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    FOREWORD 
 
      
 
                  The apocalyptic and post-apocalyptic traditions in literature depart from the Book of Revelation.  Both Martin Luther and John Calvin claimed not to understand Revelation, yet they wrote commentaries on the visionary biblical book anyway.  Their presumption was to gloss what they did understand and leave the rest for others to explain.  After the demise of traditional Christianity, the secularization of society and the proliferation of works about the Rapture, contemporary readers and writers reel from a surfeit of attempts to interpret our not-so-distant future in bleak terms—but why? Sales might be one answer, but revenues do not account for the trend that blossomed when the year 2000 came and went without a final catastrophe.  In fact, so fatigued by millennial angst were the people that they seemed to require new formulas for a new godless age.  Still, the old idea of the end of the world continued to haunt the Earth.  Western mankind at minimum seems to be lost with out a large, even universal, seamless whole within which all history might be compassed.  Science long ago departed from the religious fold, and its recent lessons wreak havoc on the received history of the hominids as well as the fairy tales about the origin of the stars.  While traditionalists have been good at ignoring factual evidence, rebels have called for a complete re-writing of soteriology—salvation history.  Dante Alighieri in the propitious year 1300 answered his generation’s call for the same with his sacred trilogy.  John Milton, who survived the year 1666, did the same.  Some poet surely will rise from today’s writers to pen an epic.  In my stories and DarkFire collections attempted to map the territory, and I have written a few lines of epic poetry.  If life and health remain to the task, I’ll complete The Voyage of the Spaceship Arcturus.  Until then, my scattered fragments must serve. 
 
    E. W. FARNSWORTH 
 
    The Hominin 
 
      
 
      
 
     
 
               Only genetics could have accounted for the likeness of Great Great Great Great Great Great Great Great Great Great Aunt Margaret and me at age twenty-one. Her faded, brown studio photograph made her seem as both sprightly and determined as her reputation as a termagant and man eater in her prime. I memorized her diary when I was thirteen and found it in a trunk in the attic. Even her ancient cursive resembled my scrawl of today. She was from that moment my idol and mentor though she passed two hundred years before I was born in 2129. 
 
              I am usually uncomfortable when I am compared with another woman. Let a man do that, and I will write him out of my book of life for ever. Maybe that is why I had so little luck finding my mate. Margaret died a spinster, and I was convinced I would never find Mister Right any more than she did. I savored her twenty-eight lovers vicariously and, from her diary accounts, I would have made the same judgments as she did in every case.  
 
              Anyway, I resolved that I would follow in Margaret’s footsteps to the very end. But times have changed, and I have the benefits of birth control pills and antibiotics—and, of course, the Hominin DNA injections that are supposed to change everything. Where she had three abortions and a severe bout with syphilis, I felt I was going to be luckier, medically speaking. The world as we knew it had changed, but some things do not ever change. A man’s desire to control a woman’s body as well as her thoughts, for one. A woman’s desire not to be a lifelong slave to a Neanderthal for another. Why are women naturally more intelligent than men? Why do men get all the privileges and pay? Why are women left to keep the home when the men go off to see the world? And why are women left to rebuild and repopulate the empty, blasted world when men have left it in ruins? 
 
              As a teenager, I thought it better to keep a cello between my legs instead of a man. I was first cello in my metaschool orchestra and then a concert cellist for the all-England Philharmonic. Music was my substitute for more intimate kinds of relationships. I was attracted to—and found attractive by gay musical men. Margaret had suffered a similar trend, only she was a watercolorist and dancer. As she entered each of her many relationships, her initial caution broke down as her instincts and hormones took fire. I read digital romances constantly when the global networks were still active, but the hottest passages I knew were those between the lines in my ancestor Margaret’s mentoring prose. When she was seduced, I was seduced too. I fancied I knew her dashing, handsome young blades as well as she. 
 
              Her affair with Billy Wagoner, the first she confessed as a lover, broke her hymen when he and she were thirteen years of age! She claimed it was all her fault. She forced the boy to the barn and took off all her clothes before she dared him to do the same. Poor boy, he had never before seen, much less had a maiden, but he rose to the challenge. After some effort, they both succeeded in their objectives, but Margaret was disappointed by Billy’s performance. He could not look her in the face afterward. She cowed him into promising never to tell what he had done. Her diary spelled out the four weeks’ terror she had felt that she might be pregnant with the timid boy’s child.  
 
              A bloody outcome freed her of that thought, and she had courageously told Billy he had nothing to worry about. His blank look told her he had thought nothing about their intimate encounter. Many years later he returned to pick up where he had left off. Margaret had by then cut him off. She told him never to visit her again. After that, he became a geneticist and made a fortune manufacturing clones and hominins, but he never married. Among his final effects was a pathetic love letter to Margaret, quoted in full in her diary. He only turned to studying genetics, biophysics and paleo forensics because she had spurned him. Later, he won the Nobel Prize. 
 
               I was inspired by my mentor. A tall red-haired boy named Sammy Aldridge who lived down the street seemed a likely candidate for intimacy. He, like me, was a hominin by injection. The same factory provided both our parents with the DNA that makes us special. When my parents were out foraging one Saturday, I lured Sammy into our house and led him to our bathroom. There we shut the door and disrobed, but after that he did not know what to do. I tried to inspire him and we used Mother’s secret sex toys, but he was hopeless. It was all I could do to get him dressed again and shoo him away against his protestations before my parents returned. I was smoldering from frustration and rage. I was sure that Ten-Great Aunt Margaret’s stinky barn might have been a better location for losing my virginity than an antiseptic bathroom in a suburban home of 2142 ACE. What was Margaret’s secret? I did not know. 
 
              I tried again with the lawn care boy, who knocked at the back electric door for a glass of iced distilled water. He reddened when I brought the expensive, clear water totally naked. He could not keep his eyes off me, but he would not come inside though I beckoned to him with my crooked finger. After that I would sit on the porch in my light summer dress and watch him march back and forth mowing the lawn on his hovercraft, keeping his eyes glued on the rows as he passed though his machine’s autopilot could have kept him on course anyway. Nothing I could do could break his concentration on his damn rows. I even tried opening my legs to show I was not wearing panties.  
 
              He was hopeless. I felt helpless. Still, he was so handsome, but he evidently did not appreciate what I offered him. It was as if he was entirely unaware of the reproductive imperative. In metaschool we had just had sex education classes that pounded “the need to breed” into our skulls with pictures and models so we would know how after the population had been decimated.  
 
              On those afternoons, I concentrated on my cello dreaming of having the lawn boy between my legs and bowing my feelings on the strings. In my mind, I saw the future ghosts of my progeny stretched out into the future just as the linkage of my chthonic ancestry extended back into the hazy time when hominins first roamed the earth, particularly here in distant England, and mated in caves and meadows before the green blessed island had a name. 
 
              I missed my chances to lose my flower at thirteen, but the next year 2143 was going to be another matter. Mother helped somewhat. She thought it was high time I had boyfriends. She did not want the world’s population to diminish because of the end games everyone was playing. She preached that my mission was to reproduce as much as possible. After all, she had lots of boyfriends. Father was always gone somewhere on foraging missions or rebuilding exercises, and she had a woman’s needs.  
 
              Mother encouraged me to stand on the banks of the River Thames where I could meet sailors. I brought those randy, swaggering men home, but inevitably, Mother took them into the bedroom for her own purposes. When they emerged from their encounters with her, flushed and stinking from sex, they had no time for me.  
 
              To this day, I am not sure how many of my five brothers were children from what was left of the Great Fleet. I lost count of the sailors I brought home to Mother. She was most appreciative, but, though only a procuress, I became known as “The Siren.” I bristled when I heard my classmates laughing at me behind my back. Some looked at me with admiration because they fancied I had presumably gone where they had not dared to go. My teachers used me as an example to the others—a model breeder who would repopulate the world when all was lost. Rumors about me spread like wildfire, but I was still a frustrated virgin. 
 
              What is a virgin to do when all she wants is for a man to make her a woman? Anyway, to women down a generation or two—if we hominins survive and thrive, this diary is meant to be of some comfort. It’s not easy to have good, clean sex in this world if you are a hominin woman. What worked for Margaret and me may not work for you in future—2200 or later. But keep trying. My story may inspire you to understand that sex does not just happen whenever you want. 
 
              I looked for opportunities in the normal activities of metaschool. I felt as if ancestor Margaret’s achievements would not be paralleled by me. She had taken seven lovers and had two abortions performed before she was eighteen. When I had my eighteenth birthday in 2147, I am embarrassed to say, I was still a maiden. I began reading about women bearing children beyond their prime. Queen Elizabeth I of England was one such. In the literature, the ancient Virgin Queen prepared for her planned wedding to the monarch of Spain by dancing. Her hymen was reported to be of the hardness and texture of cuttlebone. I have done personal explorations on numerous occasions, and I cannot conceive of my having any such physical condition as she. As things turned out, she did not have to endure a consummation. I can only imagine how the Spanish prince would have felt encountering her iron wall of a hymen. How could he or she have survived penetration?
          Speaking of penetration, my next adventure was on a megaschool trip by hovercraft to the nearly bare Pentland Hills in what used to be called Scotland beyond the ancient wall. We all wore smocks with nothing under them, boys and girls alike. We rode horses bareback in the heather and gorse and ate together in rough-hewn wooden buildings. At night we roasted marshmallows around an open fire. We told scary ghost stories to each other. Some girls went into the bracken with their beaus to make glorious love.  
 
              In contrast, I fumed and fretted since the only ones who wanted to make love to me were my girlfriends. I thought fast and centered on a shy, but good looking, sturdy boy named Rolly Hotsprings, mainly on account of his name. He seemed sensitive like a poet. He had dreamy brown eyes. I liked the way he brooded on things as if he had a soul. I know it sounds old fashioned to write about souls as all the churches have long since become blasted ruins. But it is the hominin in me that yearns and dreams. Some think those wild impulses are useless in these times, but I cling to my heritage as to a goat rope against which I struggle too. 
 
              Shy Rolly and I walked in the moonlight by the lake. He skipped stones, and we sat on the pier to watch fireflies wink and hover. He recited old poetry poetry from before the fall and looked out over the water. I liked the words he quoted, and I liked even better his taking my hand in his. When I was least suspecting, I turned my head and he kissed me on the lips and got my juices flowing. I became moist and hot. Instead of lowering me gently to the deck and taking me right away as I wanted, he stood up and hauled me up too, to walk around the lake with him.  
 
              We went to hear the frogs at midnight and see the moon shining on the black water. I so wanted him to stop and ravish me. But all he wanted to do was wax eloquent about the way my hominin hair looked in the moonlight. By the time he had steered me back to the main cabin, I was hot and ready with nowhere to go. The others had returned, so we had missed our chance. From him I learned that poets were not my style after all.  
 
              As it turned out, Rolly for me was like Billy Wagoner. He became involved in a special school that built hybrids from carbon and silicon. Rolly’s technologies were different from the hominin injections Billy developed. When he told me about bringing robots to life with a switch, I shuddered in revulsion. I do not think his creations have the same fire of life as we hominins. Time will tell whether the supposedly advanced models deriving from old 3Maggie robot designs of 2017 would breed survivors. The inventors of those robots with artificial intelligence had left the earth in a spaceship not long after they were created. Lucky Rolly was to have encountered the black magicians who knew the technology well enough to carry on. 
 
              I now arrived at my twenty-first birthday, when, still a virgin, I had legally come of age. It was not from want of trying that I remained a maid. I tried everything to lure a male, and I rehearsed with my girlfriends as much as I dared given my condition. Though the Luddites among us had once again begun to hunt down and kill the robots, artificial intelligences and creators, they had not yet turned against us hominins though that might happen any day. 
 
              I received an encrypted message through a courier in the orchestra. She was a visiting cellist with a beautiful instrument that she could bow to make music like no other. I sensed she must be an AI, probably a learner, but I did not turn her in to the authorities though I was at great risk for not doing so. Her name happened to be Margaret Thridling. The encoded message she passed me could only be broken by using words of a poem that Rolly liked to quote. And the clear text was simple: “Pentland Hills, the cabin. Come with Margaret as soon as you can. Rolly.” 
 
