my mind he could not put it together.
      


      
               "Because a silver star is for people who earned it.  I was never in any danger, I had the Guf telling me when it was safe to move every step of the way.  And while I was out showboating and being the hero..." I trailed off close to tears.
      


      
               Towering over me, Shirley did his best to render an understanding face.  With a massive hand on my shoulder he looked me over while trying to read me thru the Guf.
      


      
               "While I was out showing off, I managed to save everyone but the one person that mattered." My eyes were down as I spoke my darkest secret.  It was the first time I had said it aloud.  "I was too busy playing super girl, using the power of the Guf to show off, and it got Jimmy O'Connor killed."
      


      
               "All things die.  In time, I too will cease to exist." He reassured me thru the Guf.
      


      
               "You still don't understand do you?" I could sense his feelings.  Putting aside my own emotions I took the time to fill in the blanks for him.  "Jimmy was father to my little girl.  We were gonna wait until I got out in six months before we got married, because he was my sergeant and it was all against the rules.  I left him alone that day so I could play hero, and it got the love of my life killed.  Then they try to pin a medal on my chest for getting Jimmy killed, for leaving my little girl to grow up without a father.  I just couldn't bear to even look at the damned thing, so I threw it into the ocean."
      


      
               There was silence for several seconds.  I could feel him finally beginning to understand a glimmering of how I felt.  In all of these years I have never been able to shake that feeling.  I'd been drunk on the power of the Guf, of being wrapped up in its safety net, and it caused me to lose sight of what really mattered most.  As if leaving Jimmy to get killed wasn't enough, just ten years later I managed to leave my daughter without a mother either.  I felt like such a fuck-up.
      


      
               "This is what feeds your quest to find home, isn't it?" Shirley Wayne asked, carefully trying to piece it together.  "I see now the link, the correlation to your manic drive to get home to her.  This is what gets you through year after year of studies, of days that last for months, and years that stretch off into the event horizon."
      


      
               "I will not leave my daughter an orphan." I gritted my teeth as I spit out the words.  With fists clenched, I was sure of that one fact; come hell or high water, I would make it home to her.
      


      
               "I wish I could be there to see the reunion." Shirley smiled wanly as he imagined the event.  Bound to this galaxy, he would never leave the confines of his home.
      


      
               "Yeah," I agreed.  "Me too." The uncertainty in my voice spoke volumes.  As I looked up at millions of swirling galaxies in the night sky, it was just beginning to occur to me how hard it was going to be to find home.
      


      
               
      


      
               
      

    

  


  
    
      

    


    Mickey Finn


    
             
    


    
      

    


    
             I watched him monkey about on the sidewalk as he sold his newspapers.  He couldn't be much more than 17 seasons old (about 20 Terran years).  Dark brown shell and this goofy smile that came from having the left side of his exoskeleton crushed, he would clomp around that corner like he was king of the roost.  Mickey Finn knew everybody, and everybody knew Mickey Finn.  He was the paperboy that made everyone smile.  He had been working that patch of rock for so long he had become somewhat of a local institution.  
    


    
             The first time I saw him, my heart went out to him.  He was just such a nice kid to have been saddled with disfigurement, partial paralysis, and brain damage that resulted from a childhood accident.  When you looked at him you couldn't help but think of what he could have been were it not for his injuries.  The mother in me wanted to take him in my arms and tell him it was all gonna be okay, and make him all better.  It just tortured me to think that he had grown up this way.  And I wasn't alone; lots of his regular customers didn't even read newspapers.  It was like charity with dignity.  People saw him all busted up, but with that crazy-stoopid grin, and they felt compelled to drop a shell or two into the jar. 
    


    
             "He is your next project." The Boss nodded towards Mickey.  
    


    
             "I thought Timelords managed entire civilizations." I was surprised at the assignment.
    


    
             "Let us see what you can do with one soul before you are trusted with billions." DorLek raised an eyebrow.
    


    
             So immediately I started studying his life from every aspect.  Research is a big part of the job.  In fact most Editors won't implement a change to the temporal stream without years of study and mebbe even do some poking about in alternate timelines.  Me?  I was years away from fifth or sixth dimensional travel.  At that point in my development I had a rudimentary control over linear, fourth dimensional travel.  I could go forward and backwards.  When I travelled, the whole thing had to be preset with time and location coordinates locked down before I jumped.  My accuracy was for shit, delivering me at my destination somewhere within a six hour window.  Sometimes I jumped in the wrong direction, or rematerialized in odd places.  It was like learning to drive stick, but without seatbelts.  One time I forgot to account for orbital mechanics and found myself sitting in the empty space previously occupied by the target planet.  I felt like such a putz.
    


    
             So I got to know a lot about little Mickey Finn.  His father took off about five minutes after he was conceived.  Then as a baby they were in a connar accident and he was thrown free of his mother's arms and one side of his exo-skeleton shattered in the landing.  Basic poverty kept the mother from seeking better medical treatment, so any chance of improvement was gone.  Elsor was a tough world, tougher still if you were broke.  
    


    
             And things only got worse.  First Mom lost three legs in a factory accident, and then the rat-bastards fired her.  With no other way to make money, and living in a one room shack, she turned to the universe's oldest profession and became a nearly-legless hooker.  I can't even describe the amount of emotional damage it did for little Mickey to sit in the corner while Mom serviced what few customers she could drum up.  Finally when he was five seasons old, one of the Johns beat her to death, stole what little food and cash they had, and fled.  All while little Mickey Finn hid behind a footlocker watching.
    


    
             Now back on Earth there'd be some department or charity or group of concerned church people who woulda taken an orphan like Mickey in. But like I said, this was Elsor; the last place in the universe that you'd wanna be poor.  It was practically legal to kill the indigent.  If you hit one with your connar, it was a ticket, a civil fine like speeding or a California rolling stop.  With that in mind you can see how they might not give half a shiny turd for some busted up orphan living in a refrigerator box.  So I can say with pride that little Mickey Finn's survival was a story of true intestinal fortitude.  He crawled his broken ass outta that box and begged wherever he could.  When that didn't work, he fought the dogs for scraps at the dumpster. The kid simply refused to give up.
    


    
             His big break came when the guy who managed the paperboys threw him a bundle of newspapers.
    


    
             "Sell those and I'll give you another stack.  Give you fifteen kee for every stack you sell." Oddly enough, he only did it to get rid of the kid.  It bothered the newspaper vendor to see the little retard there, slurring when he spoke and dragging that leg. By his logic, as soon as Mickey sold the papers he would have a hundred kee.  But if he were honest then only ?15 would belong to him.  Most people in Mickey's situation would just keep the whole ?100 and vanish to another part of the slum.  To a rat like Mickey it would be a fantastic amount of money, irresistible to theft.  The newspaper vendor was sure that he would never see the young bug or his money again.
    


    
             But the very next morning, there was Mickey, money in hand to buy another stack of papers.  The newspaper vendor rubbed his antennae as he gave it a thought; his first inclination was to keep the whole purse and just run off the little cripple with his belt.  But it suited him to short Mêling the Grocer. The chubby proprietor of that store had been rude on his last visit, and the newspaper vendor felt it appropriate to tax the shop keeper for his insolence.  Taking a bindle from Mêling's delivery, he tossed it down to the young bug that waited eagerly.
    


    
             So the next day rolls around and there's Mickey Finn with a fist full of change.  He had actually made more than just ?100, but he was sure to pocket the extra lest the newspaperman claim it for his own.   But what really surprised me was that despite driving hunger, he had passed the marshmallow test.  
    


    
             It was a study I remembered hearing about back on Earth.  They took these kids into a little room and placed a marshmallow in front of them and told the kids that if they didn't eat it for five minutes, then they would get another marshmallow.  Some kids would eat the damned thing right away, but others would delay gratification for the increased payout.  The latter being the more developed thinking.
    


    
             So when little Mickey Finn got that money in his hot little hand he didn't go out and gorge himself.  Nope, instead he combined his fifteen kee with the money he had earned begging, and continued to eat out of dumpsters until he had enough money to buy two stacks of papers outright.  Within a month he was up to buying 3 bundles of papers a day.
    


    
             So this little bug, half crippled, shunned by the world, and left to die, crawls his way up out of the gutter by selling papers at the corner of Ynx and Xon.  For the first year or two he would drag the papers to his corner in a little red wagon.  But once he reached seven bundles he qualified for delivery, just like the newsstands.  Every morning he would be there waiting for his papers.  Then he would spend the day sitting on a shortening pile of periodicals.  Other times he would fashion himself a throne from the blocky stacks.  As the day wore on his seat would slowly disappear until there were none, and then he would start his lonely trek home.
    


    
             It was during a morning rainstorm that he was caught out of doors with almost his whole inventory of papers.  A friendly truck driver threw out an empty shipping box for Mickey to climb into and out of the rain.  Within a day he had cut out a big window where he could talk to customers while his papers were kept out of the elements.  He felt proud of his little corrugated cardboard office.  Like one of the real businessmen that he admired and looked up to. 
    


    
             As if the kid needed any more problems, some guy with a bulldozer ran over Mickey's home while he was at work.  The asshole just mowed down the whole shantytown so he could clear a plot for the new sewage treatment plant.  No warning, no eviction notices, because that's how they roll on Elsor.  On Earth we care more about pigeons than the Elsonians care for their poor. 
    


    
             Mickey had no place to live but his box downtown, so he quietly moved in.  He had this big flap that he used to close over the window when he was out of papers, and he'd use that when he went to bed or was changing clothes.  It was illegal to camp downtown, the bulls would club you in the thorax if they caught you.  Actually, his little newsstand was illegal as well, but the local cops took a shine to the kid who was always funning with them.  Really, the little guy was always making some kind of hilarious sound, or doing really bad impersonations of people who were assholes to him.  For a kid with only three quarters of a functioning brain, he really knew how to entertain people.  
    


    
             And as the years slowly ticked by, Mickey sorta became an institution around there.  He was always there with a paper to sell and something funny to burp out, or mebbe a joke someone told him.  But you could always count on him being there nine days a week, except Lunar day; he used to donate time down at the soup kitchen, helping the less fortunate.  Did you hear that?  Less fortunate?  The kid was some kind of a fucking saint.  He deserved better, and he could have been so much more if he had ever had a chance.  
    


    
             So right away I get the kid adopted at birth.  Mom got enough money that she didn't have to work in the factory anymore, and Mickey got himself a pair of upper-middle class parents who loved him.  Safe from his disfiguring accident, he was free to live a normal life, far from the hellish ghettos.   He had friends and girlfriends, and graduated from college when he was twenty seasons.  Off into a career in business, he soon picked up a wife and three children.  It was idyllic, it was perfect.  I felt like I was five years old and playing with my dollhouse.  I could actually hear Crosby, Stills & Nash singing Our House in the background.  No really, with the Onkx I can play music in my head without earphones.
    


    
             Anyhow, I was really proud of what I'd done when I presented my finished project to the Boss.  I was sure that he was gonna tell me some gooey stuff like how I was the best apprentice he ever had the pleasure to instruct.  But instead he hardly even looked at Mickey, or so I thoughtlessly assumed.
    


    
             In truth, the Boss is a Master Instructor of Timelords, he didn't need to look because he had been watching all along.  DorLek, or one of his cutouts, had been shadowing me since the start.  Every decision, every move, every implementation, he secretly evaluated them all.  I just didn't know it at the time.  It certainly never occurred to me that he could keep tabs on me through the Guf.  
    


    
             "Are you sure about your work?" The Boss gestured to Mickey as he left for work in a suit.  "Because all I see is a man who cheats on his taxes, cheats on his wife, cheats his customers, and lives in an egocentric cocoon.  In a few years he will develop an addiction to Zenor.  His wife will leave him, his mistress will leave him, and his children will abandon him when he brings home a new mate.  After a bout with Leukemia he dies alone and dejected in MiJa city, on Florr day."
    


    
             I was so surprised that I just stood there stupid-like.  I had not bothered to follow the timeline all the way to his demise, which turned out to be not that far.  But I was stubborn so I didn't believe what I was hearing.  I decided to show the Boss just how wrong he was by dropping out of fully phased state and stepping into their world.  Morphed as an elderly bug with thorax problems, I hobbled down the sidewalk on my wooden walker.  Pausing to greet Mickey as he drew near, I called to him by name.
    


    
             "Piss off!" He gave me a shove to one side as he passed, intent on the vehicle parked down the way.  "And keep your hands off my new connar!" 
    


    
             So there I am laying on the ground, looking like a half broken beetle and he just drives away.  I was so shocked I almost forgot to make his connar stereo play Mexican polka all the way to work...real loud. Seriously? He just shoved a grandma, what kind of asshole does that?
    


    
             "I can fix this!" I said before jumping out of there.  The last few years of editing Mickey's life had made me an expert on 4th dimensional travel, or I so thought anyhow. By that point in my new life I could jump on the fly, and even do some navigation enroute.  I knew exactly where to start, and in seconds I was making changes.  I had been up and down his timeline so much that there were threadbare spots.  A few tweaks here, a cockblock there, and I had his infidelity issues all hemmed up.  Then I scared him into paying his taxes and  taught him to quit cheating his customers, but he still wasn't the Mickey Finn who had inspired me in the first place.  Actually he was kinda a jagoff; mean to his kids, lousy husband, one of those guys who always took up two parking spaces everywhere he went.  Even his aura had a tint to it.
    


    
             So I went back in and tried again, and again, and again.  But while I was at it I started to notice other things that had changed since I started editing Mickey's timeline.  Not only was my project a big asshole, but so was everyone else.  Had I done my research properly, and followed the original timeline all the way to the end then I woulda known that the little guy spawned a new era of charitable organizations, all aimed at helping the less fortunate.  Before his inspiration there was no social safety net.  People starved to death in plain sight on Elsor.  Once I 'fixed' his life, Elsor was no different than before he was born.  Actually, that's not entirely true.  Within sixty years the planet went Soilent Green to solve their population issue.  The homeless and indigent were the first victims to find their way onto the Elsonian menu.  That never happened in the original thread, so technically I made things worse. 
    


    
             So after spending years of my life on this quest, I felt like Don Quixote attacking windmills.  What in the hell had I done?  I had managed to mold Mickey into a quasi-decent being finally, but still a bit of an ass...at least not a philandering tax cheat anymore.  Yet despite this, the community as a whole was at a loss.  They would continue to be a shitty species, and their contribution to the Guf would be substandard.  Think about it, would you want to live in a mass consciousness for all eternity with the Locai?  Hell no.  At least not the way they were now.  Mean, selfish, little bugs.  They really were.
    


    
             I have no idea how long Shirley was sitting there on the bench next to me before I noticed her.  I say her because this time he was a she, and she was Marilyn Monroe.  The image pulled from my own memory of a poster I had in my room when I was twelve.  I knew it was Shirley because my sensors never even noticed her.  Only an angel can sneak up on a Timelord that way.  Sometimes I wondered if I was actually meeting him/her/it, or if the whole event was just being staged in my head.  Ethereals have that kinda power, even to an Alpha.  
    


    
             "Hey." I said wanly.  I was drained emotionally.
    


    
             "You have endeavored on this considerably, but now you doubt it all?" Shirley seemed confused why I would be unhappy with the outcome.  It looked okay to her.  
    


    
             "All I succeeded in was making Mickey Finn a regular citizen.  Just like the rest of the jerks on this planet.  Big whoop." I had to cringe as I watched Mickey back his connar into a parked vehicle before zooming away.  I was so tired, I just wanted to be able to wipe the slate clean, put it back where it was before I stuck my big nose where it didn't belong.
    


    
             "I can do that." Marilyn giggled.  
    


    
             "Do what?" I was caught off guard until I realized she had been poking around in my head just then.  Ethereals don't like spoken communication.  They prefer to go right into your brain and see what's going on.  They have no concept of privacy because in their world everybody sees everything. 
    


    
             She flooded my mind with images of the original timeline.  I knew it was what had to be done, but I almost woulda rather asked the Boss to terminate my employment than make Mickey live out that original timeline again, to go back to his life crippled and disfigured.  I wanted to scream at the idea of him having to endure that all over again.  I'd barely had a chance to consider the terrors he had endured when Shirley put it all back the way it was in the beginning.  
    


    
             There we were standing in front of Mickey Finn's newspaper stand on a busy Solday.  Everyone stopped to say hi to Mickey.  They'd buy a paper or a candy bar, and usually drop an extra Kee into the jar on the counter.  As the passage of time sped up, I found myself being whisked between dozens of events in his short life.  There had been so many souls that he had touched and influenced.  While he didn't actually change the whole world, he did get the ball rolling in that direction by putting a face on the poor.  Through the power of mass media, his word had gotten out all over Elsor.  Within five years of his death, there were a dozen charities operating in the city.  Mickey Finn's gallant life had introduced a concept formerly unknown to the Locai; Altruism.
    


    
             But the biggest lesson learned that day was by me.  I had confused professional success with being a good person.  I had assumed that the original Mickey was flawed just because he was poor or crippled.  What I failed to see was that what was truly important about a person was not their achievements or financial success in this world, but the essence within.  What I failed to see was that Mickey, dim and broken, was one of the brightest souls I had ever witnessed.  He didn't need fixing, he was already perfect.  It was my own value-set that needed calibrating.
    


    
             The boss showed up a little while later to see how my project was going.  When I gestured to the fully restored world around us, he seemed to understand.
    


    
             "You have chosen well grasshopper." He gave me that crazy grin of his.  "So endeth the lesson."
    


    
             
    


    
             
    


    
             
    


    
             Defend the principal." The Boss ordered without moving from his spot at the center of the room.  I was just turning my head to look for a threat when Didra's boot caught me alongside the head.  I knew right away that I had erred by relying on my eyes and their limited field of view.  I have far better sensors that would have seen her faster if I had been paying attention to them.  
    


    
             Another boot to the head as I staggered backwards.  Finally I dropped into half-time so I could take a breath.  Even at that speed she nearly put a fist in my mouth. Damn that old biddy's fast!  I dodge to the side, drop to quarter speed, and deliver a punishing series of kicks.  But I only get in a few before she sinks back into the floor.
    


    
             I knew she would pop up somewhere else, and her goal was to reach the old man, so I could guess where she was going.  In a blinding flash, I refocus to my left and just manage to grab her by her old lady underwear.  It felt weird to battle Didra in her default skin.  It was like I was beating up my Gamma.  It just wasn't right, but if I didn't do it then she'd beat the shit sticks outta me.
    


    
             Yanking her back I am about to punch her sooo hard, when she changes shape and wriggles free like a snake.  Back to her old lady skin, she hissed before lunging towards the Boss.  
    


    
             I know that if she so much as touches DorLek then I gotta take this whole course over again.  I got 3 words for that idea: No fucking way.
    


    
             "Demonstrate multiplicity." The Boss's command came thru the Guf loud and clear.
    


    
             Immediately, all around the room there were duplicates of me springing up everywhere as each of us moved to shield the Boss from Didra.  The dupes were actually me, but from down the timeline, each spaced out a few hours so there could be no overlap.  This was a classic Editor trick, being able to be many at once was like being your own army.
    


    
             Although I should have expected it, Didra matched suit and split into duplicates of her own, two for each of my dupes.  While my first instinct was to add more dupes, I knew that she could outpace me three-to-one if I tried to escalate.  I could never keep up with the house, but I could moot it.
    


    
             I stepped back from the Didra I had been grappling with as my right arm morphed into an ionic fabricator.  A split second later I was pouring a steady stream of pure energy into the morphic matter that was the floor.  As the blast spread out through the room, the Didras were all reabsorbed into the floor as the entire area was essentially rebooted. I had not damaged the polymorphic material, just stunned it for a minute.  
    


    
             Satisfied that I had effectively protected the Boss from the simulated attacker, I never even thought to make sure none of Didra's dupes had escaped the ion blast by jumping up onto the ceiling.  I was just turning back towards DorLek when her boot kicked my face so hard I heard something break.  Being morphic I was pretty tough, but I gotta tell you; I was seeing birdies and stars after that boot to the head.  She may look like Gamma, but she kicks like Chuck Norris in a RoboCop suit.
    