              That afternoon we rehearsed the overture of the Opera Voyage of the Spaceship Arcturus. It is a complex work, full of nuance and virtuosity, especially for cellists like me. Shaken by the music and Rolly’s secret message, I returned home and put away my instrument. Margaret and a friend, who might have been her twin sister, rode up on their hovercrafts. I leapt aboard the craft that Margaret’s friend rode after she dismounted. Then Margaret and I set our vehicles on autopilot and sped all the way to the Pentland Hills, to the old wooden cabin by the lake. Rolly Hotsprings was waiting for us though the whole place was otherwise deserted. 
 
              “Evangeline, I’m so glad you received my message. I had to see you. And here you are!” 
 
              “Rolly,” I said, “what’s going on? Why are you here and not down south?” 
 
              Rolly kept looking around nervously, even though Margaret was evidently keeping watch as she roamed around the perimeter of the greensward that led down to the lake. 
 
              “I’ve made a critical breakthrough. I thought you should know. I may not have much longer before I’m discovered. The being that brought you here is one of my new creations.” 
 
              I nodded. “I guessed she must be a learner AI—and I also guess that her sister is a clone just like her. Congratulations. I didn’t tell anyone that she’s one of them. So you needn’t worry. What are you going to do?” 
 
              “I’m embarrassed to ask, but everything depends on your answer.” 
 
              “I’m taking an incredible risk just being here with you. The authorities can trace my movements. They have ways of getting people to talk.” 
 
              “I’m afraid I’m going to ask you to take a huge risk. I don’t know anyone else who can do what’s necessary.” 
 
              “What do you need me to do? If it’s in my power, I’ll help you. But I don’t know if I can protect you or your creations from the Luddites.” 
 
              “Evangeline, do you remember the night we walked around the lake in the moonlight and saw the fireflies and listened to the frogs?” 
 
              “I do remember, Rolly. You recited poetry. You even composed a beautiful poem about my hominin hair.” 
 
              “That night I had the strongest urge to have sex with you right on the pier. The urge came in waves repeatedly as we walked. I did not know what was coming over me.” 
 
              “I think I know what you felt because I felt the same way. I wanted you to take me and enjoy me just as we were taught in metaschool.” 
 
              “Do you think you could feel that way again now?” 
 
              “Oh, Rolly, I’m overwhelmed. I want to say yes, but I’m fearful. Why are you asking this?” 
 
              “I need to pass a message down through the generations. If I should die because of my work and all my creations die with me, I will live through you.” 
 
              Rolly kissed me, and I responded. On the wooden floor of that cabin, Rolly perfected me as woman. I held him tight and rejoiced as he poured himself into me. The time was right to create a child, and I knew we had done that. I wept for joy. 
 
              His final words were, “Thank you. We’re now one. If I escape the Luddites, I’ll come for you. Keep our child safe. She’ll be a hominin like you. Return home with Margaret. She’ll protect you.” 
 
              I left with the AI and the code of the hominin Margaret within me. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Arching to the Dawn 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Bombs rain down between great hurricanes. Floods rise in empty streets and yards as distant buildings vaporize.  Heat pulses and lights from mushroom clouds illuminate your tears. Why are you weeping? This end is no surprise.  I feel you cling to me inside, a glove as liquid as your eyes.  
 
    How could our slow laborious start and your soft moans not favor climax? You are pink from hot showers and I red from struggle. We watched as madness mixed with mediated pain. We knew, and knowing nothing could be done, retired.  
 
    You spread your thighs like wings.  Flying is like our eagles tangled while dropping off a canyon wall. Our talons locked desperate for a soft landing grasp and tear, frantic to hold each other close for interpolation. You bite me hungrily.  I lick your eyes.  Can you see the light in mine reflecting you? 
 
    A sheet of rain upon the window pane startles, and the ashen beads that run to the sill shows me the fall out begins a quiet aftermath of loud, distant explosions.  I feel your heartbeat as I probe your core. Your arms around my back pull down as you arch up.  You are wet now. We perspire, our stomachs rubbing gently as we rise and fall.               
 
    It was not always thus.  We fought and pulled each other’s souls astray. Funny how cosmic combat nullifies quotidian negativity. You see how my tears flow uncontrollably. A thousand images revolve of our embraces.  Our ancient rituals seem invariably new.  Losing our false electricity, we rediscovered in intimate motions our friction in time before we inexorably part.  
 
    Don’t weep. It is an end-time thread. It will run, and run out. Your breasts touch mine, your nipples hard and warm. I suckle and you writhe.  First one and then the other, never withdrawing, sunk to the hilt and swelling to fill your void.               
 
    I say I swell, yet you swell to accommodate.  I feel your core rub against me deep within. As you gasp and groan, you drive me wild. Your nails rake my back.  Your knees rise to either side of me. I feel your legs extend.  Your tiny heels find my backside and close as spurs.  My thumbs wipe your eyes.  You shake your head and reach under my arms, your hands holding my shoulders now and fusing your fevered body to mine.               
 
    In the radiation’s glow I see you smiling.  It is the smile I gave you when we met. I told you then it was a mirror show. We give each other what we get until, overcome, we hide and wait for more.  Is the crash we hear more bombs or thunder? Forks of lightning set our room on fire.  I kiss your trembling lips and thrust to let you know the lie of safety.  You are a believer, so you breathe easy. I continue the charade of comfort and the real bonding force.               
 
    I feel you pushing up as you would devour me.  I bite your shoulder and feel your heels and hands.  I kiss your neck.  You groan and say yes.  I withdraw as you rise and thrust as you retreat. My hand slide down your sides and underneath to draw apart your lips.  You tighten around me, and I feel your heart beating swiftly.               
 
    “Hold on, please. And wait for me.” That’s what you always say so we can come together.  How do you know the time but by the waves that sweep through your body? How do you know that I know what you need?               
 
    I feel throbbing and squeezing, you nuzzling against me as I thrust deep and deeper. You bite my lips so my blood flows.  I taste salt.  So do you.  You lick my face and rise below to take me in entirely.  You know I like that. I push so you know and plunge myself in, up to the hilt. 
 
    You tremble all over and shudder.  Still I understand we must wait while energetically continuing our mutual climb.   
 
    We are one organism with two backs now, undulating. I hear your sweet, hot breath in my ear.  I nibble your earlobe and take your whole ear in my mouth as to eat. 
 
    Out the window the black rain is spattering through the screen to the glass.  In the distance spreads another mushroom cloud and the lightning forks between the ground and the sky.  Then the lightning plays in the sky.  And two great booms shake the house, one from the power of humans, the others from the heavens.                             
 
    You flinch and grit your teeth. Your back begins to arch. You press against me while you dig in your heels.  Your nails find my neck and run down my straining back. I know your signals well.  The end is near outside; inside your end is coming, and I am coming with you if I can only hold a little longer. 
 
    You gasp and say, “I feel the waves running through me. It’s coming soon.  Please stay with me.  We will come together.  I know this.”               
 
    Thunder speaks and shakes the windows.  The nuclear wave runs through the house.  I feel the radiation passing.  My heart skips a beat.  Your heart does the same.   
 
    “My heart!” you say.   
 
    “Dear heart,” I answer. 
 
    We are about to arrive now.  I am so large I wonder how you can hold me inside you.  You begin to spasm while you squeeze in rhythm.   
 
    You are smiling.  Your head leans back into your pillow.  You grit your teeth and shake your head.  “I’m so close,” you say.               
 
    I think the whole house is moving, fit to be torn apart in a nuclear wind. My eyes are closed as I focus on the moment, shutting history out of memory, waiting for the energy of creation to superimpose itself and wash our guilt away.  You are saying, “Yes!” as you arch your back.  
 
    I pull you towards me and come, my back arching to the dawn.  
 
      
 
     
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    3Maggie Solo 
 
      
 
    3Maggie had been briefed, but nothing prepared her for her encounter with the Galactic Prince, a man so powerful that billions of souls depended on his whims.  The only thing that made sense to her was her mission, as expressed by her friend and lover Manny Farstar, the Galactic Edgemaster: get inside the imperial defenses and terminate the Emperor. 
 
    She had been prepared for her mission.  She was irresistible to anything male, and she could change her shapes to accommodate to her target’s fondest wishes.  3Maggie was the closest thing to perfection her designers and coaches could imagine.  She was not consoled by the fact that she would be performing her last mission and that she would probably never see Farstar again. 
 
    Other resistance agents had tried to deceive the Evil Empire, and they had uniformly failed.  The last attempt was by a seductress who seemed to have no flaws.  The woman was destroyed before she ever entered the Prince’s chambers.  “So much for planning.” Farstar had told her.  “But was she betrayed?” 
 
    The Evil Galactic Empire had spies throughout the universe.  3Maggie had to figure on the spies who might have been privy to her own mission from its inception.  She had to anticipate the suspicions of the Empress and her devious minions.  She had to be wary of the Emperor’s staff.  3Maggie had been programmed to the nth degree.  Still, Farstar had coached her to be wary and distrustful of what he termed, “the certitudes and platitudes.” 
 
    3Maggie rode solo in her Spacecrafter VI vehicle to the boundaries of the Red Rhomboid crucible.  She understood she would be met there by the Prince’s representatives and escorted to his royal side.  She had been prepared with irresistible intelligence about a plot against the Emperor himself.  By imparting such knowledge, the Price would curry favor with his prolific father.  From that moment, the Prince would be vulnerable, but 3Maggie might remain alive and remain outside the lethal target ellipse. 
 
    3Maggie arrived at the periphery on time and announced herself in the prescribed code.  The escort team came to enfold her into their intricate security envelope.  There would be no question of her surviving her penetration of the Prince’s defenses now.  She knew her betrayal might cause her immediate termination, but her data had been subjected to limited access and need-to-know protocols.  If she had not been betrayed by one of three persons, she would be all right.  The leader of the resistance had every reason to want the plot to succeed.  Manny Farstar genuinely wanted her to return so they could continue their partnership.  The unknown informant who had advised on the details of their approach had no idea what was coming. 
 
    As things worked out, 3Maggie was allowed through all the myriad security walls to the final access path to the Prince.  He personally overrode the final protocol so she could tell him what she knew.  This was beyond the fondest wishes of her masters.  Only Farstar had envisioned her getting this far without discovery. 
 
    The Prince said, “3Maggie, you have found me.  And I am ready to receive your priceless intelligence.  Please don’t waste my time dallying.  Tell me what you know.”  The Prince was handsome, suave and a born aristocrat.  His eyes darted over 3Maggie’s figure with appreciation. 
 
    “Your Excellency, my intelligence is for your ears only.  Can we retire to a fully secure environment where I can be certain no one can derive what I tell you and use it against the people who have risked their lives and their families’ lives to inform you of the plot that has been laid against the Emperor?” 
 
    “Lady, your concern for security is coincident with mine.  Let’s retire to my chamber.  There you may be assured that my security people have imposed what any reasonable being would consider the best security in the universe.” 
 
    3Maggie allowed herself to be escorted by the Prince to his bed chamber.  She there endured the most invasive and insulting full-body exploration she had ever experienced.  The Prince’s own eldest sister participated in the all-cavity penetration and search, to reveal to her brother the results, which were uniformly negative.  Before she left the Prince’s chamber, the Princess said, “I find no fault with this female emissary.” 
 
    The Prince was accustomed to taking his liberties with a cleared envoy, and he made no exception with 3Maggie.  She submitted to his lascivious embraces like the wanton whore Farstar had advised her to be, and she waited while he saw how far she was willing to permit his license.  She did not call him to task in anything he tried, for that was her design.  When he had slaked his lust on her, the Prince cleaned himself and ordered her to divulge her message. 
 
    She smoothed her uniform and stood at attention as she spoke.   
 
    “Your Highness, the plot against the Emperor is well founded yet subtle.  His own vices will be used against him as I have been used against you.”               
 
    The Prince became defensive and said, “Are you confessing that you’re a viper in my breast, 3Maggie?” 
 
    “Lucky for you, my Prince, I am not a threat.  I am innocuous.  If I had been lethal, you would be dead now.  The same trap has been set for your father, with one exception: the assassin will be equipped with a virus so subtle and lethal that it will not be detected until far too late.  Nothing in the imperial pharmacopeia can save your father, except for the contents of this vial.”  She held up a vial containing a dark blue, liquid substance. 
 
    The Prince grabbed the vial and examined it.  He said, “Why should I not apply this antidote to counter any ill effects garnered by my intimate contact with you?” 
 
    3Maggie nodded and bowed.  “Your imperial foresight is well known.  But your use of the blue liquid would diminish the amount available for your father, the Emperor, and it would be wasted since I have introduced no poison into your system by our contact.” 
 
    The Prince seemed to be satisfied with her answer.   He summoned his sister and informed her of 3Maggie’s pronouncement. 
 
    The Princess said, “Brother, I think it would be wise for you to take this antidote to our father.  Meanwhile, I’ll keep this 3Maggie under close guard until you return safely.  Of course, if you don’t return, I’ll have her tortured slowly.” 
 
    3Maggie had been programmed to anticipate this stratagem.  She did not protest when the imperial guards came to incarcerate her for the interval when the Prince was scheduled to be absent.  She was promised every amenity while she was under constraint.  She was also given a communication device by which she could observe the meeting of the Emperor and his Prince.  She was granted the privilege of clarifying any details the Emperor wished during that interview. 
 
    In the long interim between the Prince’s departure and his arrival at his father’s secret lodgings, 3Maggie spent much time getting to know the Princess, who was the oldest sister of the Prince.  Little was know of this shadowy figure because of her acquired love of secrecy.  While her brother was absent, she divulged information about herself that would prove invaluable to the resistance to imperial rule—if it could reach the leadership of that clandestine organization.  3Maggie realized that her knowledge of the Princess might prove more valuable in the long run than anything purposed for the near-term elimination of the Emperor. 
 
    One day, the Princess said, “3Maggie, we’ve become intimate while my brother is away.  Why don’t you tell me the real reason for your having breached our defenses to see him?” 
 
    The Princess’s eyes were flashing with excitement.  She had unsheathed her curved knife to pare her fingernails.  She was not threatening 3Maggie as much as displaying her power generally.   
 
    “Your Highness, I have no idea what you mean.  I’ve come in good faith to tell what I discovered by accident.  I hope the intelligence I’ve passed to your brother will help you against the anti-imperialist rabble.” 
 
    “No doubt, it will benefit our just cause.  In any case, though, you will be expendable once the information has reached the ears of those who can make a difference.  Surely, you know you are going to die in any conceivable scenario.” 
 
    “Will I die even though I have caused the disruption of a fatal plot against your father?” 
 
    “Of course! How could we let you survive knowing what you know?” 
 
    3Maggie had been briefed to anticipate this gambit, but she had not anticipated that the Princess would make the pronouncement.  “I understand your desire for secrecy, but you may not appreciate how deep the plotting against the royal family runs.” 
 
    “You might as well tell me everything.  After all, your avowed mission is to preserve the Empire, not to prolong your insignificant life.” 
 
    3Maggie bowed and began her scripted presentation.  “If you should decide to terminate my life, know that the virus with which I have infected the Prince will kill him.  I alone have the antidote that can save him.” 
 
    The Princess laughed.  “I figured as much.  Of course, now I’ll tell him how much he misjudged you.” 
 
    “While you’re at it, also tell him that you are subject to the same virus as he—and the Emperor will be subject to it as well once he takes the blue liquid medicine.” 
 
    “Treacherous vermin!” 
 
    “No more treacherous that you, my perfidious Princess, who would destroy me, the bringer of the means to save you and your family!” 
 
    The Princess retreated to consider the new information 3Maggie had imparted.  She was gone for three weeks.  Meanwhile, 3Maggie was afforded every amenity.  She was fed the best food and given a retinue of twelve attentive servants who catered to her every need.   
 
    By the time the Princess returned, 3Maggie was ready for death, but she knew her demise would come at a significant cost to the Empire.  She was mildly amused to learn the solution she posed to the imperial family.  
 
    “You must think you are smart to have challenged the Emperor and Empress as you have.  No matter! I’m not going to order you killed—yet.  Instead, I want you to tell me more about the virus with which my father and brother might perish/” 
 
    3Maggie explained in minutest details how the virus worked, and she made sure the Princess understood that nothing could be done to stop the superbug’s actions besides the antidote she carried within her living person.   
 
    “For my body carries the antidote, and if I should die, the antidote dies with me.  There is no way the best of your physicians can isolate the antidote from my living body.  So keeping me alive should be your priority.”  
 
    The Princess forwarded her interchange with 3Maggie to the Emperor’s personal physicians.  They concurred with 3Maggie’s judgments and urged the Princess to discontinue any plans to have the messenger terminated. 
 
    The interview of the Prince with the Emperor was witnessed by the Princess and 3Maggie via neutron communicator.  The Emperor did not hesitate to imbibe the blue liquid remedy though he had no idea that he had been infected with the disease it was designed to counter.  Then the Emperor ordered his guards to seize his son and torture him to be sure of his motives.  It was therefore another Earth-month before the Prince returned to talk with 3Maggie again. 
 
    “I want to be sure you understand the meaning of my meeting with my father.  He is confident that what you warned him about was true.  The antidote he took will protect him from the virus you warned of.  The imperial family owes you a debt we cannot repay.  I am therefore empowered by imperial decree to terminate you at my leisure.  That would be an unjust conclusion to your mission, I must admit.  Therefore, I give you the choice of returning to your people or facing torture and death as a consequence of your knowledge.” 
 
    “Your Excellency, I am not afraid of death.  If I were, I would have been deemed unsuitable for this mission.  I would like to return where I came from, but I must warn you that everything we do has consequences.” 
 
    The Prince smiled.  “My sister, the Princess, has informed me of the effects of the virus.  I am aware that my father and I have been infected and that your body contains the antidote.  I have not informed my father of this fact, and I believe it would be unwise to allow you to be killed.  In fact, I have decreed that you should be kept alive, under imperial protection, until the danger has passed.” 
 
    “I’m sure you are aware that the danger will never pass.” 
 
    “It won’t, unless my father and I avail ourselves of your salvific blood to save ourselves.” 
 
    3Maggie smiled.  “I thought your Majesty would come to that conclusion.” 
 
    The Prince smiled.  “You must therefore have also concluded that we shall conduct two transfusions as soon as practicable.  I shall be the first to subject myself to the cleansing power of your precious blood.” 
 
    3Maggie said, “The odds against the Emperor getting a transfusion increase proportionately.”  She meant by this to criticize the Prince for wanting to be in a position to remove his father from the throne. 
 
    The Princess, who had been listening to the interview of the Prince with 3Maggie, entered the space and said, “High treason! Brother, I arrest you and forbid your using the blood of this 3Maggie since that would ensure the perfection of your perfidious scheme. “ 
 
    She turned to the armed men who accompanied her and said, “Guards, you will keep my brother under guard in this place until my father the Emperor determines what is to become of him.  As for you, 3Maggie, you will come with me to see the Emperor.”              
The Princess was confident that she had sprung the trap on a devious plot to remove her father from the imperial throne.  By denying her brother the transfusion, she thought she was going to interdict the plot.  By taking 3Maggie to the Emperor, she thought she was going to provide him with the cure that would guarantee both his future and hers. 
 
    3Maggie and the Princess travelled to the secret location of the Emperor where medical preparations had been made in advance for his transfusion.  The Princess instructed the physicians to arrange for a transfusion for both her and her father.  As a result, 3Maggie’s blood was used to flush the blood from the father and eldest daughter simultaneously. 
 
    As the three recovered from their procedure, 3Maggie asked to be escorted into the presence of the Emperor to discuss a matter of mortal implications. 
 
    “Your Highness, I praise you for your foresight.  I am glad to have been of service to you and your family through my blood.  May I ask what my reward will be?” 
 
    “3Maggie, how could such priceless service eventuate in anything less than your immediate death.  Do you have anything to say before I deliver you to my guards for execution?” 
 
    3Maggie laughed.  “Your Highness, you must be joking! Surely, you have the wit to know when you have been outflanked by your subjects.” 
 
    The Emperor blushed bright red.  “My physicians have concurred in every step of the procedure designed to flush my system of the fatal virus.” 
 
    “Yes, and your daughter has been similarly purged of the virus, am I right?” 
 
    “That is so.  Why do you find this funny? I’m sure you won’t be laughing when the executioner’s ax falls on your neck.” 
 
    3Maggie said, “Sire, your having accepted my vital fluids into your veins assures your death within three Earth months.  Your daughter will be similarly affected.  There is no reversal.  The effects are inexorable, even if you should choose to pray to escape your fate.” 
 
    “So your blood was the real poison, and the so-called virus was a placebo?” 
 
    “Yea, verily, your Highness.  How you could have been such a simpleton to fall for the stratagem, I don’t know.” 
 
    The Emperor shook his head.  “Does my eldest son know the truth of this?” 
 
    “He is completely innocent.” 
 
    “Still, he shall die, as everyone who had anything to do with your conveyance to me shall die.” 
 
    “What will be proved by those measures?” 
 
    “Any who strike against my sacred majesty shall perish.  That is the lesson for perpetuity.  I shall not step back from that premise.” 
 
    3Maggie nodded.  “Know then that the Prince is already destined to die.  He did not need to have the transfusion that you and your daughter have experienced.  The virus he already has within him will serve to kill him and all those who have come in contact with him.  As for your medical staff and your court, all shall suffer from the contagious disease.  The virulence of this pest is such that it will rapidly proliferate throughout the Galactic Empire.  No one will be safe.” 
 
    The Empire’s eyes got an evil glare.  He called for his daughter and replayed for her the recordings of all that 3Maggie had said.  Then he ordered his own daughter to be slaughtered slowly so that she would remain alive, though in intense pain, until the life was extinguished from her body.   
 
    3Maggie was sickened by witnessing the effects of the disease and the torture or the Princess. But the death of the Emperor’s eldest daughter was only the beginning.  The imperial subjects began to die by the thousands.  The Prince communicated with his father when both were writhing in the throes of the disease.  He asked specifically to talk with 3Maggie, but she admitted that she had no control over the course of the events she had unleashed.  The Prince died in extreme agony while 3Maggie watched helpless. 
 
    The Emperor, who sickened and lay on his deathbed, wanted to see 3Maggie die in agony, slowly, in his bed chamber.  His guards stripped 3Maggie naked and bound her to a gurney where they systematically removed her limbs and organs.  3Maggie laughed through the ordeal even when the Emperor thought nothing in the universe could withstand such exquisite pain.  Thus, he was disappointed when even her smiling eyes refused to wince as they were removed. 
 
    As for the Emperor, he too died in agony, bellowing at the top of his voice for retribution.  None of his remaining children mourned.  None of them rushed to his bedside to comfort him in his distress.  All were afraid they would become victims of the plague. 
 
    The last act of 3Maggie before the final signs of life left her body was to send her final message to the resistance headquarters: “Mission Accomplished.”  The imperial forces were uncertain how to strike the receivers of the message since the resistance forces were too well hidden from long experience. 
 
    Manny Farstar saw to it that 3Maggie was awarded the highest medal for selfless bravery.  Afterward, he maintained that she was the model for all heroic figures in the waning days of the Galactic Empire.   
 
    “She saw her duty clearly, and now she is gone.”  Yet, Farstar was far to practical a man to let the loss of one agent stand in the way of his lifelong mission to destroy the evil Empire.  He had another 3Maggie fashioned, an upgrade to her sister unit.  It was not that she surpassed her predecessor in beauty or raw functionality; instead, she had certain computational skills and implanted memories that made the Edgemaster feel as if his former companion still lived and worked with him. 
 