    
             So I get really pissed as I look to see her making a move on the Boss again.  The computer in my brain is telling me that I have one chance at this, but I gotta do it right.  Dropping into one-twentieth speed and gathering as much energy as I can from the environment, I dive at the space between her and DorLek.  Adjusting my inertial force while modifying my density, I deliver the most stunning kick to Didra's mid-section.  The real-time impact is like a small bomb going off, and it sends Didra broken and shattered right through the wall.  I kicked her so hard that when she respawned she was still bent over and broke.
    


    
             The Boss stood considering the exercise before dismissing Didra.  As she vanished back into the floor he eyed me intently.  Reactive Studies had been a grueling course.  Think of it like self-defense training for Temporal Editors.  We travel in all the worst neighborhoods and you gotta be able to defend yourself against some pretty bad people.   If the Boss didn't think I was safe to wander the universe with a fully-enabled Onkx, then he'd recycle me through the training again.  
    


    
             "You broke my housekeeper." He said simply before giving a nod of approval.  A few seconds later he was gone.  The old guy wasn't much for small talk.  I was just happy to finally be done with the course.
    

  


  
    
      
        

      


      Bad Day at Blackrock


      
               
      


      
               
      


      
               It had been a hectic schedule the last century.  Although I had mastered the ability to drop out of time and take a break, I worked like a madwoman nonetheless.  A shrink would probably say that I was compensating for my daughter by throwing myself into my work.  But that wasn't true at all, at least not entirely.  
      


      
               See, there's something you have got to understand about this profession, this calling, of being a Timelord.  I'm not studying to be an accountant; I'm studying to manage an entire galaxy and all of its inhabitants from inception to ascension.  I wasn't just dealing with countless lives, but the very soul of a future deity.  Do it wrong and I could spawn an axe murderer with infinite powers, then spend all eternity as a captive inside of that consciousness.  The colloquial term for that condition was known as Hell.
      


      
               So in a way I am compensating.  On one hand I am mother to a little girl on Earth, on the other hand I will be mother to an entire galaxy soon.  So all of the studying is just me getting ready for my next baby.  This one comes with an instruction manual that takes a couple hundred years to read.  
      


      
               But that being said, I think a lot of my motivation simply stemmed from my absolute fascination with what I was doing for a living right now.  You have to understand that I was learning the very secrets of the universe.  There I was living as a Kleet in Debnar, which is a beautiful little proto-gas giant, or baby gas giant I guess you could call it.  The atmosphere was so thick and mushy that you can flap your wings and soar under your own power.  Really it's halfway to swimming, that's how soupy the atmosphere is there.  Anyhow, I used to fly to school every day.  I coulda transported there quicker, but this way was a helluva lot more scenic.  There was just someting so theraputic about swimming to work in purple skies, it really helped get my head into the right place every day before I began studying advanced Causation and Factorization.  Aside from that I only had three other courses at that moment in time.  It was a little like being on vacation.  Life was good, and it was all fascinating as hell.
      


      
               Causation was the theory and philosophy of temporal editing.   But Factorization was all about actually going out into the field and making it happen.  Real hands-on stuff.  I loved that part the best.  Causation was all fun to discuss over a bottle of Merlot, but getting your hands dirty on a field-op was what really turned me on.  
      


      
               There are dozens of methods to manipulate a society. With every civilization you had to look for the social handles, the places that you could get the most leverage for guiding their cultural perspective.  Every species was different and you just had to get in there and see what made them tick before you could hope to effectively manage them.  For some it was money, others religion.  In a super-colony everything was a huge drive for the needs of the community.  In more than a few places I studied, drugs and spices were the handholds.
      


      
               I was assigned to so many different ops over the years.  As a student you were loaned out all over the place.  I musta worked for two hundred different Editors in galaxies all over the DuNai empire.  Anything from simple walk-on jobs where I just bumped into someone, all the way up to managing warlords and national leaders.  One time all I had to do was punch some guy in a bar for being an asshole.  True story; and I punched him well.
      


      
               These were huge operations, sometimes there would be ten people waiting in line behind you to alter the scene further.  Like I said before, we have to make the horse think it's leading itself to water.  So we use scene changes to herd you in that direction, so what?  
      


      
               I was back in class with Veena, and happy to be hanging out with my sister again.  You gotta understand that a lot of these courses were downright daunting.  I remember feeling a sense of dread every time I looked at a new syllabus.  Somehow having Veena there with me made it not seem so scary.  Even though m'girl was still only a student, she was already known to be a top rated operative, in constant demand for new gigs. It all made sense since this Factorization was bread 'n butter stuff for Korpahs, which is exactly what she was being trained for.  These were the people who managed your worlds.  They spent their days driving teams of cut-outs who nudged society in the right direction.  Veena had been chosen because the Boss saw that spark in her.  Not to be self flattering, but the old guy really had an eye for talent.  No matter how weird some of his people may have seemed, they were absolute professionals to the Nth degree, every single one of them.  Peter Graves woulda fit right in.
      


      
               Today Veena and I were sitting in the office of High Dresdar Mali Comovich, dictatorial ruler extemporaneous.  Having just recently wrestled control of the world government by means of a ruthless coup, he was only just realizing his long standing dream of building a better world.  I had studied his multivolume collection of philosophical works, and it all read like Mein Kempf.  I had downloaded the historical information, his biographical data, and studied the aftermath of his dictatorial rule.  While he was a man of the people now, I knew that this Kurda would far surpass Pol Pot for his villainy and murder.  The purges he would one day inflict on his own people were beyond holocaust.  The Guf showed me his true mind, and it was nothing like the attractive exterior.  I truly felt as if I was looking Satan in the eye.  He wasn't just a bad man inside, he was surrounded by evil.  
      


      
               I remembered something I had been taught about the Guf.  Many people can hear it, though most have no idea what it is.  Did you ever know that cop with a natural gut instinct that kept him one step ahead?  They were probably an unwitting sensitive.  Lots of people can hear the Guf, but very few can talk back to the Guf.  Even less still could manipulate it. 
      


      
               But what I was looking at was a being of limited influence over the Guf.  He wasn't a true prophet, he could hear but not communicate...yet the amplitude of his pure hatred drew in certain forces native to the Guf.  He wasn't just a bad guy, he attracted lots of other bad souls as well.  As I sat there in his office I could not help but sense the rate at which he was collecting this negatively charged ethereal effect.  Already I was calculating how long before this guy had sympathetic control over enough of the Guf to own an angel or two.  Keep in mind that this was a galaxy in its early stages of development, so the Guf is comprised of a large portion of fairly crude beings.  This isn't Rainor at Ascencion; this Guf had a lotta un-enlightened souls in it that came from theocratic societies who believed in sacrifices to appease their Gods.  Primitives, and easily swayed.
      


      
               Veena was busy negotiating a multi-state nation with a state carved out for the Neeta in the North.  He's totally agreeing to everything she demands, which shoulda made her suspicious.  But then Veena doesn't have insight into the Guf, so she just knows what she has studied about the guy.  He's engaging and clever, and he isn't bad looking for a Kurda.  But I can look into his mind and see he is agreeing to everything because it makes his job so much easier than rounding the Neeta up at gun point.  While Veena was seeking to carve out a safe haven, he was smiling at how convenient she would make it by herding them into a ghetto.  
      


      
               "I believe we could go one farther, my dear," He kissed Veena's tentacle graciously.   "I would be willing to send moving vehicles to assist the citizens of Neuvo-Braveria to their new homes.  I know that relocating is such a burden, I am sure I could earmark some fiscal appropriations for this endeavor." His smile included the classic Kurda nod to let her know he was flirtatious.         Veena was about to close the deal when I stood up and shook my head.  All around him I could feel the dark souls.  They were drawn here as if by magnetic force.  All of them swirling around this one asshole seated across the desk from me.  In life or death, this guy would be a focus point for the darker energy of the Guf.  Rather than these forces being safely dissipated throughout the Well of Souls, he would bring them together into a single cancer.  Such a unification gave them power within the Guf.  I realized there was only one possible course of action.
      


      
               "What are you doing?" Veena asked subvocally, her question ringing in my ears. "I am the assigned project manager for this event.  Stand down!" She instructed me firmly.  My sister only looked like a kitten on the outside, on the inside she was made of some pretty sturdy polymorphic stuff.  
      


      
               Reaching down I touched her shoulder and revealed to her what I was seeing, so she could witness what the Guf was telling me about him.  I know it was a little much for her to take in all at once, but I gave her the whole picture before I disconnected.  Leaving her to process the download, I turned back to High Dresdar Mali Comovich.  Already he was rising from his seat, no doubt the darker souls of the Guf had warned him of me.  I could tell that although he had the ability to attract energy, he had no idea what he was doing with it yet. Unconscious incompetent.  Most likely he just had a gut feeling that I was gonna do something.
      


      
               I had the blueprints for millions of devices stored in my memory banks, so it was no mean feat to turn my fists into quark cannons. With a grunt, I unleashed two massive blasts into the dictator with such intensity that I completely and utterly obliterated him in both body and spirit.  The flash was blinding as every atom of his existence was inverted into antimatter.  The resulting explosion was like a supernova as I used a containment field to trap most of the blast.   Still, I think I singed Veena's hair. 
      


      
               Standing there looking down at the mess I had made of the office, I considered the sin I had just committed.  I'd made the extremely rare act of disincorporating him.  He was not just dead, he was completely extinguished from all existence, present and future.  I erased his soul.  
      


      
               The whole time this was going on, Veena was holding the two armed guards in complete stasis.   Hanging stunned in midair, the soldiers had no idea that we had even deviated from the script.
      


      
               "What the shit did you do?" Veena was pissed, like the time I stole that Engineer from her.  Just livid.
      


      
               "You saw the data.  If I left him he would unbalance the Guf." I was undeterred as I looked at the smoking hole where the fearless leader had sat just a few seconds ago.  "Replace him with a cutout." 
      


      
               "That's not the point of the exercise, I was supposed to impose my will upon the guy and keep the Neeta from extinction, now I'm going to get lousy marks on this course." She was irritated.  My sister was a consummate professional, and it bothered her to have a mission go sideways.
      


      
               "I don't think you were the one being tested just now.  The mission parameters were bullshit, we were just herding the Neeta into death camps. That smoking hole right there was the real test today." I spoke the words in a quiet voice as I tried to keep from thinking about the soul I had just destroyed.  You think it's hard to kill a man?  Try killing him for all existence.  Still, the whispers in my brain were all telling me that I had done the right thing.  I could feel the relief all around me as the shadowy souls scattered to their corners.  Without a dark prophet to unify them, they were of no consequence.  Just random thoughts that haunt the mind of a god. 
      


      
               "Always about you." Veena scowled before snapping her fingers.  With a squirt of polymorphic material from her index finger, she had the room repairing itself at the atomic level within seconds. The last of the details were straightening out by the time my sister had another agent in the newly rebuilt dictator's chair.  Satisfied that she had everything right, she released the armed guards as I resumed normal temporal flow.  All around us the world just continued on as if nothing had happened.  I had to marvel at her mop-up abilities.  M' girl Veena was a real wizard with field ops.  She would be a great Korpah some day.
      


      
               "Maam, the Neeta are safe here in our world.  Rest assured." The replacement dictator agreed.  The new guy would do exactly as instructed.  Like anyone who worked for a Timelord, you either followed orders or the Boss would put you back where he found you.  Getting fired in this line of work is a big deal.  
      


      
               "You will get passing marks." I reassured my sister.
      


      
               "Hmmmpht." She grunted, knowing I was right, but refusing to agree just yet.  Veena had control issues.
      


      
               
      


      
               
      


      
               It was the first time I had ever seen the old man sitting in a rocking chair and doing nothing.  I was home from Causation and Factorization, taking a year off before medical school.  Even though I had dozens of places I could go, something made me feel like going home.  So I was surprised to walk into the mansion and find that the Boss had replaced the living room with Monument Valley, Utah.  And there he sat with a cowboy hat, rocking back and forth in that big chair.  His feet barely touched the ground.  I would have stopped to laugh at the sight, but the sunset over the buttes was awe inspiring.  As I stood there feeling the warmth of the last sunlight, with his chair squeaking beside me, I felt like I was really there.  Back on Earth, that is. I'd never been to the real Monument Valley, just seen it in movies.  But his recreation was so breathtaking that I had to stop and admire it.
      


      
               It was odd for us to be there for so long in silence.  Normally I would have been pestering him with questions and queries.  But there was just something so calming about the scene that I shut my big mouth.  It was only after the last of the sun had disappeared behind the mountains that he finally broke the silence.
      


      
               "You have a beautiful world.  Your people should not take it for granted the way they do." 
      


      
               "True dat." I agreed readily.  
      


      
               "Have your days begun to blur yet?" He asked with a smile.  
      


      
               I knew what he was talking about.  It was a term that described how your life became once you removed the demarcation of sleep and other normal bodily functions.  It was so easy for you to lose track of time and work for years straight, literally.  You didn't get up in the morning, you didn't go to bed at night.  There was no Five O'clock whistle telling Fred to slide down the Brontosaurus' back and drive home to Wilma.  You worked on a thing as long as it took, then moved onto the next thing.  It was disconcerting at first, but after a while you don't even notice.  All days blurred into one.
      


      
               "Like thirty Terrans ago I did." I clucked, knowing that he likely already knew that.
      


      
               "There is a lot to be said for the standard DuNai day." He nodded as he spoke.  "It resets the mind, recalibrates our reference datum.  I have found it comforting...even inspiring, to give yourself over to sleep for a hibernation cycle, and awaken fresh and exuberant."
      


      
               I could feel what he was telling me.  He transmitted me a brief flash of that euphoric sensation as you drift off into REM sleep.  I held onto that image for a few extra seconds.  It was like taking in the scents of a bakery; Soooo comforting.
      


      
               "Are you advocating I return to my old Terran day of twenty-four hours?" I was curious about why he had staged this meeting.  I wished I could say it was all just chance, but I had learned by this time that with DorLek there was nothing random or lucky.  Already I was looking for the lesson in the moment.
      


      
               "Nooooo," He laughed openly.  "Terran days are too short.  I blink my eyes longer than that.  No, but I do advocate the DuNai orbital event.  Rest and reboot every sixty-three point two standards.  It gives you a mental anchor to adhere to.  Something to maintain your perspective or you risk spinning out of orbit. In our profession it is easy to get strung out."
      


      
               The sensations that filled my mind were my own memories of the last few years since the blur started.  Although I had advanced significantly in my studies, I was becoming more and more detached from the world around me.  Simply put, I was working too much.  I was busy learning the secrets of the universe, yet I had forgotten to stop and enjoy the simple pleasures of the worlds I passed thru.  
      


      
               "Is that how you have kept the blur in check?" I wondered.  The old guy was ridiculously old.  
      


      
               "It is indeed.  I have found it to be one of the many great wisdoms of my DuNai teachers.  Like you, I questioned many of the things I was told.  But with time I learned that there was undeniable logic to these teachings.  These were ideas promulgated by beings who had existed for eons.  You will find no half-baked theories from the DuNai.  In my time I have tried alternate methods with varying degrees of success, and each time I have come back to the DuNai standard calendar.  It suits those of us who lose ourselves in the blur."
      


      
               I gave that a thought.  Something else popped up in my mind as I remembered Bara drunkedly commenting on how the old man must be tired of living.  He'd seen everything, done everything, been everywhere and back.  After fifty thousand Terrans, the old guy had to be ready to take the long walk.
      


      
               I never said a word, but the Boss picked up the thought via the Guf.
      


      
               "I do look forward to ascension." His voice was almost a whisper.  "Of advancing to the next plane of existence with my people.  I do indeed dream of it."
      


      
               I could hear tiredness to his voice.  It chilled me to hear him talk that way.
      


      
               "Everyone wants to go to Heaven, but no one wants to die first." I pointed out.
      


      
               "Oh, that I don't mind.  I've died many times." He nodded before continuing.  "I have a medical profile already set up for that day.  Once I turn off my Onkx I will enjoy a few last days on Vealle before expiring of natural causes and joining my Guf in eternal ascension.  Those affairs have been in order for years now."
      


      
               I was surprised at this revelation.  It pained me to think of life without the Boss's counsel.  It actually scared me the idea of being an Editor without being able to call my old master for help.  Truly, it frightened the hell outta me.  I wasn't gonna be selling used cars when I got home, I was gonna be managing entire civilizations.  There would be questions.  It's not like I can call tech support.
      


      
               "You're not going anywhere soon are you?" I had genuine concern in my voice.  I flashed him images of Doctor Kevorkian.
      


      
               "Hmmphhht, no." He laughed it off.  "I still have much work to do.  It will be some years before I will be able to pass over.  But I have travelled farther than I have yet to go."
      


      
               I gave that a thought.  There was no fear or dread to his attitude.  He knew what waited at the end of his road.  I remember having such a hard time understanding that mindset-to be so at ease with the idea of turning off your Onkx and taking the long walk.  Being barely more than a century old myself, I still had trouble getting my head around the idea.
      


      
               "So this is you stopping to smell the roses?" I asked, gesturing to the desert around us.
      


      
               "The sunset is merely symbolic, a demarcation point in my day. I find it soothing.  But now I will rest for one standard hibernation cycle.  I think I will dream." He smiled at the thought.
      


      
               "So when you dream, do your legs kick like you're chasing a squirrel in your sleep?" I kidded as I imparted the image of my dog Max struggling in REM sleep.
      


      
               The Boss gave a laugh at that.  It was not something you heard from him all the time; a good hearty laugh.  He had whimsical little bits here and there, but never an outright belly laugh.  It amused him greatly to think of himself squirming in his cocoon as he dreamt of squirrels.  
      


      
               "I am told that I talk during hibernation, but I do not know if I have ever chased cats." He gladly agreed.  "But I did once bite the mailman, as a child, that is.  I had imagined he was a Zoonic raider and I had to turn him back, so I bit him on his third pseudopodia.  My mother was not amused."
      


      
               "I punched a teacher in the groin when I was ten." My shrug was meant to tell him his transgression had been normal kids stuff.
      


      
               "I know, I was there." He smiled wanly as he thought of the day.  "Even back then you had a hell of a right-cross.  Mister Johnson was certainly surprised; you could really see it in his bulging eyes.  He was a pedophile you know.  That is why the Guf told you to strike him." The Boss gave me a wink.  Slowly his Onkx was fashioning a shell around him.  Another few minutes and I'd be talking to a cocoon.
      


      
               "You really shadowed me a lot didn't you?" I was curious just how much of my life had been under the microscope before my selection.
      


      
               "What happened to Jimmy O'Connor was not your fault." He gave the merest of shrugs as his eyes scanned the last remnants of the sunset.
      


      
               The mention of Jimmy made me freeze in my tracks.  It had been an eternity since I heard that name.  I woulda tried to deny knowing what he was talking about, but this was my Master.  He saw everything, and there was no point in even trying to bullshit him.  Unlike the Ethereals, he understood the subtleties of corporeal beings.
      


      
               "You performed admirably that day.  You have nothing to be ashamed of, your actions were wholly commendable and worthy of your medals.  You saved the lives of six men that day." He looked up at me as the cocoon was beginning to grow across his torso.  
      


      
               "Sure, I saved everyone but the one guy who mattered most." I said it before I could stop myself.
      


      
               "Jimmy's soul was well prepared to cross over.  He was a magnificent specimen." The Boss sent me a comforting blast of aural energy.  
      


      
               Nothing more was said as the cocoon finally covered DorLek's face with a hard gray shell.  It had been the first time in a long while that I had relived that memory.  Once I learned to manage my memories I pushed that one far to the back where it wouldn't pop up all the time.  But now with years of experience and training behind me, I see that there really was nothing I could have done.  Jimmy would never have left his patients, and there is no arguing with a rocket propelled grenade.  The two would have intersected one another regardless of my presence.  Had I been there, all that would have changed is one more death.  Add to that the six men I wouldn't have dragged out under fire, and that's eight dead soldiers in a vain attempt to rescue one lovely, unsavable man.  For the first time in my life I realized that the Guf had not warned me of the danger to Jimmy because it knew I would have run to his aid.  
      


      
               At that moment, as I watched the last of the sunset cast a long shadow on the boss's cocoon-encrusted rocking chair, I felt very tired.  Mebbe a long nap really was the ticket.  
      


      
               
      


      
               
      


      
               After that I started staying at the house more.  Dunno why, but the old place just has a homey feel to it I guess.  The mansion had a way of making me feel grounded, though I think a lot of it was the mellow nature of the Guf in that galaxy.  It was like hanging out with that cool kid at school, the one that always had his own plan, his own way he was gonna do things.  Every Guf was different, and every Guf had its own voice.  I'd been to a few that were downright hostile.  The Dubaj Guf actually has a sense of humor.  BelJor likes to sing, badly. 
      


      
               So that day I was hanging out with Vinny, that's what I took to calling this Guf.  Don't ask me why, it just reminded me of this tough little Italian guy I dated once.  Anyhow, I'm communing with Vinny, which isn't what it sounds like.  See, there's more to my job than just chatting with the Guf all day long.  I have to delve really deep and examine the components that make up the Guf.  Remember when I said that ALL living souls go to the Guf? That means that you have to understand how the other types of souls are affecting the embryo.  Every species tilts the scales in one direction or the other.  Even in its infancy a Guf is a complex being.
      


      
               But then that brings up a question I had been searching for; Why is Vinny the Guf so cool?  The deal is that Good old Vinny is a galaxy where the vast majority of life thus far is plant, algae, lichens, molds, and fungus.  Most of the planets in this galaxy that harbor life are still in their earliest evolutionary stages, so the energy they contribute is largely plant souls with a smattering of insectoid Karma.  That's a recipe for a mellow Guf.  Once we start adding a few trillion sentient souls to the mix he'll begin to grow and mature.  The trick is making sure that the societies filling the Well of Souls are up to standards by the time their growth becomes exponential or it could ruin the whole mix.
      


      
               So essentially I'm meditating while I surf Vinny's brain.  It's a lot like a drive in the country.  Lots of pretty scenery, but booooring.  Trees and mosses are pretty bland beings. Sure, plants can be pretty violent to one another.  Some use chemical agents to beat back the competition, others physically choke out their enemies...some even murder their foes underground by attacking their roots.  But even when they're waging war, it's pretty boring.  There's just not a lotta good stories to be found in there. Bugs are a little more exciting, but not much. 
      


      
               I met a few of the non-corporeal entities that were in the Guf.  Beings of pure energy with these immense souls.  Great power, fantastic lifespans, but even they're not immortal.  However, they're interesting to talk to since the ones already in the Guf hailed from the dawn of all creation.  Only the Ethereals predate these guys.  But you have to watch out with non-corporeal entities because they can take control of a Guf if you don't balance it out with some competitive souls.  It's like adding too much salt to your stew.  Gotta get the mix just right.
      


      
               So not to get too far off course from where this story was going, but I was getting bored communing with Vinny, and feeling a little sorry for myself because I was all alone.  The Boss was still in a cocoon, for like another three years.  Aldoo had dumped me a few years back but I just found out.  Veena had gone all career-girl since she started her residency.  So it was just me at the house.  I'd hang with Roxy but she's still on ice.  I just have not been able to bring myself to get them over to Bara's Indoctrination Center.  Just don't think I could bear to look her in the eye after knowing how she died...and that I let it happen.  But I don't wanna talk about that anymore.  It'll just make me see their faces again next time I dream.
      


      
               So that's when I notice Didra.  She looked like crap.  I'd left her broken after kicking the shit outta her in Reactionary Studies, like thirty years ago, and got too busy to come back and fix her.  Although it meant nothing to the simulated housekeeper, I felt bad for her the way she was all bent over looking.  So I left my meditation and repaired her avatar with a reset to default.
      


      
               But that was just an old lady.  Not even a grandmotherly old lady, just a tired looking little sprite of a woman.  Hell, she look liked Peter Parker's Aunt May, from the original comic book, not the movie.  She just looked so mopey, so I threw a new skin on her, something racy.
      


      
               And there she stood, the hottest Roller-Ball champion to ever wear red sequined leotards and wings on her ankles.  I adjusted her profile to give her sassy attitude, and she stood glaring at me with hands on perfect hips.  She looked good, really.  I threw a copy of that skin into my own files for future use. 
      


      
               But as I'm looking at her it occurs to me that even though she sighs with irritation, and gives that disrespectful shrug of hers, she really doesn't feel anything at all.  The house is simply waiting for my commands.
      


      
               But then I get this flash of brilliance as I start thinking of how Andon Felzier had built his first sentient AI with a Dilumtion engine and a few terasigs of memory.  I could see that it would work a lot better if I used a relational processor instead, but then I'd have to pull Didra off of the house system or it'd just wipe out my changes every time she refreshed because it would conflict with the House's primary logic systems.  To do that I'd need to move her current subroutines into a morphic controller, then bind a hundred kilos of Class IV matter to it and then she'll be running on her own.  I wasn't exactly sure how the house would deal with this loss of its appendage, but I was ready to jump right into the surgery.    
      


      
               I had been working for weeks straight without a break.  Even with an internal chronometer, the windowless mansion had a way of making you lose track of time.  To tell the truth, I was just awe-struck by the project.  Back in the day when I was playing with Didra, the system's capabilities were waaaay beyond my abilities.  I could do rudimentary things with her, but I didn't even understand what most of the tweaks did.  Remember, the house is designed to accommodate thousands of types of life forms.  Didra had to be able to match species from all over the known universe.
      


      
               But now that I was a mature student, just a few decades from my own internship, I had the technical savvy to know what the hell I was doing with her controls.  The system let you configure the interface like you were editing her DNA.  It didn't really work to that finite degree, but if you had the skills to wield such an interface, there was a lot you could do.  My boring old tutor was really quite a complex gal.  For some reason the Boss had left her on default settings all these years.
      


      
               I had two near-fatal crashes of her system before I got her transferred to a new fluidic controller and added a morphic energy cell.  I was happy to have her stabilized because it meant I could start loading her engrams and base personality tracks.  She already had a massive knowledgebase so what I needed to give her was the wherewithal to be able to understand what it all really means.  No sooner had I done that than I saw that her matrix needed to be expanded.  Out of the box Didra had about ten thousand decision-settings, but true living beings are driven by so many more factors than simple configurations.  I had to increase her capabilities until she was on par with a human.  Actually, on most developed worlds humans would be considered short-bus candidates, so she needed to be better than human.  I had to cram a lotta stuff into that fluidic frame of hers.  
      


      
               Finally I had to just rip it all off and go to level V morphic material because it would allow her to incorporate random matter into her matrix as she needed to maintain sufficient mass for the components I was stitching into her.  With polymorphic parts it's a little hard to explain because they have no form.  It's really more of a molecular lattice that is woven into the morphic flesh.  You can change the pattern, or structure the layout of the sub-atomic particles.  But some layers can't be too close to each other; for instance power and logic have to be specially layered to occupy the same area.  Think of it this way; you are building an atomically distributed system so that she can change shape at will.  If you used solid state components then she would only be able to move within the confines of those physical components.  But if you distribute her devices a few molecules here and a few there, she can rearrange herself all she wants as long as the lattices remain intact.  Am I making sense to you?  
      


      
               So by the time I had her the way I wanted her, she stood five foot nine, red hair, and had this whole ethnically-ambiguous look going on.  She was smarter than any three PHDs combined, and could emulate over a million different species.  Yet still, she had the social intellect of a cow.  I went over those systems a thousand times, and when I say a thousand, I really mean 1,024 times.  I just couldn't understand why underneath it all she was still just boring old Didra.
      


      
               I realized that I had been working on this pet project for over two years when I finally stopped to take a break.  I'd been circular on so many problems that I was losing track of where I was in the project.  Imagine that, even with quantum processing abilities I was getting frazzled.  It was like playing too many games of MahJongg in a row.  Pretty soon all you see are frickin' schematics and logic plans.  I had to get away from it for a while.
      


      
               So we jump in my Hot Rod and blast our way over to Morbesta's place.  He'd promised me a peek at something new he had on the show room floor.  It was good to get out into open space.  Sort of a Sunday drive with Didra. She stared out the window like a little kid the entire way to Morby's place, so I took the scenic route.  We scare some traffic cops, violate a patch of restricted airspace, and outrun three cruisers, but otherwise the trip was uneventful.  
      


      
               Morbesta looked like shit.  I don't need my fancy DuNai eyes to see that the guy is being eaten alive by cancer.  I suddenly feel bad because I'd neglected him for so long.  Some kinda friend I was, here he is using his last breath to build me a new fluidic hot rod, and I've been so busy I haven't stopped by to see him in a three years.  It may seem like a drop in the bucket to me, but to a corporeal being it's a helluva chunk of time to not see someone who claims to be a friend.  Fuck, he really looked bad.  How bad?  Bad enough to make me say stupid shit like this little gem:
      


      
               "Sir, you know what I do for a living.  Either Master DorLek or I would be proud to have you work for us for as long as you choose to walk this plane of existence." I said it with a tear in my eye.  I was seeing Roxy all over again.  I had these great powers, yet I still had to watch people die.  
      


      
               "No!" He waved an angry finger as his lip curled.  "Do not even hint of this sacrilege."
      


      
               "I'm not talking about Ouija boards and satanic chanting, just harvesting you from the dead like you were brand new.  Nothing but Mister Science here." I made a gesture like a magician showing I had nothing up my sleeves.
      


      
               "Heresy!" He objected in a way that surprised me.  The old guy was never big on church that I knew of, but then again I had no idea what religion Morby even subscribed to.  It wasn't the kinda thing we talked about when I was at his place.  But when he slammed the door in my face I was a little stunned.  Standing there with Didra I did not fully understand the rookie mistake I had made.  
      


      
               "Two actually." The Boss corrected me from across the path.  "Your first mistake was not considering his frame of mind.  Morbesta is unusually faithful of late because imminent death often does that to people.  Had you consulted the Derre Gospel you would have known that the mere whisper of reincarnation is contrary to the teachings of Zaire and therefore heresy.  To even consider the possibility in your own mind is regarded as a menial sin.  Speaking of it is unheard of."  DorLek detached himself from the wall he had been leaning against and walked over to me.
      


      
               "And the second mistake?" I asked.
      


      
               "Asking him." The Boss was matter-of-fact.  "Timelords have domain over the dead.  They are our chief resource.  You do not negotiate on the living side of the equation.  We take them after their life is spent and they have faced their own demise, take them when the bargaining power is in our hands, and then we negotiate from a point of strength.  No, strike that.  We don't negotiate.  Temporal Editors present a deal and the harvested soul takes it.  No one ever wants to go back where they came from.  Don Corleone referred to this as the offer you can't refuse."
      


      
               "But if I harvest him and then he refuses the deal, then I'm forced to put his obstinate ass down for good.  I just don't know if I could do that to Morby." I wined a little, knowing it would have no effect on the Boss.  Across from me he only shook his head sadly.
      


      
               "Again, had you studied the theological literature of his people you would know that they regard the sanctity of life as absolute.  To have a life, regardless of how you obtained it, would be a gift from the Gods and therefore sacred."
      


      
               It popped in my head as I blurted out the answer aloud.
      


      
               "So if I brought him back, he couldn't reject the deal because that'd be suicide and a mortal sin in his Val Halla.  He'd have no choice but to set up shop and live his life out again." I smiled as I saw it all fit together neatly.
      


      
               "Assuming he is willing to work for a blasphemer like you.   You would be the one who sullied his spirit by your unholy act, how could he work for anyone like that?  Besides, he's pretty obstinate.  Even if he did take the deal, he would likely be more trouble than Dorat Tuva." The old guy cautioned me.
      


      
               "Y'know, you were right, I shoulda read the holy books first.  I think I have a way to make it all work out right.  According to the Book, the way I should go is hostages." I Gave the Boss a wink.
      


      
               "Very good.  He will want to have his family about him.  Adding that to the dowry could make him a loyal asset for a millennia or more.  You do not have a master craftsman in your cabinet yet.  He will be a good addition." DorLek took the rare act of throwing an arm over my shoulder.  I could tell he was new to the tradition.  
      


      
               "I'd been thinking about putting together my crew.  I have a few picked out as prospects, but I was figuring that I would wait to shop until I got home." I gave a snarky grin.
      


      
               "Good help is where you find it.  Never pass up an opportunity to pick up specialists wherever you can." 
      


      
               And with that, the DorLek vanished.  Here one second, gone the next. He was the most temporally efficient being I ever met.  The Boss never wasted a second.
      


      
               So there I am; my mechanic won't talk to me.  My boyfriend dumped me, my girlfriends are gone, and my robot still doesn't work right.  Shit fuck hell penis dammit crap!
      


      
               
      


      
        

      


      
               I muddled on from there, adding little bits of personality to Didra between Medical school and advanced Factorization.  I still had years of training, then my residency phase for thirty or forty years.  I woulda felt bad about abandoning her half-done but I was fracking busy.  Sure I have infinite time and I could go back to school anytime I wanted to, but I'm also a little OCD so I have a hard time leaving a thing undone.  In fact, it bothers me more to dodge a project than to just go and do the damned thing.  Yes, I'm one of those people, the ones who have to fiddle with a thing until its perfect.  Now with my enhanced brain, it is virtually impossible to conveniently forget about some work.  I've tried, but the Onkx is too good.  Sometimes I wonder who the damned thing really works for.  Me or the Boss?
      


      
               Anyhow, I'd been in & out of the house.  The Boss had five new students living there now, so I avoided the noobs.  They always had so many questions, and DorLek preferred to reveal these things in his own way, so I stayed out of sight.  
      


      
               I was walking past the living room when I passed the FNGs.  They were Feljor so the atmosphere was hydrochloric gas throughout the house.  I was just modifying my skin to the environment when I noticed there were now six students chatting in the living room.  I was almost ready to ignore the addition when my eyes revealed to me that the new Feljor female was actually Didra, morphed to match.
      


      
               I pretended to keep going, Didra's detection systems were pretty good so I had to be sure and come back fully phased if I wanted to spy on her.  I hung around for a few hours and listened to their talking.  Mostly I was curious what Didra was contributing to the conversation.  It took a while but I finally managed to nail down the topic that fascinated her the most; stories about each of their home worlds.  What struck me the most about the whole scene was that Didra had this deep-rooted desire to learn.  Sure, everything else she rendered was what I had plugged into her, but the desire to learn more was genuinely her own.         Then it hit me.  Didra had fantastic knowledge of all things in the universe.  What she didn't have was any firsthand experience in any of these places that filled her brain.  In fact, she'd only ever left the house that one time when I took her to Morbesta's.  That's when I realized that she was dying to get the hell outta the house.  
      


      
               So I started to travel with my girl in tow.  She actually made a pretty good assistant.  Smart enough for complex duties, yet strong enough to beast her way through the assholes.  She was the whole package.  I didn't even have to feed her since she had solar cells in her skin.  The more places I dragged her to, the happier she seemed to get.  
      


      
               I could see her coming alive with each new experience.  Along the way she was picking up food and culture along with the breathtaking sights that we Temporal Editors are privy to.  It wasn't long before I was making side trips to show her some of the cool places I'd discovered in my travels.  She loved these detours and would bug me for more.  
      


      
               Didra had such a hunger for these new places and experiences that it didn't take long for the side trips to start interfering with the main trip.   I had tons of work to do before I started my residency, and she was driving me nuts about taking a trip or a vacation, or mebbe go see the next galaxy over...what's it like? Can we play in the gas giant?  I would have put an end to it but the mother in me just couldn't get enough of that look she got on her face when I showed her something truly amazing.  She had this gleam in her eye that made me so proud.  I just didn't have the heart to put the kibosh on her exploration.  So instead I gave her my hot rod and ordered her to go and see it all.  Or at least what could be reached in a Slipspeed class vessel.  I felt a little like a stupid bumper sticker as I watched her fly away; 
      


      
        If you love something set it free. 
      


      
        If it doesn't come back then it was never yours in the first place.
      


      
               But really, that's what I was doing, wasn't I?  Setting my little robot free to go find herself in a fast ship?  
      


      
               I didn't see her again for a few years.  I was busy with medical school, Industrial Development training, World Finance, and doing a stint as a lawman.  No, I did not misspeak; for my Species finals I had to...not be a law woman, let's just leave it at that.  I don't wanna talk about it. Okay?
      


      
               Although I picked up snippets about her in the Guf, I had enough on my plate to make me forget about my Didra until she showed up one day at the house.  
      


      
               She looked different as she leaned up against the battered transport that she had morphed the hotrod into.   My eyes were telling me all sorts of interesting things about the mods she had done to my old ship.  To say the changes were interesting would be like saying the X15 was a neat airplane.  Some of the work she had done to the vehicle was downright fascinating.  For instance, she had duplicated the systems in such a way that the ship could split into multiple craft, each managed by Didra's incredibly powerful mind.  She could be her own attack squadron.  Seemed pretty cool to me anyhow.
      


      
               What really caught my eye was the cloaking assembly.  It was massive, like you would use if you wanted to pretend to be a moon or planetoid.
      


      
               "Didra girl, what'd you do to the family station wagon?" I kidded her as I ran a hand over the hot rod.
      


      
               "I'm Meesha now." She looked at me hopefully, unsure how I'd react.
      


      
               "Just a first name?" I inquired, letting slip a wry smile.  I was indeed proud to hear of this development.  Choosing her own name was a key indicator in the Felzier scale of sentience.
      


      
               "So far." She shrugged with a smile.
      


      
               "Well, did you see it all?" I asked, gesturing to the sky above. 
      


      
               "I saw enough to know what I want to do with my life." Meesha leaned against the ship casually.
      


      
               "Oh?" I had a feeling this would be interesting.  She had been out there by herself for over five years.  In robot-years that was like a century.  I had a feeling she might have come to a few revelations while she was finding herself.
      


      
               "I want to be your Galactic Engineer." She looked me right in the eye and said it without flinching.
      


      
               I took a few pica-seconds to consider the prospect.  She had the skills, she had the abilities, and I was responsible for hiring my own crew.  No problem there.  But members of a Timelord's immediate crew were each equipped with an Onkx to get around.  Only the Master's was enabled for temporal relocation, but otherwise their devices were no different than mine.  But that's where the rub came in; the Onkx is bio-morphic.  Just two drops of clear fluid dropped on your palms and your entire atomic makeup was completely altered.  It burned like fire in my veins though.  Installing the Onkx was equivalent to compressing childbirth into sixty seconds.
      


      
               But even though Didra was built from class V morphic material, she was still only a hundred kilos of shape-shifting goo.  The biomorphic Onkx would never work on her synthetic morphic systems.  The Onkx only worked on biological beings.  Without the ability to jump from point to point, she would be stuck riding the bus to work every day, in a manner of speaking.  Meesha would have to be ferried about in a linear vessel or by someone with an Onkx.  Mebbe she could use the P2P portals that the worker bees would use?  I wanted to say yes, but I wasn't sure how I would solve her mobility issues.  
      


      
               "I have a resume." She said before holding out her left arm.  As I watched, I could see the familiar shape of the Onkx interface growing outwards from her forearm.  I had to give the sight a laugh; I had only ever seen the keyboard a few times, back when I was a total green-horn.  That's the only time you use the thing.  The Onkx is in your head, just like the Guf.  Why the hell would you use a tactile interface when you could just think it?  
      


      
               Still, I was tantalized by the idea that Didra could really have created a non-organic Onkx.  I had been taught that her morphic matter would reject installation of any such device.  It was a core prohibition added by the original DuNai makers.  Any attempt to unlock this feature would cause a subatomic failure of the molecules, turning the object into a puddle of syrup.  
      