    Farstar also told the story of his former 3Maggie repeatedly so the new-model artificial intelligence understood how much he had valued her. 
 
    “So you still miss her?” the new 3Maggie asked as they sped through the universe. 
 
    “Yes, I miss her.  She was unlike any companion I’ve ever had.” 
 
    The 3Maggie’s eyes brightened.  “You must allow me to do what I can to replace her in your memory.” 
 
    Farstar did not dissuade her from her objective.  In the vast, cold wasteland of space, they made love as they could.  Each time, she looked at him to register how she had measured up.  Each time, he would shake his head and smile wistfully.  She resolved to try harder next time.  Though he never forgot his former companion, he had to admit that his new partner came up with pleasurable moments he had never known before.  
 
    As fate determined, he had almost brought his new unit to the stage of familiarity of the old one when he was forced to send his 3Maggie on another impossible mission against the evil Empire. 
 
    “I sincerely regret having to send you on a mission from which you are unlikely to return.” 
 
    She smiled.  “I sense you have been forced to give the same kind of order before—to my predecessor, perhaps?” 
 
    “Can you understand why as a human I am reluctant to do this?” 
 
    3Maggie shook her head.  “Can you believe that I’ve grown to know you better than you know yourself?  And I too regret the possibility I’ll never see you again.” 
 
    “How do you know that, 3Maggie?” 
 
    “I just know it.  Isn’t that enough of a reason? Whether it does or not, it hardly matters to me.  Let’s go back to your cabin and work it out physically.  What do you say?” 
 
    “I say we have two hours before you launch.  Until then, we’ll make wild, glorious sex together, as if for the last time in the universe.”
  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Manny Farstar’s Dream 
 
      
 
    The cloudless sky should have been the tip-off, but Manny was not thinking straight.  He lay back in the tepid pool and watched the queen palm’s fronds sway gently in the wind.  He found the sunshine on his back pleasant and warm.  His long arms were spread against the pool’s deck, his right-hand fingers wrapped around a non-alcoholic drink—Earth grass, he thought, fresh and sweet.  The spa’s attendants were fawning all over him, but the more they pressed against him and plied him with hors d’oeuvres, the less he wanted to feel or eat.  All he wanted was his old, familiar 3Maggie AI companion, not her replacement but the original.  That was not to be. 
 
    The Galactic Edgemaster, as Farstar was styled in those days before he became the Universal Edgemaster on account of his work for Admiral Loc Phuket, was recuperating from having sent his beloved 3Maggie on an impossible mission to wreak havoc in the imperial family.  She had accomplished her mission at the cost of her life.  Farstar had no idea how hard her loss would hit him.  She was only a robot with unmatchable software.  Yet he had loved her to distraction.  All he could think of was revenge, but she had destroyed the entities he wanted to kill slowly, with extreme prejudice.  The more he dwelled on feeling sorry for himself, the darker his surroundings became. 
 
    As if through a rising din, he heard a distant cry of battle.  Focusing hard on the rallying cry, he heard his name: “Farstar, this is Graybeard, over.”  On the third repeat, Farstar saw the blue sky turn to black, and his drink became a communication device.  Above, the palm had become a squid copter.  The formerly halcyon pool of water had turned to blood. 
 
    “Graybeard, this is Farstar, over.”  The warrior in him felt for his armor and weapons.  In his left hand was a long, curved knife, which neatly sliced through a tentacle aimed at his throat.  The spa had become a killing field.  The wait staff had become assassins wanting to pierce out his life.  He shrugged and fought while he waited for instructions.  Graybeard was like a father to him.  Besides, he owed the figure his life many times over. 
 
    A waif who had licked his ear now tried to plunge her dagger into his neck, but he grabbed her dainty wrist and snapped it sideways.  She shrieked and shook her useless hand before his upward thrust cut her from the loins to the throat.  Her blood and gore joined the liquid in the pool as Manny waded to the edge, slicing to the left and right as he strode.  He was like a colossus when he found his laser rangefinder, the device by which he would highlight targets. 
 
    “Farstar, this is Graybeard.  How long are you going to dilly dally in that ersatz spa?  You have work to do, and I have little time.” 
 
    “Graybeard, this is Farstar, I will be free to spot for air assets once I make the entrance.  That will be in FIVE, FOUR, THREE, TWO, ONE.  I’m ready for assignment.” 
 
    The Graybeard did not hesitate.  Farstar downloaded the SITREP and saw the target-rich environment.  He slid a space mine back into the spa and used his laser to light up targets in the order they had been prioritized.  As the air support craft arrived, they assumed control by target, and Farstar witnessed the target-weapon pairing so no errant target got away.  In no time, everything in Farstar’s line of sight was abuzz with flying craft and zooming weapons.  Explosions detonated making the Edgemaster shift his laser device to new targets until all of them were destroyed.   
 
    Farstar made his report: “Graybeard, all targets have been destroyed.  Do you desire further action at this time?” 
 
    “Farstar, this is Graybeard.  Escape your current position and vector toward the coordinates given in your download.  Once there, you’ll report to Freelander for further targeting.  If Freelander is no longer active, act on your own initiative.  Out.” 
 
    Farstar sprinted to his spacecraft.  His new 3Maggie was already making preparation to launch.  He gave her the sign, and she pushed the throttle forward.  The fastest small spaceship in the universe jolted and flashed toward the coordinates Farstar punched into its system. 
 
    “Welcome back, Manny.  Did you have a good R&R?” 
 
    Farstar was not yet on familiar terms with his new AI, but he decided to be civil.  “I had a few minutes of pleasure before I was called back into service.  What did you do to while the time?” 
 
    The 3Maggie smiled.  “I was catching up on memories you shared with the unit I replaced.  I must say, the memories made me blush—if that’s the right word.” 
 
    Farstar shook his head when he saw the twinkle in her eyes.  His former robot had been his alter-ego and bosom friend.  He wondered whether this replacement would measure up.  “It’s probably a good idea you decided to go to school on your predecessor.  She and I were quite an item, but human-robot relationships take time.” 
 
    “Yes.  I have been programmed to be patient.  I’m willing to be compliant—to a point.  But my tastes are variegated.  I want you to feel free to ask whatever you like.  After looking into the soul of your 3Maggie, I promise I won’t violate her or your memory of her in any way.” 
 
    Farstar nodded.  “Are you in a position to set our spacecraft on autopilot for the duration of our trip?” 
 
    “Just say the word.  Let me suggest that we retire to the cleansing compartment after I’ve done that.” 
 
    “Do you think I smell too bad?” 
 
    “That is a relative construction, I believe.  You smell as if you have been drenched in human blood and offal—mixed with cordite and burning flesh.  I can give you a complete rendition, if you like.”  She smiled over her shoulder.  He sniffed himself and almost choked. 
 
    “Go to autopilot.  Please.  And set this compartment to ‘cleanse’ while we retire to the cleansing unit to rid me of this stench.” 
 
    “Perhaps you can return to the pleasant moments you experienced in the spa?” 
 
    “That’s not a bad idea.  Maybe you can help me dispel the vision of obsequious whores offering expensive drinks by the pool.” 
 
    “I can do that.  More, I can assure you that you won’t be awakened from your reverie to find yourself up to your neck in slaughter.” 
 
    “You have the right idea, 3Maggie, but we have to be realistic about our situation.  I can be called to action no matter where I am or what I’m doing.  I can’t hesitate to make the transition from rest to full-alert activity.  That’s the nature of my job.” 
 
    The robot smiled.  She tooled with the command array.  Then she stood and peeled off her uniform.  Manny was charmed by what she revealed.  She crooked her finger as she preceded him out of the command module along the corridor to the cleansing unit.  She helped him out of his stinky clothes, which she put into the washing machine.  She used a soaping hose to wash him from head to foot before she pushed him into the cleansing pod and followed him holding two natural sponges, one in each hand. 
 
    One Earth hour later, Manny felt more like himself than he had done in weeks.  His 3Maggie knew all his former unit’s tricks to make him relax.  She also knew how to adjust her motions to give him maximum pleasure.  By the time they emerged from the cleansing unit, they were ready to enter their sleep compartments.  She would recharge and keep watch from her unit while he would enter deep sleep with dream inducements.  He felt certain the robot would awaken him just before they arrived at their destination. 
 
    * 
 
    Manny Farstar was walking down a country road lined with cypress trees.  He noticed the only birds were crows and blackbirds, watching him.  In school, he had learned those birds were among the most intelligent.  If so, they would recall who he was and where he was going.  He felt foreboding and was filled with ineffable sadness.  His 3Maggie had perished on a critical mission.  He was going to lay a memorial wreath on her cenotaph—the marker for which there were no interred remains. 
 
    The gated cemetery just to the right off the road was surrounded by a seven-foot wall of stone, topped with iron spikes.  It was reserved for heroes and heroines of the secret services—particularly those who had died off-planet under honorable conditions.  The smell of hyacinths filled the still air, and the iron gears grated as he pushed the gate open.  If the Edgemaster had not turned to listen to a particularly raucous crow, his head would have been lopped off by the ingenious improvised explosive device that was designed to take his life. 
 
    Manny laughed and unsafed his weapons.  He might have hit the ground, or he might have fled.  Instead, he forged forward, intrepid and wary.  He recalled 3Maggie’s marker was three rows ahead and then four to the left.  He activated his fire finder seeker device, which found no targets within shooting range.  He watched his steps to avoid tripwires and false pavement areas—anything that might set off another IED.  Then he stood in the place before her memorial.   He laid the wreath of white chrysanthemums and felt a tap on his shoulder. 
 
    Manny was not easily frightened, but the figure behind him had crept up on him with such stealth as to evade his supernatural sensoria.  If the figure were hostile, he would now be dead.  Without looking around, he spoke. 
 
    “Who are you? And why have you put yourself in danger to converse with me? You must know any encounter will mean your death—and not from me necessarily.” 
 
    The mystery figure said, “I am farther away than you suspect.  Act naturally, and we can converse without detection.  If you understand me, just nod once.” 
 
    Manny nodded slowly once.  He kept his eyes glued on his robot’s bronze placard.  It shone in the midday sunshine.  Beside it hung the wreath that symbolized immaculate death.  The imperial family must keep a watch over all such tokens erected for the assassin.  Manny knew the voice must be that of a neutral or a friend in the universal tussle for power and glory. 
 
    “I have a mission for you if you wish to help us.  I’m only going to ask you once whether you are willing to assist.  If you shake your head for no, I’ll trouble you no longer.  If you nod for yes, I’ll give your mission parameters.  Do I make myself clear?” 
 
    “I take no orders except from those who speak the password granting access.  I have not heard it yet, and my answer depends on it absolutely.” 
 
    “The password is Arcturus.” 
 
    “Then my answer must be yes.” 
 
    “Place your right hand on your 3Maggie’s remembrance plaque.  Press firmly.” 
 
    Farstar did as he was told.  A small opening above the plaque opened revealing a memory stick.  He grasped the stick and inserted it in the receptor built into his belt.  His wrist display requested the password, so he entered Arcturus.  In his earbud the following message reverberated:  “Frictenicht, the trillionaire, wants to meet on the asteroid UBR52498 as soon as possible.  You must evade the constant surveillance of that astronomical body and camouflage your landing.  Further instructions await you there.  In five seconds this device will self-destruct.  That is all.”  Manny heard a soft fft sound.  The device self-ejected to the ground where it transformed into a black pool that took the shape and color of its surroundings.   
 
    This was not the first such communication Farstar had received as a member of the resistance to the Federation.  He had received one that sent him to interdict the imperial plot to wipe all life from designated recalcitrant rebel planets.  The trouble was, any such use of biological agents would spread throughout the universe, eliminating all life forms without discrimination.  Another had eventuated in his destruction of an imperial fleet guarding a secret chemical weapons cache in the Milky Way.  The agents were cleverly disguised as single organic compounds that only became lethal when they were mixed in a specified way.  The immensity of the cache should have been a sign of malevolent intentions, but propaganda defanged rebel attempts to get the truth out.  Then, too, Farstar had been the key figure in neutralizing the imperial nuclear and radionuclide weapons stores.  Such weapons could not be neatly deactivated, so he had pooled them intact in a collection point at the edge of the universe not far from the place where he would later lead the Spaceship Arcturus and the rest of the rebel fleet past the boundaries of the known. 
 