      
               "That's not just for looks?" I said skeptically pointing to the device on her wrist.  A split second later the Guf told me she was coming.
      


      
               Like a flash, she was there, just inches away.  I had to give that a laugh.  Her technique was interesting.  She started her lateral insertion before she was fully phased so there was a streaking effect to the whole movement.  But true to her word, she seemed to have a functioning Onkx.
      


      
               "So you can jump across a room, how about some follow the leader?" I gave her a smile before pushing her back with one finger.  As I did, my touch transmitted to her an image of Gravada Flats on Thelkor.  Immediately I was gone.
      


      
               I hadn't been there more than a second when she appeared in a dim flash of light.  Her reentry was rough, but she had just chased me halfway across the galaxy.
      


      
               "Your turn." She poked me back, delivering an image of Rakagani Major.  I knew exactly where she was headed.  
      


      
               As I jumped, I could see her tearing through crumpled space.  She had good form, her energy outputs were perfect, and she was on an optimum course through the underneath of the universe.  I doubted I could outpace her, so I did what any Timelord would do.  Shifting into temporal insertion, I cheated by dialing back the chronometer a few minutes.  Technically she still beat me there, I just arrived earlier on the timeline.  
      


      
               As soon as I materialized, the stench of the old volcano reminded me where I was. Standing a third taller than Olympus Mons, Cerous Glans is a monster of a volcano.  From where I stood I could see the wrecked landscape of Rakagani Major on my left, and the boiling caldera to my right.  Remembering that I was only just a few minutes ahead of Meesha, I worked quickly.  Pressing my palm against the dirt, I commanded the atomic material to convert to morphic matter.  It only took a few of my cells to begin the conversion of the ambient materials.  That was the biggest difference between class IV and V; the ability to incorporate matter into your matrix.
      


      
               As I stepped back I could see the effect spread out as the sulfur and frozen lava turned a drab shade of gray before it began to form into objects.  One by one they popped up until I had a Caribbean getaway assembled.  Complete with a wet bar, deck chairs, and a bartender named Fabio, it was everything a busy working woman needs.  I plunked down into the nearest folding chair and relaxed as the blender mixed me a pitcher of Margaritas.  Changing my clothes, I cycled through a series of bathing suits until I found this cute little one-piece with matching sunglasses.  I looked fabulous.
      


      
               "Cheater cheater pumpkin eater." Meesha gave a smile as she materialized in the chair next to me.  
      


      
               "What took you so long?" I smiled back as I enjoyed the warmth of the caldera.  The ambient temperature was hot enough to melt lead, but we were both heavily altered to survive in that environment.  So for us it was really just a day at the beach. Hell, I might go for a lava swim later.
      


      
               "How'd you do it?" I asked her as Fabio was pouring us each a tall glass of citrus flavored glycol.  Real Margaritas would vaporize on Cerous Glans.  "How'd you get your frame to accept the P2P technology?"
      


      
               "I didn't." She shrugged before taking a sip of her drink.  "Didn't you notice my new body?" She held out her arms to let me look her over.  I had to admit, things did seem to be in different places than where I had originally installed them.  The lattices were woven differently, like chainmail almost.  The patterns were so delicate and fine that I had to admire the embroidery.  
      


      
               But there was something else too, the signature on her base materials were different.  They were clearly DuNai in design, but at the same time without any of the classic DuNai tags.  It was like her polymorphic molecules had been replaced with a generic brand.  Everywhere I looked I saw the new material, and not a trace of the equipment I had installed.  She was all new.
      


      
               "Don't get me wrong, your design was brilliant," she reassured me, "but after a few years I started to see ways to make it better.  Little tweaks here and there, new subroutines, new apps, and somewhere along the line I got to wondering why the heck I just don't start from scratch.  So I had to decrypt my own genome, then fabricate new morphic matter using pre-atomic materials I salvaged from a black hole.  It took a little doing, but I wound up with some very stable protomatter.  Morby helped me with the transfer of my consciousness.  Once I had new cells, it wasn't that hard to build an Onkx.  I have the blueprints on file, y'know."
      


      
               I was surprised at her novel use of pre-atomic materials.  That would have meant an extra step in her refining process, never mind hunting down the stuff in the first place.  It made the job harder, but allowed her to control the purity down to the Nth degree.  The whole thing showed a level of creativity not seen in mere machines.  Clearly my summer project was all grown up now.
      


      
               "The job is yours." I held out a glass to toast her.
      


      
               "Oh," She batted her eyes, "I wasn't asking for the job, I was taking it."
      


      
               We laughed at that.  There was just something about her, so familiar, yet new.  It was like running into an old friend from grade school.  You could still see the kid you once knew them as, but so much had changed in the years since.  Androids develop faster than humans, so those five years she had been out playing Captain Janeway had been a lifetime.  Clearly it had shaped her.  But that's how you make an artificial intelligence.  You don't just program them; you have to grow them like a child. 
      


      
               "How was Morby?" I asked, knowing the answer already.
      


      
               "Days, maybe a few weeks if he would take his medicine." The sad look in her eyes said it all.
      


      
               "But he doesn't, and he dies tomorrow morning, about an hour before dawn." I nodded sadly.  "I already asked the Boss to harvest him for me.  Haven't thawed him yet, but I got his entire extended family on ice too."
      


      
               "He's not gonna say no to that deal." She nodded, clearly having given the matter some deep thought in that split second of processing.
      


      
               We sat in silence for a while, basking in the glow of the hot lava just a few meters away.  It felt nice to roll over every now and again, like hot dogs on the grill.  I was just thinking about taking a dip when she spoke up again.
      


      
               "I was lonely out there." Her voice held a surprised tone to it.  "It was...uncomfortable."
      


      
               "Home is where the heart is." I spoke the old Earth adage. 
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               The Boss held me by the arm as we made the jump.  Normally I handled my own jumps, but this was my first extradimensional foray.  I was going to meet myself in the next thread over.  
      


      
               I have to admit that I was a little nervous about meeting myself in an alternate dimension.  Seriously, I was worried that the other me would have an eyepatch or a moustache or some soap opera crap like that.  I really didn't know what to expect.
      


      
               But there I was, the other me, dressed like a professional woman.  I was surprised because it was almost the same outfit as I had worn.  Exact same shoes though.  It was interesting that we had both dressed so similarly for the meeting.  It made me wonder what the difference was between this timeline and my own.
      


      
               "Love your shoes." She kidded me thru the Guf.  I was beginning to notice a ringing in my head, it was like I was getting feedback from the Guf.
      


      
               "That sensation you are feeling will increase the longer you are in another dimension." DorLek told me reassuringly.  "We are not of this place so we cannot stay for more than a solar or two."
      


      
               "Will someone answer that damned phone!" I shouted in mock seriousness before I remembered what I was there for.  Turning back to the alternate me I gave a quick smile. "I need to look at your timeline for Feljor."
      


      
               It was a standard request.  As a Temporal Editor I would use the fifth dimension as a research tool.  Think of it this way; why theorize about how a change will affect a civilization when you can just go check in an alternate timeline where it did happen?  So the Boss brought me here to request help from my alternate self.  She had direct experience on the subject, so why not ask her how things worked out, right?
      


      
               She stared at me for a second as I felt the information flood into my buffer.  Giving a nod, I already had a large portion of my core processing the data.  I thanked her, and we left.
      


      
               It felt odd the way the encounter was so abbreviated.  I felt like I shoulda hung out and chatted or something.
      


      
               "When you have three hundred threads to check, will you still want to invest an hour in each?" DorLek asked simply as he pointed out the logistical flaw in my idea.  "That is why the encounters are kept brief.  The further you get from your own dimensional thread, the more the intensity of the feedback grows.  You will not want to linger unnecessarily."
      


      
               I gave a nod in agreement as the buzzer in my head kept up its damned racket.  Taking the Boss's hand, I held on tightly.  Then like a flash there was that sensation as if we were accelerating upwards against gravity.  That was how interdimensional travel felt; like you were being shot out of a cannon.  Temporal relocation [time travel] felt like you were falling, and lateral insertions were just a slide to the side.  In a few years I'd find out what sixth dimensional travels felt like, though it's not really somewhere that we go often.  No practical reason to visit alternate multiverses, but terribly fascinating all the same.
      


      
               Before we even rematerialized in the new dimension I could feel the ringing in my head growing rapidly.  By the time we were standing on solid ground my brain buzzed like a fire bell.  I was having trouble hearing the Boss speak to me, even through the Guf.  The ringing was so bad I could barely even think straight.  It was actually pretty painful.  Instinctively I jumped out of there and back to the House.
      


      
               As soon as I opened my eyes, the Boss was already there watching me.  I was a little woozy on my feet but the ringing was gone.
      


      
               "Make note of that location.  It is your outer limits until you learn more control." He nodded matter-of-factly.
      


      
               "Why does it do that?" I blinked twice to clear my head.
      


      
               "As I said, you are not of that place. The very matter you are composed of oscillates at a different frequency than atomic matter in another dimension.  All of the timelines in our multiverse exist in the same space, separated only by the frequency of their atomic building blocks.  The further you get from your own thread, the more pronounced the effect is.  It will also grow in intensity the longer you stay.  Hence the short trips.  We Editors do have a few limitations, but not many." He grinned right before vanishing.  It was his way, to never linger after the lesson.  The guy never stood still.
      


      
               
      


      
               
      

    

  


  
    
      
        

      


      Residency


      
               
      


      
               
      


      
               After finally mastering extradimensional travel, I was ready to begin my residency.  I was the Boss now, sorta.  My assignment was to be Alpha for the training galaxy.  The student ahead of me (Bara actually,) had relinquished his hold on Vinny.  Remember, the Well of Souls will talk to many people in different ways, but it is monogamous when it comes to the Timelords.  The Guf will only bind to one of us at a time, and for the next few millennia it would be me.  And Vinny would be my guinea pig to raise.  I will hug him and squeeze him and call him George...  You get the picture.
      


      
               It wasn't really thousands of years actual.  Editors don't sit through the whole timeline.  That'd take forever.  We pop in and out wherever we need to.  I have assets in place who look after my interests when I'm not there.  All I had to do was check the situation down the time-stream, make note of where the errors occurred, and go fix those people.  
      


      
               But that brings up an interesting point.  How can I edit the timeline without creating a temporal paradox?  If I make a change to the past, fix something, then how will I know to go back and fix it if it wasn't broken in the first place because I already fixed it?  Logically I'd never make the original repair and the thing would be broken again.  Any attempts to fix it would result in a repetitive loop, right?
      


      
               Wrong.  The classic time paradox is a myth based on an over-simplified model of time.  The upper dimensions are much more diverse than you had prolly imagined.  Think of time as a single string, like a strand of thread, that's the 4th dimension.  Like a piece of string, you can only go two directions; up or down the timeline.
      


      
               Now imagine that string woven into a great, thick rope of other temporal threads similar to your own.  Each of those other strings are the alternate timelines that make up the fifth dimension.  Originally they had been your world until an event significant enough occurred to cause a split in the original thread.  Sometimes it's the result of poor editing, some occur naturally.  Regardless of the cause, there are millions of alternate timelines in the 5th dimension, all crowding one another for the finite space available.  That's where I have to be careful to not crowd the rope with too many new timelines.  There is a limit on how big our dimensional rope can be, if you exceed that volume then there will be compression and you can have dimensional spillover in places where the fabric is weakest.  Dinosaurs could again walk the Earth if I wasn't careful.
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               So that leads to the next question; how do I make any edits without overloading the dimension?  Creating an alternate timeline is not fixing the problem, it's crowding things.  So for every change we make, we have to take the new timeline and merge it back into the original thread.  Have you ever experienced DejaVu?  It's the fragments of a memory from the original timeline.  The way I merge the two timelines favors the alternate, so I am essentially paving over your experiences of the original world.  Only the time traveler is immune to the temporal influence.  Everyone else forgets the alternate world, mostly.  Me? I remember both realities.
      


      
               When it comes to why we use all of these techniques to engineer these worlds, the answer is a little more complicated.  Imagine you're making a big pot of stew, it's simmering on the stove and every now and again you give it a taste.  Right away you can tell that something's missing.  So you reach up to your spice rack and grab a few ingredients, flavoring it until it's just right.  That's essentially what I do for a living.  I commune with the Guf to get a taste of where its mind is, then I dump a few quadrillion socially engineered souls into the Guf to evolve it in a particular direction.  Each culture has their own properties and qualities.  The more of a species you needed, the more prosperous they need to be in order to be able to spread their seed across multiple planets. The trick is in ensuring that they are quality souls before their numbers are great enough for exponential growth.
      


      
               But Vinny is a relatively young galaxy.  The only space-borne races extant are those transplanted from other realms.  All of the indigenous stuff is still pretty primitive.  Lotsa plants and such, but not a lotta intelligent life that wasn't trucked in.  It may sound like a lot of souls when you consider there are 9 billion Voh, but in the big scheme of things that's a drop in the ocean to a celestial body the size of a dwarf galaxy. At this point along the timeline, the entire Voh civilization was but a toenail of Vinny's entire essence.
      


      
               Down the timeline some interesting species develop, but that's way after my tenure.  I have studied the long term plan thoroughly enough that I can be sure that my contribution fits into the overall scheme like a brick in a wall.  I wasn't the first student here, and I knew I wouldn't be the last.
      


      
               My chief management focus was the Voh.  By the time that I took over as Alpha, they were in the middle of an exponential growth spurt.  When you are talking about big numbers like these, you have to remember that with every generational tick of the clock a prosperous civilization will increase their numbers by a third or more, roughly doubling their size every 60 years.  Unimpeded, the 9 billion Voh souls already living in the galaxy would grow to 36,000,000,000 in little more than 120 years.  By the time you are turning out these kinds of astronomical numbers you need to make sure your society is on the right track or you risk flooding the Guf with idiots and assholes.  Imagine if you get to the point of a super-society and your people are still bigots, or believe in slavery, or have a poor understanding of human rights (known by the DuNai as The Rights of Life) then you have just infected the embryo.  You might as well be filling the Guf by flushing the toilet.
      


      
               So the Voh that I managed during my residency were vastly different people than I had met during the days of the KuluMata.  After their defeat at Genesis Pass, their quest for new worlds had been blunted considerably, leading them to rethink their ways.  It was this awakening that was the foundation for their green-revolution.  They had come to a point where they polluted their worlds so badly that they were having trouble reproducing.  Faced with extinction and a shrinking choice of systems to colonize, they had no choice but to clean up their act.
      


      
               But none of that would have been possible had they not been seriously liberalized by a series of campaigns.  I'd done most of it before I became the Alpha.  Ending apartheid was just one of the little housetraining steps I had to teach them along the way.  They had no bill of rights to protect themselves from their own government so as a people they were accustomed to being shit on.  I'd say the biggest challenge had been getting these knuckleheads to understand how many of the things being done to them were wrong, and that it was only their tormentors telling them the shape of their own world.  Humans are pack animals, and the natural instinct is to resist things that are different, even when they were good for you.
      


      
               Once you instill people with an understanding of basic human rights, then comes the fun part; teaching that lesson to the government.  With an oligarchy like the Voh of the nineteenth century you have to attack them from multiple angles; political, financial, and personal.  Usually in that order.  You hit the leaders hard enough where it counts and they will acquiesce.    You'd be surprised what people will do when you have a firm grip on their financial balls.  Just a squeeze every now and again to remind them who runs Bartertown, and you can get most things done without having to resort to blackmail or outright substitution.  In more than a few cases, I simply replaced politicians when they died of strokes or myocardial infarctions.  Plugging my own operative into their spot was ideal.  
      


      
               Technically I could go around giving heart attacks and replacing anyone I feel the need to trade out, but the DuNai were big believers in Karma.  Hence, killing people was something reserved for situations where there was no other alternative.  You'd be responsible for enough death and misery along the way, no need to add to that needlessly.  Usually if the obstructionists weren't polite enough to die of natural causes, I'd just pull them out of the timeline and let them live out their sorry existences in a purgatory camp or one of the frontier planets.  They'd finish their natural life as the DuNai preferred, but they'd do it somewhere out of my way.  In the meantime I had someone else sitting in their chair.
      


      
               Although I had a pretty good network of cut-outs and agents operating at all levels and branches of the government, I needed something different.  It wasn't until the Boss stopped by one afternoon to examine my work that I had a clue.
      


      
               "Have you considered that you are shaping the Voh based on your own ideals as applied to Earth?  Are you really taking this in the direction it needs or go, or just trying to create the Jetsons?" He spoke with a straight face, even as he made the Hanna-Barbera reference.
      


      
               "You're saying that I have a perspective issue?" I was trying to put into words what I felt thru the Guf.  Sometimes the things the Boss said were so subtle that you only caught a whisp of it, like that scent you just can't place.
      


      
               "That is one element of what I am saying, yes." He agreed.  "But almost your management network is composed of foreigners, off-worlders.  While they have been admirably trained, they are not of this culture, most not even of this species, and they lack some basic understandings of the people they monitor.  It colors their reports which in turn influence your decisions."
      


      
               "So I need to harvest more Voh to manage the Voh?" I hoped it was as simple as that.  I had inherited most of this crew from my brother Bara, and he had scrounged them from all over the universe.
      


      
               "I believe you already have a head start on that.  Don't you have a small collection of the Voh's finest and bravest in storage?  Over a thousand of them if I'm not mistaken." Hands clasped in front, he stood calmly waiting for my reply.
      


      
               I knew he was talking about Roxy and the crew of the Mata.  I'd just not had the heart to unpack that memory.  What do you say to someone when they wake to find out you let them be slaughtered?  How do you justify that?  Sorry man, we were making history and the director cast y'all as the victims of a massacre.  Bummer of a role, but we're good right?  
      


      
               "Don't..." I begged him with my eyes to just leave this one alone.  But I knew he wouldn't.  If the old man brought it up, then he had a goal in mind.  With DorLek there was no random water cooler conversation, he mentioned it for a reason.
      


      
               "It would only be logical to start there.  They were a loyal crew, a known-good quantity that could be counted on to perform a wide range of duties.  They have intimate understanding of Voh history and the social foundation the modern world is built upon.  Then you must consider their personal feelings." He stepped close before continuing.  "How would they feel if they knew that they were not your first choice?  That you preferred to recruit strangers over them?  Would that bode well for your relationship?"
      


      
               I considered that.  In reality I'd had this very same argument with myself more than a dozen times.  I think what I really needed at that moment was just someone to give me a little convincing.  The whole thing had me so conflicted.  I desperately wanted my sister back, but I truly felt like I just couldn't face those eyes, especially when she found out my role in all of this.  
      


      
               "Your fears are unfounded." DorLek placed a reassuring hand on my shoulder.  "When you awoke in that mountain pasture not so long ago, did you bear a grudge towards me for having allowed you to die from cancer?"
      


      
               I stopped dead at that.  He was right, I never blamed anyone but myself for my death, and even that was stupid. I didn't give myself breast cancer. So would she really be mad at me?
      


      
               "I have harvested millions of souls, and every single one of them had at least one complaint, but not once was it that I had saved their life.  Harvested beings may be upset at the separation from family, or hometown, or Mother's cooking, but never once did someone come to me and say they were unhappy with being snatched from the boat dock of the River Styx.  When I was harvested, I personally danced a small jig to discover that I was still of this world.  Those last moments had been so terrifying that the absolute relief of finding myself free from the torturer's blade had made me forget all of the other inconveniences of my situation.  I was alive and well, and that trumped every other emotion in my book." DorLek flashed me that grin of his.
      


      
               I could not help but smile at the way he had of knowing exactly what to say.  My guess is that he read me like a book thru the Guf.  In his time as a Master Trainer of Timelords he had seen thousands of students like me.  Hell, he's prolly had this very same conversation a hundred times before.  
      


      
               
      


      
        

      


      
               As an apprentice in my residency, I was expected to build my own orientation facilities for new-hires.  Consider that one of my functions as a Timelord is to find the manpower (and woman power) to maintain my network.  You need tens of thousands to manage a planet the size of Earth, and these employees need to be processed before they can be put to work.  So think of the Reception Facility as a machine where you insert raw materials, ie; good, capable people of limited technological background.  The process acclimates them to their new world while updating their technological training.  It's all very similar to Devices Training and other coursework that I went through in my early days.  Add a little smidgen of grief counseling and out of the far end of the machine comes the finished product: brand new employees, each ready to blend into their target society better than the locals.  
      


      
               But first I gotta build the place.
      


      
               I found the perfect site on the far side of the Zale Stellar Nursery.  It was a dark corner of the galaxy where no sentient beings would reach for at least a hundred-thousand standard solars.  Just a hunk of rock orbiting a young class IV star in its prime.  With a lot of debris still in the young solar system, it was easy for me to install a hydrogen drag and pull in as much of the element as possible.  Being a core component in water, I would need a lot.  The process is slow, so I go back in time a century or so and leave a few automated units working on the water problem.  By the time I actually started construction they were practically done
      


      
               After that I had Aldoo help me install a reduction unit with enough power to jump-start the planet.  He was busy finishing his internship under Dorat Tuva, so he wasn't exactly happy about spending a week doing my work.  But I'd promised to pull him out of the timeline for six months if he'd help me, so I knew he'd say yes.  Who wouldn't go for a six month vacation?  Dorat Tuva worked his students like slave-dawgs.  The old guy didn't believe in days off so I had a pretty good idea that Aldoo would be looking for a parachute right about now.  With my abilities I can drop the guy off in the recent past where he is temporarily free of his academic obligations, at least until time catches up with him again.
      


      
               With just the right genetic material, the planetoid developed nicely into a beautiful, Eden-like garden.  I have to admit that I was influenced by the classic movie The Time Machine.  (The original with Rod Taylor.)  Remember the garden the Eloi lived in?  Where the fruit grew on perfect trees and green grass carpeted the ground?  Yeah, I built that, but without any Mogwai to ruin the party.  It was a lush planet, saturated with freshwater lakes and a jungle canopy of edible fruits. 
      


      
               I took a few months of searching over my little planetoid before I found the perfect place for my rehab center.  It was a beautiful little valley with a stream passing to the east.  As I stood on the perimeter of the site, I pulled the tiniest bit of material from my pocket.  It was a known as a SMot; just a smidgen of class V morphic matter that could contain extensive programming.  I think that last part needs a little emphasis; a Dot contains some pretty fucking fantastic programming!  I've been tweaking the code in that little thing for months now, just to make sure everything was perfect.  Giving it a flick, I watch it touchdown in the thick grass.  
      


      
               The transformation starts slow as the Dot first begins the process of converting the ambient materials at the sub-atomic level.  You can see the effect wash over the landscape as countless atoms are sliced and reconfigured into a programmable polymorphic state. Wasting no time, the Dot immediately begins implementing its programming and the first buildings begin to spring up.  Slowly the entire valley is popping and growing in strange ways as houses and structures of every shape began to emerge from the ground.  The earth shakes from the fury of the activity all around me.    
      


      
               The ground rumbled as more and more of the complex sprang up throughout the valley.  In the distant foothills I can see the small buildings coming to life out of the granite that had been there.  Although I was awe inspired by the vision, I had started to grow used to the things.  But lemme tell ya, the first time I saw a SMot used, my heart skipped two beats.  If you didn't know how they worked you'd think it was hand of God kinda stuff.  Truly, it does indeed look like a miracle is happening down there.
      


      
               When it was done I just stood there with a smile on my face.  It was a sprawling complex, with thousands of luxury apartments, pools, and entertainment facilities.  Really more of a college campus.   I believed the place should be nice enough that the residents don't feel like cattle being herded into a chute.  These are valued employees, the people who do your heavy lifting.  From the start they should be taken care of.  As a manager I am always looking at the long term...really long term.  If you take care of your talent, then you can get hundreds of years out of them.  Meexon had been with the Boss for several millennia.  Bara told me that a few of the guys who still work for DorLek predated humanity.  Seriously, they'd been working for the Boss since before the invention of humans.  A smart Timelord knows to take care of those kinda guys.
      


      
               The facilities were so complete that it included the ability to project hundreds of housekeepers like Didra at a single time.  Food grew on every tree, and there was no need to go anywhere in a hurry.  This was a place for people to come to terms with their own death while preparing for a new career.  People still suffer from PTSD in the future; we just understand how to deal with it better.  
      


      
               I had fussed over the details for weeks after it was complete.  I'd even taken the time to spend a few nights sleeping in the various apartments and condos just to make sure they were perfect.  It was stupid since the place was morphic; you could correct your flaws anytime you needed to.  The whole structure was designed to grow with their needs.  Really, I was just delaying the inevitable...procrastinating.
      


      
               Finally after running out of excuses to delay the event any further, I tapped the smooth surface of the matter buffer and released the crew en masse.  With a collective gasp, 1106 crew members of the KuluMata each responded to the last thing they had experienced.  More than a few screamed, a few more collapsed to the ground with a housekeeper there to help let them down gently.  
      


      
               I had labored for years on how to place them, but in the end I knew there was one person that Roxy needed to see first when she woke up.  Standing no more than three feet away was Tech Lieutenant Rogars, still wearing his wedding ring.  Once they saw each other, the emotions were so powerful that I could feel them right through the Guf.  It made me happy, envious, and proud all at the same time.  Up until that moment when I tasted their true love, I hadn't realized just how lonely I was.  It had been years since I had felt anything but professional detachment.  People I met were just blocks to be rearranged...or tools to be used.  Even with perfect memory, I had forgotten what it felt like to be held.  I so dearly wanted what they had.  Who wouldn't?  It was like a page from a fairy tale.  I'd felt that way once, but he was gone now.  Even if I found my way home he would still be lost to me.  The Guf does not like to return that which is already in its possession.
      


      
               In the months that followed, the survivors learned to cope with their ordeal.  Many of them never even knew they were dead, but others could still remember the last seconds as their body swelled painfully in the vacuum of space. People died in different ways, some more traumatic than others.  At the same time that the shrinks are pounding out the dents in their heads, the entire crew is working hard on mastering their new skill sets.  Every part of the process is meant to be cathartic. 
      


      
               I knew that Aldoo would go straight back to Veena and tell her what I was doing.  Not that he was particularly blabby, it's that my sister would interrogate him as soon as she saw him.  So as you can guess, word that Roxy was out of deep freeze brought Veena in.  It was nice to get the three of us, no, four now with Meesha, to get us all together again.  It had been years since I socialized, let alone hit Colbai with the girlfriends.  Yeah, we painted their atmosphere red.  Veena still knew the best places in the galaxy, and with Meesha as our designated driver, we were free to get as stupid as we wanted.
      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          

        


        Holocaust


        
                 
        


        
                 
        


        
                 The building was dank and smelled of death.  Already there were dozens of bodies littering the floor in every direction.  The ethnic cleansing had been in effect for days now, with squads of Tipputh stormtroopers taking turns with the grisly business of exterminating the Euro.  Were I another kind of person, I might have marveled at how organized this assembly line of death had been.  At this rate the station I was standing in could murder ten thousand a day, as long as they can dig the mass graves fast enough.  That had been one of their few oversights of their system; no bulldozers or heavy equipment so the bodies were being stacked outside for the Volos to eat.
        


        
                 I don't know how I stood it, how I was able to stand by and literally witness thousands of these executions.  Sometimes they'd march entire families into the killing room.  Then fifteen seconds later a crew would carry the bodies out the back door.  That was assuming that the executioners weren't sidetracked by an attractive Euro female.  Whenever that happened, they usually took a rape-break while the entire crew sexually assaulted her in turn, usually while the family watched.  Once they were done, she'd be stabbed to death, or sometimes even stomped to death.  All the while the Tipputh Stormtroopers would be laughing and carrying on merrily.  A few of these guys would laugh so hard that they'd get a stitch in the side; doubled over with laughter while butchering women and children.  
        


        
                 But then, I'd seen this all before.  One of my first MoTi experiences had been the massacre at Vladistar.  I'd witnessed the death of the KuluMata, and watched Goarn tear itself apart during the Civic Revolution.  But even among these atrocities, the Tipputh really distinguished themselves today.  With hundreds of these killing factories set up all over the region, they would eradicate the last of their ethnic foes within a few weeks.  Oooo, they were laughing now, but those smiles would be gone when it was my turn.
        


        
                 I blinked involuntarily as I watched them run a sword through a small child and the mother that clutched him.  Penetrating both beings through their lung sacks, there was no scream from either as they sagged to the ground in agony.  The Tipputh had preferred the edged weapons because it revealed less of their activity to the masses waiting outside for their own turn.  If the victims being held outside heard the familiar sound of blaster fire, they'd be harder to keep corralled, and that would hurt efficiency.  These fucking cocksmokes had thought of everything.
        


        
                 I watch the light leave their eyes before I use one of the buffers in my pocket to harvest them.  Leaving an exact duplicate in their place while fully phased, I was invisible to the Tipputh as they went about their way happily.  
        


        
                 There was one of them, the guy with the pigtails, who stood out even among this group of sociopaths.  DenGal Moc, Grand-sergeant of the 55th Infantry.  For him it wasn't enough that the victims died painfully.  This asshole would go out of his way to inflict pain.  If any prisoner ever looked him in the eye as he walked past, then that Euro was pulled out of line and beaten to death right then and there for all to see.  He was also fond of blinding the parents while their children looked on.  But the Grand Sergeant's greatest accomplishment had been six weeks earlier when they cleansed Dumbrusk.  He had ordered his engineers to build a massive machine called the Euro-processor.  Intended to speed up the job, the device was nothing more than a giant wood chipper.  Seriously, they were dropping people into a huge paper shredder.  Not only that, but it was written policy that Euros were to be dropped into the device feet first.  Yeah, he was that kinda guy.  The Grand Sergeant ran ten thousand screaming Euro through the Processor.  Their green blood ran like a river in the streets.  Luckily an enemy mortar finally landed on the giant woodchipper and destroyed it, killing the operator in the process.  
        


        
                 I admit; I did help steer that mortar shell a little.
        


        
                 You see, I was there to retrieve a stockpile of genetic material for future colonization.  This was something that Editors did all the time; harvest the dead.  I was about to begin working on my thesis and calculations showed that I would need a lot of material to work with.  To this end I would need to create my own library of biological specimens.  You never knew what kind of seasonings you might need down the road when you're making your galactic soufflé.  Every species has a different flavor to them, and it was good to keep a well-stocked spice rack. 
        


        
                 So under instructions from the Boss, I was taking advantage of the situation and harvesting souls while they were on sale.  Timelords are always drawn to these mass-death scenarios because it makes our job easier by allowing us to gather volunteers en masse.  The only downside is standing in blood for three days with a buncha mass murderers.  Once I reached ten thousand harvested, I decided that was all I could take.  After that I loaded them all into a sub-space depository I'd built.  The device would hold them in stasis and free from any molecular degradation for thousands of years.  It might be a while before I need to use them, so they'd need to be properly stored if I wanted viable samples.  But there I go thinking like a flatlander again. In the temporal scheme of things, they'd probably be picked up by a future-me in two minutes.  The event is bookmarked in my Onkx so I'll just come right back to that exact spot in time and space when I need colonists.
        


        
                 Anyhow, once I was done harvesting, the next step was to follow the timeline and go find those sumbitches of the 55th once history had forgotten about them.  It took a few weeks, but finally I tracked 'em all down, including the Grand Sergeant himself.  I looked forward to harvesting them.
        


        
                 So what'd I do with them?  For starters, I modified their skin and lungs to make them fireproof, but I left their central nervous system stock.  After that I threw the whole lot of them into a coliseum I built, way in the back of the Boss's house.  With them standing down below like gladiators in a ring, I took a few minutes to monologue to them about the severity of their sins and why they were here.  I even imparted some MoTi memories so they would know I wasn't gonna fall for their claims of mistaken identity.  Ooooh, I was enjoying it.  These guys were gonna feel the wrath.  I waited until the Grand Sergeant started talking his racist trash, and that's when I set the ring on fire, all of it.
        


        
                 Now, it's true that with my abilities at that point, I could just as easily have made the whole event occur in their mind and saved the effort of building all this stuff.  Yep, I coulda, but then what would I watch while I ate my popcorn?  Mmmmm.  Extra butter.  It felt good to watch them squirm in the flames below.  The pain would last as long as the fire, but they would never burn up or die from it.  They each deserved a thousand deaths, or more.  Really I just lost track of time as I sat there munching on popcorn and watching the assholes of the 55th being boiled in plasma.  After spending days in their company, and having witnessed their wanton cruelty, it felt almost therapeutic to see them writhing in agony.
        


        
                 I was halfway through my popcorn when I realized that the Boss was there, sitting in the balcony right next to me.  As soon as I noticed he was there, I sat bolt upright.  I'd been so pissed off at these guys that it never even occurred to me that what I was doing may not be right.  But the minute I looked at DorLek's expression, I knew he was gonna have some kind of objection.  The DuNai do not issue a fully enabled Onkx' to sociopaths and axe murderers.  Apparently they also frown on deep frying.
        


        
                 "But they murdered thousands!" I tried to defend myself and sent him the images that had been rattling around in my brain for the last month.
        


        
                 "There is no dispute that they are evil men." DorLek nodded understandably as he looked me in the eyes.
        


        
                 "I am not gonna let those guys into my Guf unless they have paid some penance.  They got off Scott-free." Even though I knew it was a losing battle, I kept at it hoping that the Boss would at least allow me a few concessions.  I could tell by that look in his eyes, I knew there would be a lesson in this somewhere.  With a wave of my hand I shut down the fire, leaving the men writhing on the ground. 
        


        
                 "Examine the equation." He directed me.  "So you take these horrible men, torture them until they are stark raving mad, then release them into your Guf?  If their presence bothers you that much then erase them, but never resort to this.  As an Editor you must take every precaution to keep yourself from becoming corrupted."
        


        
                 "But they deserve to be punished for what they did.  Erasing them is too easy, just ffffftt and they're gone from all existence.  They deserve to feel what all those people felt, those thousands of people, standing in line with their children and their parents, these assholes need to feel every bit of that." I moped as I felt tired right down to my bones.  When the Boss put a hand on my shoulder I could feel his mind in mine as he helped me gain control of the memories that were running rampant everywhere.  As he worked, slowly boxing up each of those images, I could feel the calm wash over me.  I had been unable to see it myself, but my own absolute recall had taken me into a processing loop as thousands of memories flooded my active memory.  I felt like a home computer with a virus or unresponsive program.  I had just experienced the downside of absolute recall; if you failed to manage it properly, it could drive you stark raving mad.
        


        
                 "Look," he changed tone once I was in a better place, "There are ways to deal with these types.  You could blank them, make them start over as infants and do it right this time."
        


        
                 "Why would I give a new life to a guy who ended so many lives prematurely?  Seriously." I wasn't sold on that idea at all.
        


        
                 "Then do this." With a touch, the Boss converted me to a Tipputh Stormtrooper.  Then in a series of flashes, I saw him down in the arena changing each of the soldiers into something new.  When I got down there myself I could see clearly what he had in mind.  With a smile, I agreed to the Boss's plan.  
        


        
                 The sentry stopped us as we reached the perimeter of the death camp.  With its walls of wreckage and smashed vehicles, the area was really just a containment area for prisoners.  
        


        
                 "We are here with a fresh load of those filthy Eurotrash." I scowled as I gestured to the mass of ethnic prisoners behind me.  The three dozen guards that herded them at gun point were all me, pulled out of the timeline and morphed to look like Storm troopers.
        


        
                 "Good!" The gate guard replied happily.  "The engineers have built a device to speed up the process.  It will be exciting to watch it being used, no?  Welcome to camp Dumbrusk." Opening the gate graciously, he bid us entry with a smile.
        


        
                 As my duplicates herded the prisoners past, I gave a smile to the short man who shepherded his wife and children along fearfully.  Until about an hour ago, he had been a Grand Sergeant.  I could tell by the look in his eyes that he knew exactly where he was.  Wearing the skin of a Euro, he also knew what was in store for him.  It pleased me greatly to know that the only people who would be sent through the Grand Sergeant's Euro-chipper would be the murderers themselves.  Once that was done the machine would be destroyed by a stray mortar round.  Maybe stray is the wrong word...
        


        
                 Now the parents in the audience will immediately point out that I also sent their wives and children into the wood chipper too.  Seems like a pretty awful thing, right?  Well don't get your boxers in a bunch; Meesha played the role of women and children.  Her new design allows her multiplicity.  One Meesha can be nine separate beings.  I took the extra time to drop her in dozens of times just to really round out the whole experience for the Sergeant and his men.  I wanted them to know what it was like to be beaten, tortured, and butchered with their families by their side.  Though it was cruel, it met the DuNai standard for karma.   Technically they would execute themselves.
        


        
                 "It's just an attitude adjustment," I sang the words to an old Bosephus tune my Daddy used to play all the time.
        


        
                 "Just one appointment straightened him right out." One of my other selves grinned as she strolled past with her Shock rifle at the ready.  In the distance the first lucky Euros were being selected to test the new killing device dreamt up by the regiment's senior NCO.  Soon their green blood would paint the streets.
        


        
                 
        


        
                 
        


        
                 I think it started when I was standing on that rogue moon, out near Acus.  I'd been there a long time just looking up at the night sky with my enhanced eyes and wondering if maybe one of the globs of light I was watching couldn't be home.  I remember seeing an artist's rendering of how scientists thought the Milky Way looked, but who knows how accurate that was.  Honestly, would you know your own galaxy if you saw it from the outside?  Prolly not.  Besides, it didn't always look the way it did when I was alive.  Most likely it started out as a fast spinning irregular galaxy, pulled in a few proto-galaxies, globular clusters, and dwarf galaxies, stretching them into long radial arms until it was the pinwheel I would have been used to seeing.  I could be anywhere along that timeline.  Still, what would it hurt to check out a few...
        


        
                 So I jumped to a couple of the spiral galaxies, just to see what they were about.  No other reason, just jumped in and talked to the Guf for a few minutes.  The first was too big, the second too small, but the third...never mind, none of 'em were my bowl of porridge.  So I went back to work.
        


        
                 I was engineering a societal shift towards a pure democracy in the Elgin system when I caught myself staring skyward again.  At maximum magnification, I could make out three spiral galaxies.  Instinctively I made the three jumps, each time coming up short.  They were some fascinating places, but they weren't mine.  More than once I was met by the regional Timelord who had detected my wake as soon as I entered his domain.  None were surprised; they had all made the same quest themselves, once upon a time when they too were apprentices.  
        


        
                 One of the Editors took me home for dinner.  I was surprised at how simply he lived.  His house, where he dwelt with his wife and six kids, was a grass hut.  It was like a shack on the beach.  I felt like I was on the Don Ho show.  Bright white sand, and an ocean made of ammonia.  This place was like Hawaii in a litter box.  
        


        
                 When I asked him why he lived this way, he said that it kept him more in-tune with his people.  
        


        
                 "Back when I first took over this galaxy, the first few centuries I could have advanced faster if I had not sequestered myself in a mansion away from all that I govern.  How am I to have any perspective if I do not even live in the same realm as my charges?" He offered me fish and flatbread in a basket.  The local catch was fantastic, assuming you were biomorphically altered to be able to digest a fish that swam in a sea of ammonia. Otherwise it'd be like eating a sponge soaked in Windex.
        


        
                 I considered his advice, it really hit home for me.  The last few years I had taken to living at the core of an asteroid.  There were no doors to the place, no way in without an Onkx, and shielded against prying eyes.  I guess you could say that I had completely insulated myself from the rest of the universe. 
        


        
                 I thanked him for the nickel tour and went back to work.  But within a week I started randomly dropping out of the timeline and jumping to distant galaxies again.  
        