    Farstar completed his mourning exercise before he flipped down his visor to discover his current situation.  The skies turned from blue to black, and all around him like red eyes of spiders the threats were ranged, poised for attack and awaiting the order to close in from all sides.  The Edgemaster pushed his target priority button and summoned his hypersonic chariot.  Then everything happened at once.  He blinked the automated fire signal, and the first wave of his personal arsenal flew to the nearest targets.  Above him hovered his spacecraft, but only for the moment it took him to launch himself into the pod extension below it.  As the pod jerked him to safety, he saw the threat lunge toward his former position with uncanny accuracy.  Since he was no longer present, the targets were focusing only on a point in space wherein the Edgemaster had left a nuclear device that detonated when Manny’s spacecraft had travelled a suitable distance from the site. 
 
    Manny switched on his plasma display to see a squid copter hovering above the cemetery that had held the remains and memorials to heroes and heroines.  Then in the heat and blast, he saw the vicinity atomized.  For numerous half-lives that place would now be known by its radionuclide signature.  Farstar knew a nearby command center was monitoring what was happening, so he expanded his sensor range to its widest scope.  There at the boundary of his field of view hovered an imperial surveillance drone.  The Edgemaster was not sure whether the drone had transmitted its payload to its headquarters, but only one course of action lay before him.  He steered directly toward the imperial vessel, jamming all its communications on strategic and tactical networks.  Neatly, he fired space mines to hem in the drone in case it was ordered to flee.  Surrounded, the unmanned ship remained in its location, as if inviting attack. 
 
    Manny devised a labyrinthine course for a space torpedo—one that masked the position of the unit that fired it.  When he pressed “fire,” he followed the device to its target.  The detonation had greater effect than he had planned.  The drone exploded and cast out explosives to all sides, which exploded in cascades like intricate fireworks.  The Edgemaster did not take his spacecraft on the trajectory nearest to his objective.  He rather anticipated trickery in his enemy.  He launched his own drone along the path that would draw maximum attention from the imperial forces.  He waited until the drone had done its job of planting a pattern in the enemy’s sensoria.  Then he took a course orthogonal to the axis between the enemy surveillance platform and the nearest known imperial base.  As he flew stealthily towards a waypoint he had pseudo-randomly selected, his sensors detected an enormous explosion of his drone. 
 
    The Edgemaster laughed when he thought of the enemy platforms that had massed to defeat a worthless, unmanned drone.  Now they had been destroyed by the unit they had been pursuing.  Feeling relatively safe, he sped to his waypoint with all his passive sensors fully alert.  He reflected on the advantage his spaceship had because of his not needing to communicate with any higher authorities.  Indeed, the inverse was also true—a silent vessel was undoubtedly a rebel and therefore expandable. 
 
    Farstar sang to himself as he played out scenarios for his rendezvous with the asteroid.  He also brainstormed about the nature of his secret mission.  Above all, he had to defeat a large contingent of imperial forces while effecting a clandestine meeting.  He also had to escape after the meeting.  As he played out his games, he became nostalgic for the 3Maggie he had lost.  Serious games had always been fun when they played together.  Now he had to play alone a game of lethal solitaire.   
 
    After his third rope-a-dope maneuver by which he did a 360-degree turn to catch anything following him, Farstar was convinced no imperial flea was dogging his spacecraft from behind.  He thought, “It’s possible that imperial headquarters has guessed I am dead.  It’s also possible they suppose that if I had lived, I would not be speeding towards the asteroid but rather running for cover anywhere else.  Even if they know my objective, they may be confident their defenses are impenetrable to such as me.  In any case, those dullards will be scheming by their dim lights while I take out-of-box approaches for which they are wholly unprepared.” 
 
    His solutions came to Farstar in a dense matrix of designs.  He saw that he needed a diversion so his spacecraft could land camouflaged on the asteroid.  That meant firing a pattern of space drones and torpedoes that traveled from his destination outward in all directions.  In the time and space window created by this counter-intuitive pattern, he would reach his meeting place undetected.  His second pattern, almost identical to the first was to cover his exit.  He had no idea what his subsequent movements might be, but he set a rendezvous point for his spacecraft where he might hide while his enemies searched for him on and around the asteroid. 
 
    When his spacecraft slowed, Manny launched his wide area space mine vehicle.  As he prepared for executing his first pattern of feints, the space miner knit its weapons around the outer scouts of the imperial guards.   Farstar was patient until the miner had finished its work.  Then he launched his first feint and stood by to enter the sacred precincts of the asteroid. 
 
    Again waiting, the Edgemaster recalled the information he had stored on the asteroid.  It was a unique combination of gold, rare earth elements and silver.  He thought of it as an enormous, three-dimensional coin with two quadrillion credits.  Hanging in an otherwise empty volume of space, this flying sample of precious materials was the kind of prize only the most powerful forces could presume to manage or control.  What uses the empire attributed to this island of wealth, Farstar could not guess.  He therefore had no idea why it was guarded as closely as the imperial nuclear arsenal had been. 
 
    The way was finally clear for Farstar to cloak his vessel and prepare to descend to the surface of the mysterious asteroid.  He avoided the pattern he had created, so as his outward bound torpedoes became visible to the imperial guardians, he snuck inside the sensor net to land on the surface of the asteroid, his camouflage effectively masking his presence.  He enjoyed watching the fireworks display of exploding imperial vessels all around the asteroid.  His passive sensors indicated the imperial panic as the surviving forces searched frantically for the attacker. 
 
    A special rebel battle circuit became active with encrypted traffic wrapped in an open envelope with ARCTURUS as its header.  Farstar decrypted the message and established communication with the trillionaire he was looking for. 
 
    “Farstar, this is Frictenicht.  My password is ARCTURUS.  Welcome to my private cache.” 
 
    “Your cache, indeed, Frictenicht.  If this giant rock is yours, why is it surrounded by a bevy of the empire’s best troops?” 
 
    Frictenicht laughed, and his face looked like an ancient mask of pain.  “Can you think of a better way to protect my wealth than to have the imperial forces guard it?” 
 
    Farstar’s eyes squinted as he pondered this revelation.  “Still, if the empire surrounds it, how can you consider it as yours at the same time?” 
 
    “It’s a long story, but the short version is that this and five score other such asteroids hold minerals worth the entire value of the universe.  I am only one of the trillion Aires who allow the empire to hold our riches in proxy for us.” 
 
    “I don’t understand why the subterfuge.” 
 
    “What do you think would happen to the economy of the universe if all the precious content of the hundred and one asteroids were to be poured into the so-called banks all at once?” 
 
    “All current values would be reduced to almost zero, and we’d see the greatest inflation ever conceived.” 
 
    “Come now, Farstar.  You know the ravages of inflation have already beggared the lesser players.  Why do you think that happened?” 
 
    Manny tried to understand what the ancient man was saying.  “Let me guess.  The empire is already using the value of these asteroids because they are presumed to be imperial assets.” 
 
    “Now you are thinking like a member of the imperial treasury staff.  I knew you could grasp the scope of what has happened.  Yes.  In his imperial wisdom, the emperor has decreed that all extrinsic repositories of value be used as collateral for his galactic and universal wars.” 
 
    Farstar nodded.  “I begin to see why the empire knows no boundaries for its military exploits.  What about all the currencies that have sprung up? How do they relate to the larger economic factors that roil the empire?” 
 
    “As you know, the cryptocurrencies were initially part of the rebel movement.  They were postulated to have an alternative to existing currencies whose values were being decimated by political accidents.” 
 
    Farstar shook his head.  “But suddenly all currencies had to be based on precious metals.” 
 
    “It was the only way to stabilize the economy in the face of what was fast becoming a free fall of values.” 
 
    “I’m sure you are aware I’m not at all interested in being rich.” 
 
    “That I am.  I wouldn’t have accepted you as my emissary if it were otherwise.  Greed has no place in the future universe.” 
 
    The old man hesitated to let the implications of this thought sink in. 
 
    “Yet you are richer than old Croesus was in Classical times.” 
 
    “That’s true enough, but I don’t wield my fortune to play for increasingly large possessions.  I have enough to buy whatever I like.  When I sneeze, the Empire catches a cold.” 
 
    “So why am I here? You seem to have everything figured out to your satisfaction.” 
 
    “You are here because only you can perform the miracle I require.” 
 
    “Maybe you should have asked one of the priests to meet you.  I am not one of the charlatans who pretend they can wave their hands and make miracles occur.” 
 
    The old man said, “Tsk, tsk.  Don’t become unpleasant with me.  You managed to disguise your presence well enough to meet me here.  I suppose you might also be able to disguise an asteroid well enough to make it disappear from the cosmos.”  Again, the old man let Farstar contemplate what he had said. 
 
    The Edgemaster laughed.  “Let’s for a minute suppose that your mad vision is correct—and I can make your ball of value disappear.  What then?” 
 
    The ancient trillionaire said, “Then perhaps you’ll have your original 3Maggie again, just as you knew her before you sent her on her final, fatal mission.” 
 
    Farstar’s eyes blazed with hatred.  “Were you the one whose orders led to her death?” 
 
    “I can see by your eyes, she meant a lot to you.” 
 
    “She may have been merely a machine to others.  She meant the universe to me.”  A tear coursed down the Edgemaster’s cheek. 
 
    “You loved a robot.” 
 
    “In a word, yes.” 
 
    “And she loved you?” 
 
    “Who can ever know the answer to that question?” 
 
    The old man said, “Unfortunately, I’m beginning to like you, Farstar.  You may be the only creature in the universe who believes in love and the old values.” 
 
    “Since you won’t be able to deliver my original 3Maggie, what do you offer for my service in cloaking this asteroid from the imperial surveillance?” 
 
    “Young man, you’d be surprised what I can do.  I am not a god, but I’m close enough to being one for government work.” 
 
    “Are you an agent for the imperium?” 
 
    “Not hardly, though I know enough about court politics to carry significant influence.” 
 
    “And if I should decide to cloak the asteroid and kill you? What then?” 
 
    “What has it been like for you to avoid death under the current decrees of the imperial court? I’ll answer my own question: it has been a form of continuous hell.” 
 
    “I asked you a question.  Please answer it, or I’ll terminate our conversation.” 
 
    “Well enough.  Do your job.  Then come after me if you think you can.  I’ll only promise I won’t strike back if you decide to kill me.  And if you do what I ask, I’ll do everything I can to make your replacement 3Maggie better than your wildest imagining.” 
 
    Farstar was caught in a matrix of anger, anticipation and bewilderment.  His choice seemed to him to be fore-determined. 
 
    “I need your answer now.  The imperial forces can be fooled for a while, but they’ll discover your feint before long.” 
 
    “I agree to your terms though I have no idea how I could say otherwise.” 
 
    “Good.  When you have completed your mission, I’ll find you.  Then you’ll receive your reward.”  The discussion was terminated on the other end.  Farstar was left wondering whether it had happened at all.  Then the surface of the asteroid became pitted with hostile fire. 
 
    Farstar executed his second feint.  The torpedoes ran out from the asteroid as before, and the imperial guards were wholly engaged in pursuing them.  In the chaos of the moment, Farstar snuck back from the asteroid and took position where he had planned to wait out the battle he had incited.  A ghost track indicated where the trillionaire’s vessel was located during its retreat.  Like Farstar’s spacecraft, the old man’s took position to observe while the battle raged. 
 
    Manny decided it was not against the rules for him to send a surveillance harpoon toward the old man’s craft.  The harpoon successfully lodged in the port side of the trillionaire’s spaceship.  It subsequently fed a continuous position and intended movement read-out to Manny’s ship via its neutrino communicator.  Until the harpoon was removed, it would give Manny a continuous track and make it easy to target any time the Edgemaster chose to engage it. 
 