        
                 What was different this time was that once I got out there, I saw more spiral galaxies in the distance.  Before I knew it I was jumping to those places and chatting up the Guf to see if I recognized it.  You gotta remember that I had no idea where along the timeline I was in relation to where I came from.  I could meet my own galaxy in its final stages and not recognize it, or I could be too early, and I'd just be talking to a stone-age Guf that demands worship and servitude.  Remember that I really only knew my own Guf during that brief era known as my life. I was worried that I might not recognize it if I was a few billion years too early. 
        


        
                 See, the quandary I was in was that I knew from my training that the universe was waaaaay older than human scientists had estimated.  It's not their fault, they just can't see anything but their own tiny little corner of the universe.  If they could have peered further into the abyss, they would have seen that the galactic expansion rate is not constant.  The closer you get to the center of the universe, the slower that galaxies are moving away from one another due to the quantum temporal dilation in that region.  So for all I know, the Milky Way might not even exist yet.  I could be that far back, I really had no idea.
        


        
                 Jumping time and again, it all started to turn into a blur.  I visited thousands of new galaxies before I stopped long enough to even recharge.  I was frazzled from the constant anticipation, followed by the disappointment as I began to hear the whispers of what was out there.  Sometimes it was obvious right away.  Almost as if there was a buncha feedback in your head every time the local Guf spoke.  You knew from the din that this was definitely not home.  Other times there would be something so familiar about it, but in the end it was always the wrong place.
        


        
                 I would drag myself back to work time and again, but then within a few days I was off jumping around strange galaxies.  I don't know what it was, but I seemed to feel this maniacal urge to go looking for home.  These trips went from days to months to years.  Sure, I was getting my residency done, no problems.  When I drop out of the timeline, I can step right back in later in as if I was never gone.  No one notices, except maybe the Boss.  He notices everything, even if he never says anything about it.
        


        
                 It was Bara who informed me that the DuNai had a word for what I was doing.  It was Siorr; the quest for home.  We all did it eventually.  It was one of the most daunting tasks we had to complete as apprentices.  
        


        
                 "Yeah, a lotta people get a little stir-crazy." Bara laughed as he wiped froth off of his hairy mouth.  "I once tried to find home in a Slipspeed class ship."
        


        
                 I laughed to think of him trying to get anywhere with a .99L capable ship.  It'd take centuries just to get to the next quadrant.  That was a clear sign of desperation.
        


        
                 "Yup, then I went AWOL for like twenty years during my residency.  Just dropped off the charts and ran a sequential grid pattern search." He snickered at the thought, "I did millions of galaxies, literally.  I would plot courses that took me right through or near multiple clusters and just listen to the Guf as I went by.  But that's a crazy way to do it, statistically speaking." He said the words mindlessly.
        


        
                 I was surprised by his appraisal of the grid system.  I had just been thinking it sounded like a really good idea.  
        


        
                 "What's better than an organized search pattern?" I asked him as my mind reran the scenario.  Was there another way I didn't know about?
        


        
                 "You'll figure it out, or you'll go insane trying, like Crazy Lester from Red Cauldron Galaxy.  He's not really the Timelord for that domain, but he could never find his own home galaxy so he just adopted one that wasn't claimed yet."
        


        
                 "Bullshit." I raised an eyebrow.  I'd heard the urban legend of Crazy Lester.  He was the DuNai equivalent of the man with the hook at the lover's lookout.  Myth told to screw with apprentices' heads, nothing more.
        


        
                 "I don't know why you'd say that, of all people." He sucked down some more beer before having Shanti fill up the mug again.
        


        
                 I halted as I gave that a thought. Looking my brother Bara over I could see that he was bursting to reveal a secret.  For a guy who was over two thousand years old, he sure acted like a big kid sometimes.  Figuring he'd keep at it until I asked, I just went ahead and cut to the chase.
        


        
                 "Okay, I'll bite.  Why would I be the last person to call Crazy Lester an urban myth?" I stood hands on hips as I waited.
        


        
                 "You're the one who met him." He chided me, waiting for me to put it together.
        


        
                 "The beach bum?" I was surprised when it occurred to me.  
        


        
                 "That's the one.  He actually runs a pretty good galaxy, even if it's not his own." Bara nodded approvingly.
        


        
                 "That was Crazy Lester? No shit?" I pondered that another minute.  It had all seemed so idyllic there on the beach, and everyone was sooo golden and Californian.  So that was the legendary Editor who never found his way home.  Gave up, quit looking, just pitched a tent and hung out a shingle.  Crazy.
        


        
                 "So this taking off looking for home is normal?" I asked Bara, just to be sure.  "I dropped out for seven years the other day.  I was clear out by Epsilon Major when I finally quit."
        


        
                 "You should read Master Mandrake's guide to the known galaxies.  Just sync it up with your Onkx and whenever you get to a new place it can recommend sites to see.  There're some really great restaurants in Epsilon if you know which eon to visit.  I mean, as long as you're there, might as well grab a bite.  Not like you gotta worry about getting fat." My hairy brother nodded enthusiastically at the idea. 
        


        
                 "I already use Bolgers' catalog.  It's got more stars in the database, and the management links are updated properly.  I like to know whose galaxy I'm in." With my feet on a cushion, I found a spot on the padded floor of his cave.  It was really quite comfortable, like the whole place was lined with memory foam.  More than once I had dozed off on that floor after a few glasses of Cree.  You had to be careful though.  Bara was a practical joker and known to morph people into something disgusting while they were sleeping or passed out on his floor.  I'd woken up a rock one time.  A fucking rock!  It took me a half hour to figure out how to unlock whatever he had done.  
        


        
                 "But Bolgers' doesn't have the granular stuff, like the best bars or the fanciest hotels, or the fastest ships.  Bolger's is all that anthropological stuff, how many varieties of monkeys are on each planet, or where you can find betahydrobenzine in plentiful amounts.  Cool stuff like that.  No, seriously.  If you are going to go on the long trips then you need to pace yourself, take the time to smell the roses, or you'll burn out and buy a condo on a beach that smells like cat pee.  Y'know?" He tried to show me he was serious.
        


        
                 "But you said he was a pretty good Lord?" I was surprised at the change in attitude.
        


        
                 "Well, things weren't always so easy for Lester.  He took a lotta flack from the DuNai about what he did.  It was unheard of.  There had been guys who looked for home for thousands of years before finding it, and if it took that long then so be it!  That was the final test.  Ultimately he had to agree to manage as the caretaker until the true prophet for that galaxy is born.  Once that happens he trains the new guy, and back out on the road.  Y'know, Lester tried the grid system too.  Hundreds of solars he spent out there looking.  Went a little crazy, he did."
        


        
                 What's wrong with a grid search?" I was still wondering why such a logical approach would be a bad idea.
        


        
                 It was about five years later when I finally understood the flaw of a grid search.  There are trillions of galaxies.  There were some Lords who said if you looked at the universe from far enough away, that it looked like a giant pinwheel, with long strands of super-clusters stretched out behind the main disc.  I dunno about all that, but I do know that if I took ten minutes on every stop, I could be galaxy hopping for a million years or more only to find I wasn't even on the right side of the universe.  Yes, the place if that big. Five years of tireless searching amounted to a teeny little box of space on the far side of the charted universe.  1632 super clusters, more than a million galaxies, and it was but a drop in the Pacific Ocean.  
        


        
                 Basically, I needed to find a better system, that's what I needed to do, because the grid system is for the birds.
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                   Branson Freeh had never been a courageous being.  In fact it was his cowardice that had gotten him into the fix he was in.  
          


          
                   Fearing combat, he had enlisted in the Covert Ministry when war broke out between Elsor and Dar.  After months of training as a deep-penetration operative, and injected with an experimental morphic serum, he was sent to infiltrate the enemy infrastructure at Dombursk.
          


          
                   But a frightening thought occurred to Branson Freeh as he piloted the small craft towards his first assignment: spies were executed.  If he were captured there was no hope of being held as a POW, he would be summarily hanged for his crime.  Such a detail made him reduce speed as he considered that with his newfound morphic abilities he could go anywhere he wanted and blend in.  So like a bullet, he turned that shuttle around and headed for neutral space.
          


          
                   But the road to hell is paved with good intentions, and his flight through open space did not go unnoticed.  Both the Elsorian and Darian fleets noticed the tiny craft slipping away at top speed.  Once the Dar saw their spy fleeing, they moved to intercept.  But when Elsorian commanders saw their enemy pursuing one of their own craft they could not help but be intrigued.  If this little shuttle was so important to the Dar then it was bound to be valuable to their enemy, right?  Ordering their own ships forward, the Elsonians engaged the Dar en masse.
          


          
                   Branson was sure he would be captured by one side or the other.  Either faction would execute him.  The only difference was that the Dar would torture him first, and the Elsor would dissect him.  Both prospects terrified the cowardly little mammal.
          


          
                   But just when the fighters were almost within weapons range, the Elsor commanders detonated their latest weapon; Gomus47.  The simple device created a powerful shockwave that expanded outwards at nearly .7L.  The effect was magnificent as the weapon essentially used harmonic distortion to shred everything in its wake, including battleships.
          


          
                   Fleeing as fast as the tiny craft would go, Branson was fortunate that the shockwave had slowed to .4L by the time it snapped his tiny craft about and tossed it towards deep space.  Spinning out of control, he was quickly rendered unconscious by the inertial forces.  
          


          
                   While a human from Earth thinks of interstellar travel in terms of great distances, the same cannot be said for the residents of globular clusters.  In these dense environments the distance between star systems can be surprisingly small.  There may be thousands of stars within a lifetime's travel at sub-light speeds.  Densely packed, stellar and globular clusters are exciting places to live.  Sort of the galactic version of Hell's Kitchen.
          


          
                   What had started out as an old fashioned military desertion quickly turned into a long and frigid plunge into unknown space. The automated systems had managed to stabilize the ship but expended significant energy in the process.  Add to that the fact that he was still hurtling through space at an astounding rate, much faster than the ship was designed to travel.  Already he was outside of anything covered by his charts.  It terrified him, the thought of dying there in space all alone.  As the cowardly former spy worked his way through the six stages of grief, he discovered a small religious book in the glove compartment.  Reading through the pages of scripture, he desperately tried to reach out to the god he had never really believed in.  But like many facing death, he offered more than a few bargains to the eternal deity.  Sure, he would change his ways, stop drinking, stop smoking Mota, be a better citizen...the usual promises.
          


          
                   As the ship's energy reserves were slowly depleted, Branson sat praying in the frigid cockpit as he finally accepted his fate.  As difficult as it had been to face his true self, he knew that he was here because of his own cowardice.  In essence, he deserved his fate and he knew it.  It was here in these last few seconds of life support that he accepted death.  As the last of the nitrogen ran out, he offered the Gods one last deal; he would willingly become an instrument of the Lord, spreading the word just as MaraGono had done in the first era.  Surrendering his fate to the ethereal, he was about to blackout when the dim glow of a solar disk became visible. 
          


          
                   It was sheer luck that allowed Branson to set down in one piece on a small planetoid orbiting one of the binary stars in the Testis system.  Even more amazing had been that his morphic body had been able to adapt to the harsh environment.  
          


          
                   Having come down in a streak of light, his arrival had attracted more than a little attention from the locals.  He'd barely had a chance to stagger out of the craft before he saw them coming in the distance.  Adapting quickly, he hoped the shadows would conceal imperfections in his morph.  It was difficult to replicate a species you had only seen at a distance.  
          


          
                   It all seemed to swirl before him as Branson watched the Croh female in the tall headdress shout and point angrily to him.  All around him there were sharpened spears just inches away, ready to skewer him at any second.  Yet, the warriors stood at the ready as if waiting for a command.  Still shouting obscenities, the female with the big hat shook the collection of trinkets that hung around her neck.  Clearly she wanted Branson dead for some reason.  
          


          
                   It was when the line of warriors parted for the elder that it all came into focus for Branson.  The little guy was the Chief, and the soldiers answered to him.  The female screaming at him was the local Shaman.  Trained in espionage, he immediately realized that she would view him as a threat.  She had a good thing going on there, and now this stranger appears in a manner commensurate of a God?  No, Branson knew that there would be no living with this woman.  But how did he remove her from the equation without being stabbed a thousand times?
          


          
                   Looking to the real power, he turned his attention to the Chief.  Pulling a military ID card from his pocket, he presented it to the aging Croh as a gift.
          


          
                   "That's a real Century-Gate ID card right there.  One of those will get you in the front door." He reassured the elder, knowing that it mattered not what he said, only how he said it.  His tones and inflections would be all the Croh would understand of his language.  In a sense he was really just pantomiming.  But they'd get the general idea.
          


          
                   Shocked by the shiny card that reflected a colorful spectrum of light, the Chief showed pleasant surprise.  He seemed fascinated by the small rectangle of polycarbonate.
          


          
                   "I am Branson Freeh." He introduced himself with a bow before turning to the crowd to repeat his name a second time.  There was a murmuring as several tried to repeat the sound unsuccessfully.
          


          
                   "I have come to you from afar to teach you the scripture of Branson." Slowly, and mindful of the spears, he plucked the small Gurat from his pocket.  Opening it to page seventeen, he showed the Chief an etching of beings worshiping a solar deity.  
          


          
                   With a smile of agreement, the Chief happily pointed to the glowing orb in the picture and spoke one word; "Clorba!"
          


          
                   The crowd murmured the name in response, all  but the Shaman, who stood glaring at Branson with daggers in her eyes.
          


          
                   "I..." Branson gestured to himself, "was sent by Clorba." Gesturing to the sun above, he repeated the motion several times to let them know his origin was their sun. He knew better than to claim to be Clorba himself.  That would be an unsupportable identity.  But Emissary of the Gods was within his wheelhouse.
          


          
                   Immediately the Shaman screeched and pointed at Branson.
          


          
                   "Chuma! Ost mae Chuma!" Her sharpened nails were just inches away as she decried him for a demon. 
          


          
                   Although Branson had little understanding of their language, he knew from contextual use that Chuma was not a good thing to be.  Shaking his head slowly, he took the time to gesture first to himself, then to the heavens above.  Next, he showed the small picture to the warriors that stood with their spears at the ready.  The etching was simple enough that even those behind the soldiers could make out the relatively familiar scene. Like most early races, the Croh worshipped the sun.  
          


          
                   Really it's not an entirely illogical concept; sun worshiping, that is.  Every molecule in your body exists because of that burning ball of plasma in the sky.  Sol is the furnace in which the complex atomic materials that are our world were originally manufactured.  Additionally, life as we know it could not exist on Earth without the sun. Without Sol to warm the Earth or shower the plants with its solar rays, the whole planet would be a frozen ball of ice.  So if you are looking for your true maker, just look up at noon every day.  But back to the story...
          


          
                   "Branson Freeh, is sent to you by Clorba above," he stretched his arms out to the sky in an almost theatrical manner before  turning to point at the Shaman.  "Chuma!  By the power of Clorba I vanquish you to hell!" 
          


          
                   Although the accusation surprised the crowd, it was the energy blast that emanated from Branson's third arm that truly held their attention.  Seeing the beam reach out and vaporize the Shaman removed any further doubt of his divine nature.  In truth, Branson had simply used the standard-issue disruptor strapped to his forearm.  All spies were equipped with one for antiseptic assassinations.  It was the tool that would have facilitated his entire mission; delete his target and take over his life.  After all, there's no messy cleanup with a disruptor. 
          


          
                   Wasting no time, the former espionage agent plucked up the Shaman's headdress before placing it on his own head.  Giving them a few seconds to absorb what they had just seen, Branson next stepped forward purposefully as he used a bare hand to slowly push down the tip of a spear.  Gesturing for them to lower their weapons, there was a second of indecision before they obeyed on their own.  Only two of the warriors had even bothered to look to the Chief for permission, the rest simply complied with Branson's order.  
          


          
                   In the weeks that followed, Branson used his training to thoroughly infiltrate the local scene.  Moving into the Shaman's old house, he quickly threw out her collection of idols and dogmatic scribbling.  The Croh were in their infancy of written text, and it was usually just the ruling classes that had any literacy at all.  Still, it was not difficult for the trained intelligence officer to grasp their simple text and even expand it greatly.
          


          
                   Within a year he had already begun to unfold his own brand of scripture.  Drawing from multiple religious texts he had harvested from the wrecked shuttle's database, he custom-designed a spiritual system that put him at the top of the organization.  Carefully, he had been recruiting the most liberal-minded of the local youth to his inner circle.  As his influence grew to the surrounding villages, Branson Freeh was on the verge of completely changing the structure of Croh religion when he drew the attention of the Muldiva.  These self-appointed guardians of the old faiths had no intention of permitting his blasphemy.  Think of them as the church's private mob.
          


          
                   Like any organized thugs, the Muldiva took the direct approach right away.  I was shadowing Branson when I spotted the first assassin, sitting in the third row with a hard look on his face.  I managed a flicker of a smile as I thought about how this guy was about to have the surprise of his life.
          


          
                   Now lemme pause here and explain something before I go any farther.  I don't want anyone thinking that we Temporal Editors do all this stuff on the fly, making it up as we go like action heroes in a Hollywood movie.  Before that very moment I had been up and down the timeline prolly a hundred times.  The entire landscape was riddled with sensors and scanners, and I had an army of Sociologists and other PHDs scattered throughout the timeline feeding me reports.  Also, I had visited 67 different alternate dimensions and examined the data from those worlds so I had a pretty concrete idea of how this would all work out in the end.   A Timelord doesn't take a crap without thoroughly researching it.  Easily 90% of my work is pure Causation.  Deciding what needs to be changed is really the bulk of my work.  Before I start stomping on butterflies I do years and years of research.
          


          
                   Back to Branson and his date with death.  I knew that if I didn't intervene the guy would be cut open in front of fifty parishioners gathered under a sacred MulTew tree.  It would utterly end the religious reform movement and set me back fifty years.  But the DuNai have their own way of doing things. My goal today wasn't to just save the guy, but to take the event and turn it to my own devices.
          


          
                   Fully phased, I was standing next to Branson when the assassin stood, drew a massive bone-dagger, and screamed something about blasphemy.  Most of the people gathered there recognized this guy right away.  Mosa Nol was a notorious enforcer for the Muldiva.  The guy had killed more people than cancer.
          


          
                   "Brother, our faith respects your religious beliefs.  We do not denigrate your Gods.  Please respect ours." Holding out a hand, Branson felt absolute confidence as I blasted him with happy aural energy to overcome his natural tendency towards cowardice.  I needed homeboy to stand his ground without pissing his diaper.
          


          
                   Paying no heed, Mosa Nol charged with murderous rage in his optical clusters.  I waited until he was just short of Branson when I diverted some of my energy to halt him.  With just a touch I imparted an image of eternal salvation into Mosa's mind, leaving him stunned mid-attack.  It was quite a scene with the murderer seemingly dumbfounded by Branson's powers.  It only took a few seconds for me to completely saturate the assassin with Emanations of a spiritual nature.  Between the Hollywood movie running in his head, and the aural energy he was being bathed in, Mosa Nol experienced a complete religious revelation.  Using the Guf, I took my time to trigger many of his worst deeds, replaying those memories in his head, but thru the eyes of his victims.  Wrapping him up in a temporally dilated field, I kept him in there for days and days as he was forced to witness horrors of his own making.  To onlookers, his entire ordeal only lasted a few seconds, but to Mosa it was one never-ending nightmare.  
          


          
                   Dropping the dagger to the ground in a clatter, he fell to his knees before begging forgiveness for the evil in his heart.  Mosa sobbed openly, something rarely seen in their society, and certainly never from a sociopath like him.  
          


          
                   Branson's legend only grew as word spread that his first apostle was Mosa Nol.  After the corrective work I had done in the assassin's brain, he now had the capacity to see the atrocities he had inflicted; essentially I gave him a working conscience.  After the spiritual epiphany I had orchestrated in his head, the guy became a devout follower of Branson, and his right hand man.  Oh the buzz that created in Croh society.  People started to say he was a miracle worker if he could turn someone like Mosa.
          


          
                   But the Moldiva weren't about to give up that easily.  See, what you have to remember is that in pre-industrial societies one of the best ways to maintain control is religion.  Branson's liberal new faith didn't just cut into their business, it threatened their power base.  In fact, in Branson's vision of the future, followers would be much less dependent on the local Shaman for their day to day needs.  As you can guess, this did not sit well with those already in power.  These were witch doctors who ruled their domains with dictatorial fists.  They sure as hell weren't gonna let some new kid come in here and take all that away.  Worse yet, they feared he could expose them for the poseurs they really were.  For the most part, the Shaman on this planet were nothing more than confidence men, leaches on their own society.  Very little actual medicine was practiced by these guys.  But their dogma infected nearly every part of your daily life.  From praying at first dawn, to dinner prayers, and lunchtime sacrifice, and Solday services...even the clothes you wore.  
          


          
                   Initially Branson was surprised by the whole Mosa thing.  He had no way of knowing what I had done, or even that I was there in the first place.  Fully phased I was essentially invisible to anyone without DuNai eyes.  So it wasn't long before he started to believe his own press.  Especially when I engineered a few more miracles.
          


          
                   See, Branson didn't know about the DuNai or our mission.  Branson didn't even know I was pulling his strings at every turn.  But the deal is that the DuNai frown on Editors posing as deities because they find it blasphemous to impersonate the Maker.  It's not a law or anything, just contrary to the philosophy we live by.  Playing God is a slippery slope for Timelords, one we prefer to not tread on.
          


          
                   However, there is no prohibition on using some con artist who conveniently staggered into my scenario.  Nope, none at all.  It was just dumb luck that his ship crash landed here, I really had nothing to do with it.  I discovered the event while I was studying the timeline and decided that it was perfect for my needs.  The way I figure it, since he shoulda been killed by the first assassin, the guy was living on borrowed time that I had given him.  So, I felt no pangs of remorse for using the guy like a marionette.  
          


          
                   
          


          
                   
          


          
                   The next time, the Muldiva sent three assassins.  Confident that they would be successful this time, one of the Muldiva ring leaders was actually present in the audience.  His desire for a front row seat irritated me, so I planned something karmic for him.
          


          
                   They waited until the end of the service, when Branson would move into the middle of the circled followers to lead a final prayer to Macca, and beg for humility in all things.  As the killers darted forwards, I moved in and dropped to 1/40th speed.  With my finger morphed as a molecular organizer, I carefully changed the atomic structure of their knives, most specifically the blades.
          


          
                   Stepping back, I let them at him.  The first assassin's knife shattered in his hands when he tried to plunge it into Branson's thorax.  Bone shards sparkled in the midday sun for all to see.
          


          
                   The second hired killer actually let out a surprised gasp at the sight of his blade bending backwards so far it had cut his own hand.  Such had been the results of trying to slit the Cleric's throat at the soft spot where his plates met.
          


          
                   But the third assassin, I actually left his knife alone.  Instead I got into his mind and controlled the way he saw the world.  With nothing to get in the way, he set upon his target with murderous intent.  The killer had been maniacally hacking away at his victim for a good thirty seconds before I pulled back the veil so he could see what he'd really done.  There, in bloody pieces was Jaam Keleem, Consigliere for the Muldiva Hierarchy.  I stifled a giggle as I remembered how insistent Lord Keleem had been on having that particular chair.  He wanted a good view of the assassination, and I made sure he had the best seat in the house.
          


          
                   So the first two guys were so surprised they never even noticed as Mosa Nol sliced them to ribbons with his new broadsword, fabricated from the hull of the wrecked shuttle. Branson had exhausted the last of his energy reserves to manufacture the only metal blade on the planet.  Mose Nol carried it proudly as a badge of his office; Protectorate of the Holy One.  Wasting no time he used it to decisively chop both assassins into pieces.
          


          
                   Now, the third assassin was a smart sumbitch, and as soon as he realized what he had done, he knew there was no going back to his employers.  It was a safe bet that the Muldiva would be disinclined to pay him for murdering their chief advisor.  
          


          
                   So assassin #3 drops to his knees and declares his allegiance to Branson and his cause.  It was the smart thing to do, and it saved his life.  Branson and Mosa both fell for the act and believed him to be a genuine convert.  Hell, they even welcomed him as a brother.  But I knew what was truly in his heart, the Guf had shown me the evil that lurked there.  Don't worry though; he didn't get off Scott-free.  A week later I shoved him into a HulRah tree where he was digested alive for the next year or so.  It was an ugly way to go, but appropriate considering what the Guf had shown me in his mind. 
          


          
                   Branson was a trained intelligence officer, and he knew the power of publicity.  Sweeping up the shards of the broken knife, he convinced each of the witnesses present to carry a piece to the surrounding lands, and to carry with them the wisdom of their faith.  In turn, each of those present vowed to perform their duties as witnesses to the word of Branson.  Right there he formed the roots of his missionary empire.  He really knew how to play people.
          


          
                   After that he had the second assassin's knife displayed in the town center on an elegant, hand-carved stand.  Branson had prohibited them from cleaning the grotesquely bent-back blade. His instructions were specific; leave the assassin's blood upon the tip for all to bear witness.
          


          
                   For a primitive species, these people really had a superb social network setup.  They had a gossip system that was like the barking network out of 101 Dalmatians.  Really!  The females would go out in the evenings when it was cool and rub their legs together like crickets, and announce to the world their revelations on life.  The strongest chirper in the clan would be the storyteller, and the others would echo her tale.  With dozens of ladies scratching out the same lingual melody, at 119 decibels each, their song reached exceptionally far in the thick, soupy atmosphere. Other villages would hear your news, and rebroadcast the juicy stuff along with their own.  Back and forth, and all over the globe, news would travel through this informal network.  Think of it as a crude form of mass communication, internet for crickets.
          


          
                   But the chirping chicks really stir things up. Every storyteller had their own bias as they reported the news.  Then there was the natural problem of sharing stories in audible form.  The farther from the source the tale was transmitted, the more it was mutated in the retelling.  In some parts of their small world Branson was vilified, in others he was hailed as Bringer of the Word of God.   Every night the females whipped up a new fervor with news from afar.  As word of the new faith spread, the Muldiva got their ire up.  Finally they were done with assassins, it was time for war.  
          


          
                   The conservatives fielded an army of almost a thousand.  Facing off against them was Branson and three hundred of his most faithful, including a core of converted assassins who had become his eight apostles.  Stone-cold killers for God, they made a frightening sight as they flanked their spiritual leader that day.
          


          
                   The Croh communications network had spread the word long and far; everyone knew where the armies would meet because there were nightly updates on the network.  There was no silencing the FemNet.  They had no concept of censorship in their civilization.  There was no such thing as state secrets or classified materials.  The ladies spoke their mind as they pleased.  You could not stop the cricket-net.
          


          
                   So it's not surprising that thousands of spectators turned out for the event.  Cloistered on the hills around the battlefield the hillbillies camped and took up residence in the trees where they could see better.  Mom 'n Dad brung the whole dang family for a good show, yesiree Uncle Bob.
          


          
                   So with my DuNai eyes I can see that Branson is scared shitless.  He'd never wanted this, just a cushy gig running a church.  But events had swept him along until he found himself facing an army that intended to murder him and his friends.  Actually that'd be putting it mildly; the enemy had a formal plan to capture him and take their time to tear him apart at every gap in his exoskeleton.  Images of having his legs ripped off at the knees left the former spy struggling for the next move.
          


          
                   "Tell them God will decide whose word is right." I planted the thought in his mind thru the Guf.  He would have come to a similar conclusion on his own most likely, but my words in his head would give him courage.  Besides, bluffing was really all he had left.
          


          
                   Raising his staff for all to see, he called out to his enemies, their stone axes and bone-spears gleaming in the morning light.
          


          
                   "Brothers, turn away from this act you commit, do not do this bad thing.  Take from your heart this hatred and discard it, for it is the will of Chuma, the dark spirit of the underworld.  Attack me now and your fate will be decided by Clorba above.  Come brethren, and learn of the word of God, for it is good." Branson used every bit of his morphic abilities to deliver a short but moving speech.  I had implanted small audio repeaters all over the terrain so his voice would have this booming effect to it.  I knew this would unsettle the Muldiva army, but more importantly it would better impress the witnesses. Changing perceptions is central to what a Timelord does, and the important thing today is to awe the audience.  Their memories will be the legacy of your actions.
          


          
                   Regaining their courage, the Muldivian army decided that the blasphemers weren't worth a speech.  Instead, they just attacked across the open ground.  Branson's forces stood their ground bravely, wisely allowing the enemy to run themselves tired before the fighting even started.  Swords and pikes ready, the army of The One True Lord stood fast.
          


          
                   Using all of my focus, I spread my personal defensive shielding over Branson as I coordinated what I would do next. 
          


          
                   As the armies finally connected, I was everywhere at once by means of Multiplicity.  With hundreds of me pulled from down the timeline, I tweaked the battle everywhere.  Pushing a sword here, or deflecting an axe there, I made the conservative forces clumsy and ineffective.  But Branson's forces had no such limitation as they slashed their way thru the Muldiva.  Even to the casual observer, it quickly became apparent who God favored that day, or so it appeared.  
          


          
                   By the time that a general retreat was called, the Muldiva soldiers had been climbing over piles of bodies just to get at Branson's forces, only to be hacked to death upon arrival.  I tweaked the scene by adding a really neat lightshow by ionizing some of the atmospheric gases.  So, just as the victory is becoming apparent, there are these northern lights glowing in the sky overhead.  Surely it must be a sign from the Gods, right?  Well, that was pretty much what the witnesses told people when they went back to their villages. 
          


          
                   Within a decade the Muldiva had lost half of their parishes, and their grip on the social fabric of the Croh was forever shattered.  Out with the old sacrificial Gods, and in with the kinder, gentler deity.  Over the next few millennia they would have several more of these social upheavals as they evolved sociologically.  Baby steps.
          


          
                   While it seems like I basically just replaced one church with another, you have to understand that Branson's new scripture was scrounged from dozens of much more enlightened religions.  The conservative Croh religions were all about subservience, worship, and control.  The old gods owned you, and you begged them for every detail in your life.  They were dark gods who demanded sacrifice and absolute loyalty under penalty of death.  Culturally stifling.  Think of it like the difference between the Old Testament and the New.  Branson preached a loving deity who inspired people to strive to be better, to be merciful yet strong.  To me the most amazing part of it all was that this spiritually empowering scripture had come from a lousy deserter.  Whooda thunk?  
          


          
                   As for Branson, within a planetary rotation his polymorphic abilities began to break down.  He was never more than a prototype, and his handlers had only ever intended for his mask to operate long enough for him to sabotage the enemy's infrastructure on invasion day.  But he had been running cloaked for years now and it had finally taken its toll on him.  As the morphic compounds in his body broke down, they took out his major organs in the process.  As he died, he literally disintegrated before the eyes of his physicians.  By the time his funeral arrived, Branson was nothing more than a pile of dust.
          


          
                   Minister Branson Freeh was given a burial ceremony fit for a king.  With representatives from more than 300 villages from every corner of Croh society present to pay their honors, it was a sea of followers that swelled the tiny streets of Miccor.  From my vantage point atop Galt Hill, I listened intently to the crowd below as they sang the hymns their spiritual leader had taught them.  It was a moving event, it really was.
          


          
                   "So I can't go back?" Branson asked as he sat in the grass beside me.
          


          
                   "Your work here is done." I reassured my newest employee.  "Fear not, there will be many more worlds that need your touch."
          


          
                   "What about them?" He asked, gesturing to the masses below.
          


          
                   "Eventually your scripture overtakes the vast majority of the planet.  In six centuries a new gospel comes along and gently nudges the Croh closer to the center.  They have many more lessons to learn.  This was but one." I reassured him with a nod.  
          


          
                   After that, the Croh hummed along in relative harmony as they tried their best to remain true to the word of Branson in their daily lives.  As a society they flourished, and their faith helped establish exactly the social trajectory my operational orders had called for.  In 800 years the next apprentice would take over this region of space as the Croh  entered their industrial revolution.  Until then, they were on course.  In time Branson's religion would be discarded by the wayside in favor of new beliefs, but by then the core principles of his scripture will have been ingrained into the very fabric of their culture.  In essence I just installed an updated sense of morality to a fledgling society.  
          


          
                   Think of it as a service pack, and not their last.
          


          
                   
          

        

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            
              

            


            Bumming Around


            
                     
            


            
                     I was on a sort of sabbatical for a few years.  Sounds better when I say it that way.  Truthfully, I'd been ditching work on an epic scale.  I'd been MIA for a few years after dropping out of a project on Cerebreus.  Sure, I could go right back to the spot where I left off and pick up like I was never gone, but it was a boring project and I had better things to do.  Who gives a shit if the Damaculites evolve socially?  They're a spedly race who still believe in idolatry.  Those knuckleheads spend most of their lives on their knees praying to a big rock shaped like Colonel Sander's head.  They're not gonna like it when I introduce science to their culture.  Theologically motivated societies never do.  There'll be lynchings, people burned alive for heresy, and all the usual fun stuff associated with early scientific enlightenment.  
            


            
                     So rather than deal with all that bullshit I just dropped out for a while.  I'd pick up where I left off in a few years.  With absolute recall, I would remember every detail of the operation so I could resume without a hiccup.  That left me a lotta time to look for home.   
            


            
                     Like my previous trips, it started with a quick jaunt to a nearby galaxy...just to check.  Then another, and another until I was so far away I couldn't even see the DuNai empire.  Just one galaxy after another.  I got to going so fast that I never even set foot on solid ground in most of 'em.  I'd materialize just within the galactic disk and query the Guf, then POOF, I'd be on to the next one.  It was like speed dating.  
            


            
                     I finally spun out after about a decade of pretty relentless searching.  I'd really begun to detach from reality, what with the endless parade of galaxies flashing by.  I'd had so many Guf in my head that I'd forgotten what it was to be a corporeal being.  I didn't need to eat, sleep, defecate, or even take a break.  At the speed of thought I could adapt to any environmental conditions imaginable.  I'd plunged into gas giants, and swam with solar plasma worms.  I could convert matter with a touch, and absorb energy directly from any source.  Yet for all of my fancy DuNai technology, I was still lost and far from home.
            


            
                     I kept thinking of Crazy Lester of the Red Cauldron galaxy, how it must have been for him to search all those years.  He prolly spun out too, just dropped out of transit mid-jump and crashed landed on some little planetoid.  I was far from calling it quits, but the image scared the piss outta me all the same.  I just kept my daughter's picture burning brightly in the back of my mind, like a shrine to light my way through the blackness.  I know that finding home is going to be a challenge, and every Timelord I have ever subbed for has told me that it is unimaginably difficult, yet I am still shocked by just how hard it has been. Holy fuck, you try having an intimate chat with a million people, having them into your mind, a new one every thirty seconds or so.  So many Guf, but none of them the right one.  I gotta take a break...
            


            
                     So I'm sitting in this saloon in a dirty little town that doesn't even deserve a name.  Let's call it Shitsville, that'd be an appropriate name for this bronze-age village on the edge of the Gort frontier.  They're a warm-blooded insectoid species with an exoskeleton and eyes that see in near darkness.  It wasn't my first time as a bug.  Creepy at first, but you get used to it after a few years.  Bug mating rituals are another story though.  A divorce usually involves eating your mate head first.  In some places you get to eat his lawyer too.
            


            
                     Anyhow, I'm sitting at the bar drinking Annula, which is actually a secretion from a bug's ass.  Not a Gort's ass, but a Zumiclite's ass, so it'd be the equivalent of a human drinking poodle piss.  Sure, they refine it and cure it for a year in a cistern, and it's reeeeeeallly good when it's done, but ultimately you are drinking excrement.  Bugs do stuff like that, you can't think in human terms on alien worlds.  It just doesn't apply.
            


            
                     I'm taking a sip of my drink when I get this sudden sensation of danger from the local Guf.  Immediately I went into zero-time and ran a high resolution scan of the entire town.  Seeing nothing, I was just about to ask Zelda what she was talking about.  During my short stay in this galaxy I had grown chummy with the local Guf, even given her a name.  She was lonely and we'd hit it off right away. 
            


            
                     That's when the door slammed open.  Really, it was a big hole cut in the mud by the proprietor who was a Trapdoor Spider.  The hardened clay plug swung on a buncha vines that had grown into it.  
            


            
                     Standing there in the door is this mean looking little motherfucker and two big bugs behind him.  My DuNai eyes see nothing but three bugs, so I am starting to think these guys are trans-corporeal beings, or Ethereals.  The way the little one looked at me as he strode up purposefully said that he knew I was from outta town.  My polymorphic disguise didn't fool him for a minute. 
            


            
                     "Strangers ain't welcome." He told me from just a few inches away.  I could taste his chemical dispensers as he flapped his inner jaw; this was definitely the bug way of telling me to git.
            


            
                     The place started to clear out quick as the henchbugs spread out.  No one had any guns, so they were just trying to intimidate me.  Three big manly bugs versus one little girly bug, oh my.  
            


            
                     "I'll leave when I'm damned well ready." I buzzed with my antennae, sure sign that I wasn't going to budge.  
            


            
                     "What're your intentions?" Shorty asked.  Something told me he was the whole show.  The goons were prolly just illusions.  Hell, this guy was an Ethereal; the whole scene could be in my head for all I know.  
            


            
                     "Just passing thru, on my way home.  What's it to you?  You writin' a book or something?" I scowled by deflecting my incisors downward.  Bugs have a lingo all of their own.
            


            
                     "Book?" he seemed unsure of the reference until I felt him lifting the concept from my brain.  "The Gort cannot read, why would I write a book?"
            


            
                     "Shaddup." I shook my head as I talked to Zelda in the back of my mind.  Her whisperings helped paint a picture of what was going on.
            


            
                     It was all taking a minute to put together, but I was finally able to see the situation for what it was.  These guys were the hillbilly brothers and I was the big-city suitor, here to court their sister.  It all began to make sense.  Remember when I said Ethereals were smart and dumb at the same time?  They had plucked the image of these rednecks from my head as a way to communicate their intentions.  These guys were concerned about the way I'd been cavorting with their spinster sister.  Imagine that?
            


            
                     I'd heard of it happening.  This galaxy had very few sensitives, and not a single prophet.  That had left the Guf alone with her ethereal caretakers for nine billion years.  In fact I got the distinct impression that I was the first extragalactic visitor.  I would have figured that at least one other Editor woulda popped by this place.  It was a pretty galaxy from the distance, with its nearly perfect pinwheel configuration that terminated in a little galactic smudge at the ends.  Along each arm there were many worlds that would develop into blooming civilizations.  I had seen it when I made my first pass of the place.  It was a beautiful little galaxy, really.  If ever I coulda given up my quest for home, Zelda would have been my first choice.  We just clicked.
            


            
                     "Bring us the one that's meant fer her.  But stay any longer and it'll just hurt her more when ya go." Shorty spit a globule of puss onto the floor between us.  I thought about telling him to go fuck himself inside-out when suddenly there was this image in my mind.  
            


            
                     It was Zelda and me, running hand in hand through a meadow of green grass and flowers, happy and contented.  It was an idyllic picture.  But then it gets dark as I realize that she's getting a little too serious, too clingy.  Nine billion years with no one to talk to but Ethereals makes a girl lonely.  Suddenly I had that feeling you get when you wake up in the morning and realize you slept with the fat guy, and now you have to chew off your own arm so you can get outta there without waking him up.  Y'know, that feeling...oh shit what was I thinking last night?  But then the image shifted its focus to Zelda in the wake of my departure, and I could see that she would be deeply hurt by it all.  For all the power and intensity of a Guf, she was really just a fragile young girl at this stage.  Composed mainly of energy from lower life forms like plants and jellyfish, with a hint of Gort, she was a bumpkin. 
            