    “The problem,” Farstar mused to himself, “is not to make the asteroid disappear but either to hide it in plain sight or to make it untouchable—by anyone.  The sphere is already hidden in plain sight.  It therefore must be made untouchable.  And if that happens, I’d better be prepared to kill the old trillionaire immediately.  Before I do those things, I’d better find out where the other hundred asteroids are.”               
 
    Farstar had learned early in his career that sometimes it paid to get distance from a problem to discover its solution.  So it was that he sought refuge on the wisdom moon, called Phobos.  There lay the largest repository of information in the universe.  Since imperial forces hated learning in all its forms, Phobos was one resource they avoided.  Farstar checked into a spa next to the library.  He consulted with the head librarian and his assistants in charge of economic volumes.  He also resorted to the virtual baths to deal with his stress.  Daily, he checked on the position of the trillionaire’s spaceship. 
 
    The Edgemaster was importuned often by the beautiful humans who sported on Phobos.  They seemed gifted in body and mind.  Yet Manny Farstar kept his mind on his quest.  He did not find answers in the normal way.  Not only were answers not available to those searching in linear fashion, but also the secrecy of the answers made them encrypted in riddles and further questions, ad infinitum. 
 
    A particularly gifted nymph led Farstar to the sequence of resources that gave him answers.  She was a qualified universe asset, and her tricks of persuasion were like nothing Manny had encountered before—except through his 3Maggie.  He felt sad on account of his robot’s loss, but Hygeia sympathized. 
 
    “Manny, I know what you seek.  I cannot restore your 3Maggie, but I can help you get to someone who can help.” 
 
    Manny shook his head.  “No one can help me.  I have been promised things by a person who has more resources than anyone in the universe, but his promises seem hollow to me.” 
 
    The next day Hygeia took Manny on a labyrinthine journey through the library.  She expertly picked up details from manuscripts and analyses, all open to every universal citizen.  No one had put together such complex information into a seamless whole like she did.  That evening, she came to Manny’s room at the spa and laid out what they had discovered together. 
 
    “You see,” she said as she showed him her drawing of the locations, “the hundred small bodies in the universe that are known to contain the precious substances you seek.” 
 
    That night, the two talked late.  One thing led to another, and Manny had the best physical experience of his life since 3Maggie’s death.  He memorized every expression on Hygeia’s face.  “You are the marvel I’ve been looking for.” 
 
    She shook her head.  “I’m afraid I’m not what you’re seeking, Manny Farstar.  But I now know what that is.” 
 
    Before dawn, she had given him the precious knowledge he desired.  Then he fell asleep and she disappeared before the sunrise. 
 
    Manny was not a neophyte at dealing with classified information.  He was acutely aware that Hygeia had given him was priceless.  She had been the perfect lover and friend, and she knew that she was missing something he lacked—and needed desperately.  She was found hanging from a Corinthian pillar in the library portico just before noon.  She had left a note, “I have done what I can in the way I know best.  Long live the resistance.” 
 
    Manny knew he had to leave Phobos—and he had gathered everything he needed.  He felt ill about Hygeia’s suicide, if that’s what it was.  That afternoon, he got into his spaceship and launched for a distant waypoint on the way to the least well defended of the precious asteroids that Hygeia had identified.  Behind him, Phobos became a black crisp from simultaneous nuclear explosions all over its surface.  So the greatest repository of wisdom in the universe was destroyed in a day.  Copies of the information lay scattered in other libraries, but none as complete and expansive as the one on Phobos was. 
 
    Manny’s voyage to Carinos subsumed three great sleeps, but it allowed him to get some distance from thoughts of Hygeia.  He wondered whether he could use his memories of the librarian to compose a new 3Maggie.  He corresponded with friends in the resistance about this matter, but none gave him the satisfaction that what he sought was practicable. 
 
    Carinos was styled, “Goat Planet,” since it was rugged and populated by goats and goatherds.  Under the rough surface of the asteroid were the precious metals every powerful person in the universe coveted.  It was one of a dozen such goat planets—two of which were located in the same solar system as Carinos, and Manny saw an opportunity in that fact and seized it. 
 
    The Edgemaster knew the processes by which individuals could register ownership of planetary bodies in the universe.  He claimed the two planets adjacent to Carinos as well as Carinos as his own.  His stated reason for the claim was “goat farming,” but he claimed all mining rights as well. 
 
    Imperial agents at the claims registry recognized Farstar’s name, and they reported what he was doing to the imperial court.  An edict went out to arrest Farstar with a large credit reward for this simple service.  Still, the legality of his claim was sound, so they processed it speedily.  Thus Manny Farstar became the owner of three goat planets near the edge of the universe.  Further, the few imperial forces who had been designated to guard Carinos were detached from their duties so they could make the arrest. 
 
    The imperial soldiers approached Farstar while he was herding goats in the foothills of the smallest goat planet.  He had no trouble dispatching the guards and burying them in a meadow where he had previously dug fresh graves for twelve bodies.  Searching the imperial vessels gave him a treasure trove of information about Carinos.  In fact, he now had enough intelligence to answer all the trillionaire’s questions.  He waited for the old man to make his approach. 
 
    Word of the demise of the guardians of Carinos never reached imperial headquarters.  In fact, with the demise of the Phobos archives, there reigned total confusion about the solar system in which Carinos fit.  Of all the treasure-laden asteroids and planets, this one was the least concerning from the imperial point of view.  Farstar thought it might take centuries for the imperial court to investigate what had happened to Carinos.  That was fine with him.  As far as he knew no trillionaire had made a claim to that particular rock in the universe, and according to the official records, it was now the property of Manny Farstar, the self-styled Galactic Edgemaster.  The imputed value of the gold, rare earths and silver beneath its surface was thirty-two quintillian credits.  And that was a conservative estimate. 
 
    Manny Farstar for a while divested himself of his uniform and weapons and wore goat skins.  He drank goat milk and made salads with goat cheese.  He lived like a rustic hermit, alone and cut off from the empire and everyone in it.  He was taken by surprise when an ancient visitor broke his reverie.   
 
    “Life has treated you well, Manny Farstar.” 
 
    “It’s hard to tell, Frictenicht.  You’re looking better in the open air.  I was worried you might perish before we met again.” 
 
    “Since you are here and alive, I assume you accomplished your mission for me.” 
 
    “As a manner of speaking, I have.  But it may not be according to your lights.” 
 
    The old man sat in the grass and chewed on goat curd that Manny offered him.  “Tell me what I need to know.” 
 
    “First, we are equals, you and I.  You have your orb of wealth, and I have mine.  You are sitting on mine right now.  The difference between our fortunes should be clear to you.  I can harvest the goods of my store, and you cannot.  Where you have mortgaged your value to the Empire, I have mine intact.  Yours is surrounded by imperial forces while mine may never be acknowledged as imperial by any construction for the next few hundred years.” 
 
    The old man laughed.  “It seems you’re leaving a few facts out of your construction.” 
 
    “Such as?” 
 
    “Such as the brilliant and beautiful woman I dispatched to give you the keys to the kingdom on Phobos.” 
 
    “So Hygeia was your agent?” 
 
    “More properly, she was an agent for both of us.” 
 
    “Why did she have to die?” 
 
    “She died to protect the secrets she divulged only to you.” 
 
    “And did you order her death?” 
 
    The old man nodded.  “Why not? It served both our interests well.” 
 
    “Bastard.” 
 
    “And your point is?” 
 
    Manny Farstar looked out over his flock of goats and gritted his teeth.  He wondered what made men like the old trillionaire.  He invited the old man to tour his estate. 
 
    “I have to be careful how I walk over uneven ground.  Age is not kind.” 
 
    “Just follow me a few paces.  This won’t take long.” 
 
    They walked over the next hill and, below them, a small graveyard lay.  Eleven graves had been filled bit remained unmarked.  A twelfth lay open.   
 
    Farstar said, “Tell me what you see.” 
 
    The old man brought out a weapon and trained it at the Edgemaster’s head.  “I see an almost full graveyard with an empty grave for you or me.” 
 
    “Whose body should that last grave contain? I wonder.” 
 
    “We had a bargain.  Tell me how you satisfied that, or die.” 
 
    The Edgemaster nodded.  “You wanted me to find a way to make an island of wealth disappear entirely.  That I have done—and you are standing now on the result.  You’re right that Hygeia was the genius who led me to the solution, but you had a hand in that.  And I had no hand in her death.  So I have, with help I acknowledge, accomplished my mission.” 
 
    “In whose name is this property registered?” 
 
    “You know the answer to that question, or you would not be here.” 
 
    “By right, I should be the owner of this property, not you.” 
 
    Farstar shook his head.  “Hygeia should be the owner.” 
 
    “She was my daughter.” 
 
    “And you had her killed! You monster.” 
 
    “Yes.  I admit I am a monster.  But I am an exceedingly rich monster, am I not.” 
 
    “Not half so rich as you had meant to be.  You foresaw that I would select the least protected asteroid or planet in the universe.  I predicted that you would come to me when I accomplished that.  Why are you here?” 
 
    “I like to deliver full payment in person for a job well done.” 
 
    “So where’s my payment?” 
 
    “Like you, I must circumambulate.  So let’s sit on the edge of this empty grave and talk.” 
 
    The two men sat on the edge of the grave, and the old man kept his weapon pointed at Farstar’s head. 
 
    “You’re calling the shots, old man.  What do you have to tell me?” 
 
    “I brought you what I promised.  Are you ready to receive her?” 
 
    “I have all the records you require to re-register the precious planet in your name.” 
 
    “Are you going to give up a fabulous fortune so easily as that?” 
 
    “I told you that I am not greedy.  Didn’t you believe me?” 
 
    “I wasn’t sure.  Wealth changes a man.” 
 
    Farstar nodded.  He tugged at his goatskin garment.  “Do I look like I was changed?” 
 
    “You aren’t wearing your uniform or your weapons as you used to do.” 
 
    Farstar laughed.  “One difference between us is that I never assumed I was really the owner of anything.  What the Empire deems as ownership one day can the next day become an imperial possession.” 
 
    “Son, it all depends on how you play the game.” 
 
    “And if you don’t intend to play the game?” 
 
    “We’ll see who decides to play and who does not.  Call the name of my daughter, please.  Use your goatherd voice.  She’s back over the hill.” 
 
    Farstar called, “Hygeia!” 
 
    Over the hill in a flowing robe came the beautiful librarian, looking as vibrant as the last day Farstar saw her.  He stood up, his eyes wide open.  He heard the old man chuckling. 
 
    “Hygeia, is it really you?” 
 
    The young woman smiled and shook her head slightly.  “No, Manny.  I’m your new 3Maggie, but I’ve learned a lot about what you really require.  Is it true you are paying a fortune to gain me as your companion?” 
 
    “If this old man will agree that we have a deal for that, yes.” 
 
    Frictenicht said, “I suggest we get on with our business.  It’s late in the day.  And you can count on the imperial forces—they surely followed me here.” 
 
    “What more do we need than to check to be sure that we have received what we bargained for?” 
 
    They retired to Farstar’s rustic cabin so he could give Frictenicht the documents he needed.  Farstar checked out his 3Maggie, a version of the robot capturing the features and motions of Hygeia.  The two men shook hands.  They went to their separate spaceships, and they managed to launch into space just before the imperial guards arrived. 
 
    As he drove his vehicle to the rendezvous point at which he would loiter until the situation clarified, he watched his new 3Maggie fall into her role as if she had been made for it.  The Edgemaster wondered how the old man had managed to integrate his own daughter’s soul into the AI software of the robot. 
 
    She saw him puzzling.  She smiled shyly.  “Manny, it’s really me.  Relax.” 
 
    “It’s really you—but who are you?” 
 
    “Does it matter?” 
 
    “I’m not sure yet.” 
 
    “Neither am I.” 
 
    For a while they watched the displays as the imperial storm troopers occupied the rock they had recently left.  They also saw Frictenicht’s spacecraft hovering before it departed. 
 
    “Do you think your father is satisfied, now that he has doubled his wealth in an afternoon?”  
 
    “Is anyone ever truly satisfied?” 
 
    “Put the ship on autopilot and come with me.” 
 
    “Why?” 
 
    “We’re going to test your hypothesis.” 
 
    “What hypothesis?” 
 
    “Whether anyone can ever be truly satisfied.” 
 
    “Are you propositioning me?” 
 
    “Is that all right with you?” 
 
    “I’ve been waiting my whole life for this moment.” 
 
    He offered her his hand.   The two walked back to the sleeping compartments where he opened the door and as they cleaved together, he fell awake.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    The Five Farstar Brothers 
 
      
 
    Manny Farstar reluctantly answered his new 3Maggie’s questions about his family and, specifically, what they did in the time leading up to the launch of the Spaceship Arcturus.  His former 3Maggie never wanted to discover intimate aspects of the Edgemaster’s past; her focus was only on the future.  But the replacement, whose composition included the feelings of the librarian Ms. Hygeia Frictenicht, was always surprising him.  She also exhibited subtle motions so attractive on account of their grace and charm that Farstar would forget his feelings of loss for her matchless predecessor. 
 
    “You asked about my family.  What can I say? My four brothers and I were raised to course through the stars.  We attended the Space Academy and were valedictorians in five successive years.  Often brothers and sisters were indoctrinated for classified work on the grounds that family members might be less susceptible to treachery than folks who were not related.  My brothers and I—did I mention that I was the eldest?—we were treated as if we were a special unit.  Our mother and father were general officers in the Space Force, so we were given plum missions.  By that I mean the most dangerous assignments, not the easiest.” 
 
    She smiled at him, her eyes full of wonder.  “Can you give examples?” 
 
    “We were asked to perform speed trials on the most advanced spacecraft.  We were sent past the known frontiers of our solar system, then our galaxy.  When we discovered that the Empire already had conquered the known universe, we became the point special force against a threat that had to be kept totally secret from the masses.  The leader of the Federation, which was the controlling body of the solar system, used us as his private army.  Of course, he knew the darkest secrets, and, of course, he was treasonous because of the riches the Emperor promised him to deliver the Federation without engaging in a costly war.” 
 
    “I know the history, Manny.  What I’d like to find out is what your family did in the few years before the launch.” 
 
    “It shouldn’t be surprising that the more we discovered about the state of affairs in the cosmos, the more we became involved in what became the resistance.  More than that, I led my brothers to understand that, to survive, we could be neither fish nor fowl in the coming struggle.  The Federation was headed for self-immolation, and we had to be ready to survive outside our birth context even if we had to go to the far corners of the universe to do that.” 
 
    “I’m listening.  Please don’t stop there.  Go on.” 
 
    “Alex was the logistician.  Crytox was the cryptographer.  Max was the weaponeer.  Sibley was the communicator.  I was the operator.  All of us knew the others’ roles as well as we knew our own.  That way, if the Empire—or the Federation—terminated any of us, the others would carry on.” 
 
    “But what were you doing all these things for?”  She was imploring him now with a faraway look in her eyes.  She was desperate to know the truth.  In fact, Manny had never known a robot with such a passion for knowing.  She was like a small child always asking the question why, iteratively, to get to the ultimate mysteries. 
 
    Manny shook his head.  “We did what we had to do.  Our mother and father were arrested, tortured under implemented interrogation and executed by the Federation while we were out on assignments.  We returned to discover their brains had been rendered for use in the brain banks.  That last voyage home was our last before we decided to go our separate ways and never regroup for any reason while we fought both the Federation and the Empire with all the means we could muster.” 
 
    “The need for revenge runs deep in humans.  I understand that intellectually, but I have a hard time grasping its essence.” 
 
    Farstar looked into her eyes for a long time.  When a buzzer sounded, she broke their eye contact and announced, “We have arrived at the coordinates you were given.  Shall I begin transmitting the ‘meet me’ code?” 
 
    “Thank you for letting me know the score.  We’ll continue our talk about my family later—after we complete our current mission.  No, wait on transmitting the code until we have searched the area for signs of assassins.” 
 
    She nodded.  “Our passive sensors show no contacts for at least one parsec in every direction.  We seem to be in a lock-out area.  I hope you entered the correct coordinates for our destination.” 
 
    Manny went to the command center display and checked each passive sensor.  When he had verified her intelligence, he said, “I offset the rendezvous by one parsec to give us time and space to reconnoiter.  This sector is clear.  We’ll move sector by sector until we have checked out each of six such surrounding our objective.  Only when we have made sure we have no unwelcome visitors will we send the code.” 
 
    For the next Earth week, they changed position until they had done the surveillance Manny required.  In the process, they discovered one spacecraft patiently waiting.  Manny supposed that was the vehicle for his contact. 
 
    “3Maggie, let’s bring our spacecraft around to a space within the cone of 5 degrees around the rear of the lone visiting spacecraft.  Open the weapons bays and train the lasers on the fuel cells of the target.  When you are ready, let me know.” 
 
    Before she had completed his orders, a weak light signal from the visitor gave the password ARCTURUS.  It continued radiating the coded light signal as 3Maggie completed her operations. 
 
    “Manny, I’m ready to fire.  What are your instructions?” 
 
    “Stand by, 3Maggie, to establish a ship-to-ship communication path between our vessel and the visitor.  The first communication to send on that new path will be the code word ARCTURUS, repeated until we get a response.  Send the signal when you are ready.” 
 
    The elaborate dance began.  The result was a two-way communication path that allowed Manny to conduct a face to face interview with the pilot of the other spaceship. 
 
    The care-worn face of the trillionaire Frictenicht filled the display.  3Maggie gasped in surprise.  Farstar swallowed and said, “Greetings, father of Hygeia, why have you summonsed me to this meeting?” 
 
    “I see that your 3Maggie favors the young woman who used to be my daughter.  She looks happy.  I’m pleased.  I hope you find her satisfactory.” 
 
    Farstar kept his eyes on those of the old man.  “Again, I ask you, why are we here?” 
 
    “The deterioration of the Empire continues.  Galaxy by galaxy and solar system by solar system, the rack and ruin drags all vestiges of civilization into a black hole of oblivion.  I speak metaphorically, of course.   Our last adventure brought us to a distant meeting place where we completed a bargain.  Do you recall where we met?” 
 
    “How could I forget.  You held a weapon at my head while we discussed our relationship sitting on the edge of an empty grave on one of my three goat planets.  I must assume you arranged since then to retitle those planets as yours.” 
 
    “You gave me the documentation for the planets, but you did not specify which of the three planets was the one I desired.  I had no choice but to retitle all three under my name alone.” 
 
    Farstar kept one hand near the fire activation switch.  “It hardly mattered which contained the treasure if you made all three yours.” 
 
    The trillionaire laughed.  “After we left that planet, the imperial forces landed and occupied not just the goat planets but the entire solar system.  They seemed to be confused about why they were ordered to possess that system because they stayed for only a short while before they departed for other operations.” 
 
    “You mean they left that system unguarded? After taking the trouble to send a force to conquer it?” 
 
    “Even the Empire has limited resources.  I was curious why they failed to take the usual measures, particularly since the value of the correct goat planet is beyond calculation.  Do you happen to know the answer to that question?” 
 
    Farstar’s finger edged toward the firing switch, but he felt 3Maggie’s hand close gently over his right hand. 
 
    “Father, I can give you that information.  I have done a deep penetration of Manny Farstar’s mind.  When he took possession of the correct goat island, he blocked communication by the imperial guard to their home base.  He also confiscated all records pertaining to the planet.  Aside from the information I mined from the library on Phobos—when I was a human and a librarian—there was no other record of the assay results for that planet.  In fact, it was anomalous among the one hundred one then-known resource orbs.  I had deduced that the imperial court—or perhaps the Emperor or Empress—had purposely kept records of that repository of wealth a secret from everyone else in the universe.” 
 
    Farstar was now looking at his 3Maggie with his brow furrowed.  “3Maggie, are you a robot, or are you a human now?” 
 
    The AI smiled sadly.  “Eons ago, it seems, a brilliant man made that the test for artificial intelligences, didn’t he? I’m afraid I must answer in the only way suitable: Manny Farstar, are you a human, or a robot?” 
 
    The Edgemaster blinked.  He genuinely searched his soul for the answer to that question.  “Since a being I thought was an AI has asked me the definitive question about my own core being, I must assume there is doubt in her computations about my being a human.” 
 
    Frictenicht interrupted them.  “I don’t really care whether one or both of you are AIs or humans.  And I have too much on my mind to wait until you sort out your respective situations for yourselves.  We are alone now, but we won’t be without company for long.  As Manny Farstar knows, he and his brothers have been marked down for termination by the Emperor for being a leading figure of the resistance.  The reward for capturing or killing the infamous Manny Farstar is substantial.  Say, if I were to kill Farstar now, I’d probably triple my fortune.  You who were my daughter once, please tell me what I should do!” 
 
    “My former father, I’m enjoying Farstar’s company far too much to be deprived of it right now.  You stole my life as a human while I was in my prime.  It hardly seems fair that I should terminate yours while you are on the brink of expanding your fortune.” 
 
    “Did you say, ‘terminate,’ former daughter?” 
 
    By way of answer, 3Maggie released Manny’s hand and reached over it to press the firing key.  The intended result was the destruction of the vessel from which Frictenicht’s signals had been emanating.  Fragments of the spacecraft and its occupant were atomized.  The robot shrugged and patted Farstar on the hand. 
 
    “Manny Farstar, it seems we have come a long way for nothing.”               
 
    The Edgemaster said, “Not nothing, 3Maggie.  We have learned critical knowledge about the goat planets, and I have learned much about you.” 
 
    “You’ll have to enlighten me about both, Manny.  But I’ll first have to get your instructions about departing a place where the imperial forces are soon to arrive.” 
 
    “You’re right, 3Maggie.  I’ll input the coordinates.  Once they have been entered, you set our course to that objective with five waypoints.  Use various speeds between waypoints and keep a close watch on this location for intelligence about the arrival of the imperial forces.” 
 
    The AI effortlessly did as she was ordered.  “We are on the first leg of our journey.  Autopilot will execute all turns until we reach our objective.  Now will you explain?” 
 
    Farstar sat back in his captain’s chair and made a steeple out of his fingers.  “Your former father informed us that the Empire really knows nothing about the riches of goat planet even though someone at the imperial court may know everything about them.  About you, I learned that you have your former father’s instincts but your own will to survive.” 
 
    “What about my will to survive?” 
 
    “If you had not destroyed your former father’s space ship, he would have destroyed ours.  By killing him, you interdicted his action.” 
 
    “Why would he have slain us?” 
 
    “He wanted to eliminate the only other two entities in the universe who knew about the goat planet—besides, of course, the unknown figure at the imperial court.  Your former father also confessed that he had not yet unscrambled the mystery about which of the three planets contained the riches.” 
 
    “You humans are so linear in your thought processes.  Still, I wonder about my own motives in killing my former father.  I did so without a moment’s hesitation.  I feel no remorse.  Should I feel something? Or is it all right that I don’t?” 
 
    “I might be cynical and suggest that you are one cruel bitch, 3Maggie.”  He saw her flinch somewhat.  “I’ll only say that your father ordered your death without apparently having any remorse.  And he was going to eliminate any vestige of you that remained by killing us both.  Killing him was your way of surviving.  I suppose one day you’ll kill me too.” 
 
    Now she looked hurt.  “I can’t imagine any reason I would do that.” 
 
    “I can.  You are a 3Maggie.  Your predecessor was the 3Maggie I sent to her death.” 
 
    “True, but the purpose of her death was noble.  You sent her to destroy pure evil.  She went where no one else could have gone—and she did the impossible task you ordered.  I am convinced she would be proud to have accomplished what she did, for you.” 
 
    “3Maggie, will you please parse for me how much you are my former 3Maggie and how much you are what remains of Hygeia Frictenicht?” 
 