            
                     In a flash I could see that Shorty was right.  No good would come of my protracted stay.  But there was another quandary to this situation.  If this was unclaimed space, then what was to keep me from doing exactly as Shorty had asked; bring them the one who is for her, bring them their Timelord.
            


            
                     And why not?  It's not like I don't live in a factory for Temporal Editors.  I had access to the resources, I even knew the guy who ran the place.  Sure, I could make it happen; I could give Zelda someone to talk to.
            


            
                     Pulling back to the outer rim, I began advancing through time at a fair clip.  Picking up speed I could feel the galaxy's drone as it changed over the years while its civilizations bloomed and blossomed, filling the Guf with higher beings.  That's when I saw it, or really felt it, the tinge of another mind in the Guf for the briefest moment.  Backing up a half million years, I found that spot.  I could feel their wake, hear Zelda whispering to them.  It was all so familiar.
            


            
                     Jon Rundar was third son of a carpenter.  Their people, the Homus Felicitous, were a primitive bunch, living in trees and swinging on vines.  Pre-industrial, they were more of an agrarian society who learned to farm parasitic plants at the highest levels of the forest canopy.  But I'll tell you what; they had the most awesome tree houses.  Like something halfway between a nest and Swiss Family Robinson.  
            


            
                     Jon had a happy life and Zelda kept him clear of any danger with her whisperings.  He matured and became husband to a poly-dynamic family that numbered in the hundreds.  Jon Rundar lived a truly idyllic life there in the trees.
            


            
                     But in the end something gets us all.  Jon died after a long bout with Chlorplasmia, a disease that leads to toxins in the blood.  Your own body poisons you.  It was terrible watching him for a year as his veins burned while being racked with nausea.  So many times I wanted to pull the plug and just harvest his ass.  He was gonna die eventually, hadn't he looked into the brink long enough?  But then I had to remember the basic philosophy of the DuNai; everything in life, including death itself, is a learning experience to be carried to your next existence.  As painful as it was to look back on my own death, I have to admit that I did come to understand some truths about the universe in those last weeks of my life.  When you're dying you learn a lot about yourself too.
            


            
                     Finally, I watched that last breath, as his bladder sacks stopped pumping and his limbs finally lay still.  He was done in this life, and his pain was finally at an end.
            


            
                     Holding out the buffer, I pulled him into it while cleanly replacing his body with a replica.  All around me I could feel Zelda's eyes, her concern, and her fear.  I could also feel her loneliness.  Billions of years punctuated by one brief existence.  The average lifespan of a Homus Felicitous was a blink of the eyes for a Guf.  It was like teasing a starving woman with a few crumbs.
            


            
                     From there I made one very long jump directly to the House.  It seemed like an eternity that I was in transit.  Really, insertions are temporally ambiguous; the movement itself is actually made outside of time-space, where Einstein's theories are a little less applicable.  Nonetheless, it seemed to take forever to get home.  Heh, I called the House home.  I guess I did live there six times as long as I ever lived on Earth.
            


            
                     Stomping through the mansion I find the Boss having dinner with Bara and the trainees.  Meesha was there too; my morphic daughter was in school to be a Galactic Engineer. 
            


            
                     "You have been out there for a while." The Boss said with a smile.  He had looked at my chronometer automatically.  I prolly looked like hell.  I hadn't rephased in a couple of Terrans.
            


            
                     "I brought you something." I grinned, knowing that I would finally surprise that unflappable sumbitch.  "Here, it's your next apprentice." I beamed as I held out the buffer.
            


            
                     The Boss was surprised alright, but not a good surprise.  Shifting in his seat, he leaned back as he clearly considered how to continue.
            


            
                     "There was to be no successor; you are my last apprentice." His eyes said he was not kidding.
            


            
                     I glanced back and forth between him and Bara, not sure if there was something I missed. 
            


            
                     "Lucinda is entering ascension.  Very soon I will be joining her as I complete my life's work."  His tone was level as he spoke.  I could see that Bara was as surprised as I was; he even knocked over his Cree!  
            


            
                     "But there are millions of galaxies out there that have not been assigned." I thumbed back the way I had come, "is no one gonna take care of those galaxies and see them rise to ascension?" 
            


            
                     "You will." He looked directly at me, then to Bara.  "I have had many students, and they will all contribute to maintaining the school for future generations.  And there are the other Masters, I am but one of many that remain still.  That young soul you have in the buffer is not my next apprentice, but your first."
            


            
                     I just stood there, stunned, with that damned matter buffer in my hands.  It was just inconceivable, a world without DorLek.  Suddenly I didn't feel like such a know-it-all.  It actually scared me, the thought of trying to keep all of this going on my own.  Sure, I knew a few parlor tricks, but I could never be the Zen master that the Boss was.  Honestly, at that moment I felt like I didn't know shit from shinola when it came to doing what the Boss did.  Funny thing, I could feel the same thoughts from Bara, and he was an experienced Editor.  
            


            
                     "But I'm not finished with school?" I protested uselessly.  "If you leave how am I supposed to graduate or whatever comes at the end of all this...?  I get some kinda diploma don't I?"
            


            
                     The Boss gave a snicker at that.  "Your training is complete.  Only one final hurdle awaits you."
            


            
                     "Lemme guess, I have to face Darth Vader, then I'm a Jedi?" I grinned, hoping that he understood the reference.
            


            
                     "No, find your way home," He corrected me with the tiniest hint of a smile on his lips. "Padawan."
            


            
                       
            

          

        

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            
              
                

              


              Ascension


              
                       
              


              
                       I had been to Lucinda many thousands of times during its development.  All of DorLek's apprentices drew assignments there; anything from a walk-on part, to global manipulation.  I'd been all over that place during school and residency.    
              


              
                       I remember being awed by Lucinda.  By the time I knew her, she was extremely advanced in her development.  Not at all like the rough and coarse galaxies I had been in before.  Lucinda was a mature Guf, cultured and proper.  She was so incredibly fascinating once you really got to know her.  Remember that a Guf holds the combined experiences of every life form to have lived and died within its influence.  She had seen so much in her time that it boggled the imagination every time you talked to her.
              


              
                       To say that Lucinda inspired me to be a better Editor would be somewhat of an understatement.  She was just such a sparkling personality that it was easy to get lost in her.  Most Guf I had been in were simple bovine intellects compared to her.  With lesser developed galaxies it was like talking to a kid with poor social skills.  But Lucinda was like meeting the most interesting person in the universe; you just couldn't get enough of her.  Oh, and the stories.  Like ten billion years of Star Wars trilogies in there, but with better dialogue.  Hell, I even went to her for dating advice from time to time.  She was so wise, and witty too.  
              


              
                       I have to admit that I felt a huge sense of respect towards Master DorLek for the work he had done with his domain.  She was truly a masterpiece of cultural engineering.  Even more amazing was that the Boss had successfully integrated the cumulative energy of 37 dwarf galaxies, 64 proto galaxies, and 14 emission nebulas into Lucinda.  These stellar bodies would have each brought their own consciousness to the table as the intense gravity of the dominant galaxy pulled them in, mixing them like soup in a kettle.  DorLek had to specifically engineer each of these micro-galaxies to ensure they fit properly once they combined.
              


              
                       But never before today had I felt a Guf like Lucinda at her ascension.  There was just something so attractive about her allure.  So magnetic was her energy that you just wanted to dive in and swim in her eternal tide.  Even from the very fringes of her galactic halo it felt like I was being pulled by an irresistible force.
              


              
                       "Keep your post, do not give in or you will be swept into her wake." The voice in my head was AgnoLek, one of the Boss's most accomplished students.  Himself over thirty thousand Terrans, his own galaxy was nearing ascension also.
              


              
                       In my head it was like angels singing.  The rush of pure energy was soooo perfect as Lucinda swirled in anticipation of what would come next.  Like a massive flock of birds, her collective consciousness swarmed around the galactic whirlpool before me.  Something flittered thru my mind, and I realized it was DorLek, he was in the Guf.  I felt like crying as I bade him farewell.  It was okay though, I knew with absolute certainty that we would meet again as siblings in the next plane of existence.  He would be waiting for me on the other side, just inside of Heaven's gates.  
              


              
                       There were thousands of former students, arrayed in a honeycomb pattern on the fringes of Lucinda.  Hanging there motionless in space, we were there to witness the ascension of a brother.  In simplest terms, the whole event was really just galactic midwifery as we collectively guided the Well of Souls towards its own birth.  Slowly, steadily, Lucinda began to coalesce into a single force at our urgings.  I could see the ocean of souls surge as they grew ever more powerful.  Expanding outwards, I could feel as her energy finally shattered the barriers that held her to this plane of existence.  Then with a blip, she was gone, leaving nothing more than the rubble of a red galaxy in her wake.  When she had left, Lucinda took every last trace of life, every soul, and every glimmer of creation.  Nothing would ever grow there again.  My eyes were mesmerized by the dim red glow of the rubble as it would cool for eons.  After that it would simply appear to be a void in space to distant observers.
              


              
                       It was strange; those first minutes afterwards were so silent.  At first I couldn't put a finger on just what it was, but finally it hit me: there were no voices in my head.  I was floating in the intergalactic Tween so there were no vibrations from stars or cosmic anomalies, no gravitational pull from distant bodies, and no Guf.  Nothing, nada, zip.  I actually felt a jolt of terror there for a second.  I couldn't remember the last time it had been quiet in my head.  There was just something so refreshing about the silence. 
              


              
                       The other Editors began jumping back to their domains.  Like little points of light, they'd blink out of sight as they headed home.  Finally it was down to just Bara and me, hanging there in the void watching the rubble that had once been home to more than a centillion life forms.  It had been awe inspiring, my first ascension.  I'd never been one of those bible thumping people, but seeing Lucinda evolve made me a true believer.  I think it's got a lot to do with why these guys are so committed.  We aren't preaching something based entirely on faith; we have been out there and felt it with our hands and minds.  We know beyond the shadow of a doubt that there is a purpose to all of this.  
              


              
                       Bara put a hairy hand on my shoulder before jumping back to his cave.  I stayed there by myself for hours, just listening to absolute silence.  No EM fields, no chatter, just tranquil silence.  I thought about the brave Ethereals who had died when Lucinda ascended.  After billions of years, they were ready for their release.  It had shocked me to think that they had lived so long that they could be okay with being blotted out forever.  The very idea frightened me.  Dying was bad, but being erased was permanent.  But mebbe when you're twenty billion years old you're ready for something new, even if it's extinction.
              


              
                       I kept getting this feeling like something was behind me.  I glanced back and didn't see anything.  I had scanners on full so I'd see anyone trying to sneak up on me.  Bara was known to be a practical joker.  He was not above sticking a 'kick me' sign on my back when I wasn't looking.  I keep checking, but no sign of my hairy brother.
              


              
                       Still, I just felt like I should be looking the other way.  Like I wanted to shout out "Will someone answer that damned phone!"  It was this incessant tugging that made me finally spin about 180°.  
              


              
                       It was a nice view, a field of galaxies that extended as far as the eye could see.  Not like the graveyard behind me.  It was beautiful, especially with enhanced eyes.
              


              
                       Then I saw it, a section of the sky seemed to pulse slightly, like a heartbeat.  Running the phenomenon thru the database, I searched for a possible cause.  I was still mulling it over an hour later when it pulsed again.  That time I was expecting it so I got a better taste of it.  There was a flavor to it that was so familiar.  I just could not put my finger on it...you ever have that happen?  Get a scent of something and just not be able to place it?  As faint as it was, I felt tantalized by it all.  I knew it could be a trap, but then I considered that it may be something else altogether.
              


              
                       In my entire quest for home, I had always jumped from the interior of one galaxy to the next, querying the Guf from within.  I couldn't remember the last time I spent any time in the intergalactic void, outside of the influence of a Guf.  Without the background noise, I was more sensitive to faint signals.  Intrigued, I jumped long and far towards that patch of pulsing sky.  Once I got there I waited in the deepest, darkest space and watched.  It was a long time before I saw it again, just the faintest glow.  I jumped towards that spot at least a thousand times, each hop taking me past hundreds of galaxies at a time.  I just kept jumping and jumping, trying to get a whiff of that scent again.
              


              
                       I was far outside of any space charted by the DuNai, or any of the other great intergalactic travelers, when my internal sensors alerted me to a problem.  See, the dead space between galaxies is harsh survival.  Although I can do a lot of things, even get very cold, absolute zero brings all atomic matter to a halt.  So I was expending a significant amount of energy staying at 1°K or higher.  Add to that the fact that I was taking such long jumps, and staying in areas where solar energy was nonexistent or extremely faint.  These areas were almost completely devoid of physical matter to consume or convert, so essentially I was getting low on gas.  Normally I take energy here and there.  I can absorb it, I can convert matter, I can plug into a wall outlet if I have to.  But out here there is nothing.  The distances between most galaxies are immense beyond comprehension.  Not a lotta gas stations in the Tween.
              


              
                       I don't know why, but I just pushed on. Mebbe I didn't want to ruin my night vision by going into one of the galaxies, whatever, I just kept jumping after whatever it was that was calling me.  I came across some pre-organic matter during one hop, and molecularized it for every drop of energy it held.  Then back to jumping.  I couldn't see the pulsing anymore, but I could hear it.  There was something about the rhythm that I just could not put my finger on.  Like notes from a mystery song.  
              


              
                       Horns were blaring in my head as I stayed in the jump.  It was just ahead, I could feel it.  Keeping the hammer down, I plunged on until my emergency override system finally shut me down.  The next thing I know, I'm dropping out of transit over the corona of a dwarf galaxy.  I was almost dead in the water as my body began soaking up whatever photonic energy it could.  The Onkx had shut me down with enough power for life support and maybe a short lateral insertion.  My needle was all the way over to E.
              


              
                       As I hung there in space recharging, I could not help but notice the beautiful spiral galaxy, with its twin arms  dominating the vista above me.  I could tell that the dwarf galaxy I was in now would eventually be pulled into the spinning galactic mass.  As it did so, the dwarf would be pulled into a long strand, forming a new spiral arm to the galactic disk.  But that wouldn't be for 350 million years.  Looking around I could see a bevy of other dwarves, open clusters, and nebulas ringing the spiral galaxy, all waiting their turn to be dragged into the hungry beast.    
              


              
                       And that's when it hit me what I was looking at.  This unassuming little stellar disc before me was the source of all that I desired.  It was my favorite candybar and home, all wrapped up in one.  Still low on energy, I had no choice but to hang there watching it with hands outstretched as I charged my batteries.  If I coulda, I woulda cried.  But I didn't have any tear ducts, and the drops would have frozen solid anyhow.  
              


              
                       I was certain of it; I was looking at the Milky Way galaxy.
              


              
                       
              


              
                       Have you ever known someone for years, then seen their baby picture and tried to reconcile that cherub's face with the present image?  That's the feeling I had when I first jumped into the Milky Way.  The tone of the Guf was so familiar, yet missing so much.  I could tell I was waaaay back on the timeline.  The voice was mostly plants and fish and bugs and various minor species.  Nothing smarter than a dolphin in there.  My Guf was a simpleton at this point on the timeline, but I could tell I was in the right neighborhood.  
              


              
                       But that left me in a new predicament; finding Earth.  See, in my new life I have become expert at steller navigation throughout the known universe.  But back on Earth I knew bupkis about the galaxy around me.  So essentially I was expert on every galaxy but my own.  I really knew very little about it before I died, and Earth was completely redacted from all DuNai records whenever I tried to search.  Here I am, home sweet home, and I have no idea what neighborhood I used to live in.  All I know is that Earth was on the end of one of the galactic arms, way out in the sticks, past the Clampett's old place.  I remembered that scientists said the galaxy was thirteen billion years old, but that was puny human scientists from the 21st century.  They hadn't even invented phasers or flying cars.  I had no way of knowing if they had been off by a few million or a billion.  What did humans know?  They're just a buncha monkeys who have yet to escape their own solar system.  
              


              
                       See, this created a problem.  Our solar system is a relatively recent addition to this galaxy.  Sol is only about five billion years old when I come from.  So how do you find Earth if it may not even exist yet?  Hell, home could still be out there in one of those dwarf galaxies waiting to be sucked in.  While the Milky Way was diminutive compared to the elipticals, it still contained some 100,000,000,000 stars, each with a bevy of planets, gas giants, and asteroids, some of which still had yet to even be created.  In a way it felt like I was starting over again.  There were billions of possible stars over a span of ten billion years that could one day harbor my homeworld.  Fuckity-fuck!  There has to be a better way than checking them all, and I wasn't going back to the damned grid system again either.
              


              
                       So I took a leap of faith and went with the human scientists estimate; 13.2 billion years.  At that point in time I started running up and down the radial arms, listening for a particular resonance.  Every star has its own oscillation patterns.  You never realize it, but you can feel it in your bones.  It was why no other place was like home, because the sun in the sky pulsed to a different beat. 
              


              
                       I hung there in the space above what looked like the beginnings of a solar system.  In the debris ring below I could make out fifteen planets forming already.  But it was the star at the center that held my fascination.  I knew that sunshine, I had spent my entire first life in that amber glow.  Everything about the rhythm of the photonic energy told me I was home.  A little early, but this was it, this was my home.  
              


              
                       I played with the timeline for a little while before my Onkx hit a roadblock.  I'd never seen it do this, but there was a couple of billion years where I was flat-out prohibited from accesising that solar system.  If I even tried, it'd throw me so hard I'd land out past Theia.  That's when I knew for sure I was home.  The barricade was for my own good.  An Editor can never edit their own ancestors.  I had expected to be locked out from the creation of the planet until my death. 
              


              
                       By trial and error, I finally found myself standing on the lawn of my own house, the day after I died.  It felt odd; the sun still shone, cars passed by, children played.  It was as if nothing had happened.  While my death had been a paramount event in my life, the world had continued on nonetheless.  It was just strange to know that at that very moment, somewhere in a funeral parlor they were preparing my emaciated body for cremation.  I had thought long and hard about how I wanted to come home, and none of it involved leaving my girl an orphan.
              


              
                       Zipping back less than 24 hours, I was there, in the very room where it had all started, though it sure as hell didn't look that way to me at the time.  There I lay in bed, learning the final lessons of life before I passed beyond this realm of existence.  With my new eyes I can see her vitals begin to plunge as we gasped our last breaths.  Within a few seconds I am dead. 
              


              
                       I see the Boss there, his finger extended as he prepares to harvest the corpse in the bed.  He looks up at me as soon as I halt time around us.  DorLek has a strange look on his face, as I suppose I do too.  While he is meeting me for the first time, I am seeing him for the last time.  
              


              
                       "Have you decided how to resume in this world?" He asked me, knowing that it was my domain now.
              


              
                       I pointed to the form in the bed without saying a word.  He knew what I meant.  With a flash of light, I felt him pull me into his thumb drive before swapping me for my former self.  
              


              
                       With a gasp I finally opened my eyes as agony coursed through my body.  While I was never particularly masochistic, the pain felt good because it told me I was back.  I was there in that sweaty, awful bed again, but this time I wasn't going to die.  I was gonna live, and I was gonna get better, and above all I was gonna raise my daughter.  Sure, I'd still keep my day job as an Editor, I'd be crazy to give that up.  Not that the Guf would let me; Sluggo had been chatting up a storm since I got back.  Apparently he missed me.  Naw, I'd slip right back into my old life, drop my girl off at school every morning in my suburbanite minivan, then like a super powered heroine, I'd dart off to make the galaxy a better place to live.  Home in time to help my daughter with her homework.
              


              
                       But after 187 years of training and Residency, I figured I'd earned a small vacation.  As I wrapped my arms around my daughter for the first time in almost two centuries, I decided Sluggo could wait.  Momma needed some down time with her baby girl.  Besides, the Milky Way Galaxy wasn't going anywhere anytime soon.
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                Your reviews help struggling Indie writers like me pay the bills
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