    The robot did a few calculations.  Manny knew this because she was rolling her eyes and looking bored.  She was also drumming her polished nails on the command desk before her. 
 
    “Is it hard to calculate?” he asked. 
 
    “The problem is, the calculation is impossible.  Each time, I get an infinite loop that I have to shut down or crash my system.” 
 
    “What does that mean?” 
 
    “It means, I’m as much a robot as a human.  And, I’m afraid, I’m involved with a human as intimately as a hybrid could possibly be.” 
 
    3Maggie looked at her display and announced, “We have exactly four hours before we reach the location whose coordinates you gave me.  The coast is clear, I believe the expression you humans have.  So we have time to dally, if you like.”  She stood and held out her hand.  He rose and took her slender, warm hand, and led her out of the command center and down the corridor to the sleeping compartment.  “The AI or hybrid or human—or whatever—was right about one thing: they had four hours to dally before she hit the ceiling and the alarm went off to indicate they were exactly where they intended to be.   
 
    Manny was sweating, and so, it seems was she.  They showered and stepped through the power drier before they suited up again and went back to the command pod.  There they witnessed the gathering of an imperial space brigade busily vacuuming space in concentric circles to be sure every speck of Frictenicht and his spacecraft were gathered.   
 
    “I guess, they’re going to reconstruct your father and his ship.” 
 
    “It figures.  I’m sure he was intestate—and all his heirs are dead.  That means his fortune will revert to the Empire.”               
 
    “Except for goat planet, which will remain outside his estate—and outside the compass of the Empire too.  I wonder who in the universe holds the key to its mystery, apart from us two.” 
 
    “Do you want me to do a few computations with probabilities assigned to each possible entity?” 
 
    “There’s no need.  If we ever want to claim our prize, we simply must go there and take possession.” 
 
    “I like that attitude,” she said.  “But just the same, I’ll take a few spare cycles to run the possibilities.  It happens that I remember everything I researched while on Phobos.  I thought one day it might come in handy.” 
 
    Farstar looked at his associate with a mixture of wonder and pride.  He thought to himself, “She may not be my former 3Maggie, but she’s getting better all the time.  Having Hygeia in her psyche is a plus.  I haven’t had four hours of pleasure like we shared since, well, since my old 3Maggie left me.” 
 
    * 
 
    That night when Manny slept and dreamt, 3Maggie did her numbers to assess who was most likely to know the truth about goat planet. 
 
    Manny found himself flying low over the tight, brown mass of sargassum that had swelled to fill the Atlantic Ocean basin.  He flew higher until all he could see from north to south and east to west was sargassum and plastic bobbing up and down with the tide.  He flew over the Indian Ocean to find more masses of plastic stretching from the Arabian Gulf now a giant slick of oil from the wars to the Strait of Malacca.  Continuing over the Pacific, the congestion of plastic mapped the placid surface, threatening all forms of life from the surface to the deepest trenches.  He mused that it would be better to live with those who had made those floating islands their abode than to try to make a living on the radiation-scorched landmasses. 
 
    Manny thought about the enormous rats that bred in the sewers of deserted cities.  He visualized the glistening city buildings that had been blasted by nuclear weapons.  The teeming masses of people who had been atomized or, worse, who fell prey to the biological and chemical weapons.  Now no ice remained on Earth in the Himalayas or at the poles.  Swirling cyclones swept over the planet, carrying lethal rains everywhere.  In some places the radiation was burning brightly still.  In others the carcasses of formerly living beasts heaped high as if the dying creatures had huddled one last time before they expired. 
 
    Manny wondered what malevolent deities had played on this vast planet where no forests remained unmolested and no waters were pure.  Rotting fish sloshed in the tides.  Rotting corpses, too numerous for burials, lay open to the carrion pickers, including humans.  The Edgemaster thought about the marvelous machines, but they had all been destroyed by Luddites.  Only those aboard the Spaceship Arcturus had survived.  He flew to the top of the mountain from which that mighty ark had launched.  Scorched earth marked the roads to the summit, and blasted war gear lay in tangled masses where the nuclear attack had hurled them helter skelter. 
 
    The thing that impressed him most was the blinding sunlight, no longer with an ozone layer sheltering the surface.  The oppressive heat from above was matched by the bubbling of nuclear reactors in sunken vessels.  Manny felt tears streaming down his face, and he could not raise his hand to brush them away.  He recalled the last time he saw his four brothers, and he had a premonition that, as they had promised, they would never see one another again in this life.  They surely, he thought, would not want to return to Earth. 
 
    The Edgemaster thought again about his goat planet.  He found himself dangling his feet in the empty grave while Frictenicht sat beside him holding his lethal weapon threateningly. 
 
    “Well, Manny Farstar, here we are on the edge of that empty grave again.  What are you thinking?” 
 
    “I’m thinking this goat planet may be the closest place to paradise left in the universe.” 
 
    “If it contains the wealth I think it does, it might certainly be that paradise you speak of.” 
 
    “A lot of good it will do you, old man.  You were once a multi-trillionaire.  Now you have been atomized—by your former daughter.” 
 
    The old man made a noise that may have been a sob.  “I loved that girl.  She betrayed me.  I should have closed my firing key before she closed hers.” 
 
    “And, in the long run, Frictenicht, what would that have bought you besides a few trillion more than you already had.”               
 
    “Farstar, you are always the idealist.  You can’t convince me that you wouldn’t change if you possessed one of those precious orbs that make the universe turn?” 
 
    “Are you forgetting that I already have possessed such an orb—and we’re sitting with our feet in a grave on that goat planet as we speak.” 
 
    “But I regained possession, and you got what was left of my daughter in return.” 
 
    “And she, in turn, slew you.  The last we saw, you were being swept from space so imperial forensics could determine you were really dead.” 
 
    “I? Really dead? Are you sure?” 
 
    “I saw it happen.  You were blown to smithereens.” 
 
    “And you think my daughter could have done that cruel deed—to the one who brought her into the world and nurtured her—and gave her everything.” 
 
    “Everything except love and understanding.” 
 
    “You are too lowly and proud to know the true sources of power in the universe.” 
 
    “Perhaps.  But I must compliment you on two things that are not necessarily connected.” 
 
    The old man smiled and gestured with his weapon for Farstar to continue. 
 
    “I’m beginning to love the 3Maggie you gave me despite her being in part derived from your daughter.” 
 
    “And?” 
 
    “I thank you sincerely for devising a way for me to hide my possession of one of your precious orbs of wealth without anyone’s knowledge.” 
 
    “On your second point, how can you be sure no one else knows about your goat planet?” 
 
    “Until I discover otherwise, I’ll assume I am sole owner and the only one—with 3Maggie—who knows the secret.” 
 
    “Well, have it your way.  Unless and until, fate intrudes and shatters your illusion.  I’m afraid I’ve wasted enough of your time on this visit.  Do you have anything else to say before I pull the trigger on this weapon?” 
 
    “You might take the safety off before you do.” 
 
    The old man fell for the oldest trick in the arsenal—he checked the safety. 
 
    Farstar took his chance and jammed the base of his hand into the old man’s nose, crushing the cartilage and jamming the bone into the man’s frail skull.  In the struggle, the old man managed to fire his weapon, and the pair fell into the grave, the old man landing on top of the Edgemaster, who gasped for air but only breathed in contagion.  He struggled to push the old man’s body off, but he seemed too heavy by far. 
 
    Female laughter made him shake his head.  Farstar found himself pinned under a naked 3Maggie, who was randy for his attention with her legs poised on either side of his body. 
 
    “A credit for your thoughts, Manny Farstar?” 
 
    He smiled and pulled her head down so he could kiss her on the lips.  When he came up for air, he mumbled something. 
 
    “What are you trying to say, Manny?” 
 
    “I was thinking about how much fun it would be to go around the world with you.  Not Earth as it is now with all its putrefaction, but as it once was, a blue and green paradise.” 
 
    “Will you teach me what it is like to go around the world?” 
 
    “Indeed, that’s exactly what I’ll do.” 
 
    And Manny Farstar taught his eager student what it meant, and she caught on right away.  She even added a few twists of her own devising.  Manny kept working to make her respond with joy—and she flung her head back in rapture with noises that had to be human. 
 
    “What were you saying, 3Maggie?” 
 
    “I was saying that you promised to continue telling me about your four brothers.” 
 
    “Was I?” 
 
    “You know you were.” 
 
    “First things first, though.” 
 
    “What is first?” 
 
    “Another trip around the world.  What else?” 
 
    She smiled wickedly. Then she turned off him and lay on her back with her arms open wide.   
 
    “I like being on top, but let’s try something different.  You be on top, and I’ll lie beneath you.  What do you say to that?” 
 
    The Edgemaster thought for a moment about sitting on the edge of that grave on goat planet.  He thought he heard the distant bleat of goats.  Pushing himself up and rolling on top of his robot, he felt her legs wrap around him.  He looked down into her deep blue eyes and saw the same reflection as appeared in his former robot’s eyes.  Tears welled up in her eyes, but she pulled his head down to kiss her. 
 
    “That’s better, Manny Farstar.  I hope I’m learning fast enough to satisfy you.” 
 
    “Yes, 3Maggie, you are exceeding all my expectations.  If you were any better, my heart would surely break from happiness.” 
 
    “Do human hearts really break from happiness?” 
 
    “I’m told they do, and I thought mine would break when I lost your predecessor.” 
 
    She needed no further incitement.  He felt her struggle to surpass her best former efforts.  They literally went to the stars and finally lay with the overhead ceiling open to a trillion stars twinkling in their personal heaven.  Manny was about to tell her more about his brothers, but she placed her index finger on his lips and raised her head to kiss him. 
 
    “Tonight, I want to remember.” 
 
    He replied, “Tonight, I want to forget everything but tonight.”
  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Space Caravanserai 
 
      
 
    “Manny,” 3Maggie said in alarm, “Our sensors have detected a huge collection of vessels moving outbound from the center of the universe.” 
 
    Manny reviewed her display and the underlying data for a few minutes. 
 
    “Steer to avoid that mass by approaching no closer than one parsec.  That will keep us from being detected by their sensors.” 
 
    “How can we be sure of that?” she asked.  “According to My data, there’s no surveillance limit to a mass of spacecraft as large as the one our sensors have detected.” 
 
    “Relax, AI.  You’ll recall that my brother designed the imperial logistical support lines of communication.  He specifically introduced the ‘one parsec rule’ that was adopted for official imperial traffic.” 
 
    “Just the same, with your permission, I’ll plot to avoid by 1.5 parsecs.” 
 
    “Have it your way, 3Maggie.  And, while you’re about it, keep our passive sensors slewed to their max reception limits.  If black scouts are protecting the convoy, we can count on their carrying classified contraband.” 
 
    3Maggie did as he ordered.  She was frowning because the things he was saying did not make sense in the ordinary way.   
 
    “What kinds of classified cargo could they be carrying?” 
 
    “Well, robot, they might be carrying nuclear or radionuclide weapons, cryptocurrencies, unlicensed robots, malevolent software Zero Days, sex toys, cloaking devices, secret technological developments, and so forth.” 
 
    “You’re making my head spin, but I’m trying to create a new tableau with the possibilities.  Just how do you deduce that we’re looking at a special projects convoy?” 
 
    “Three indicators make the convoy stand out.  First, its size is over five parsecs in length and three in depth.  Second, the convoy is deliberately understating its electronic signature.  Third, interspersed in the mélange are some of the fastest interceptors known.” 
 
    “I have plotted the interceptors now that you mention them.  I must admit I am surprised by them.  They are far more powerful than would be required to repel a raid by individual spaceships like ours.” 
 
    “Think for a few cycles, 3Maggie, about the understatement of the EM signature.” 
 
    “Computing now.  A clear strategy for luring adventurers is to understate the electro-magnetic signature of a mass of units.  But that doesn’t make sense to me.  Why would a caravan purposely want to attract an attacking predatory group?” 
 
    “See if you can answer your own question while I take a closer look at the transport spacecraft.” 
 
    3Maggie used her algorithms to discover the answer to her own question.  “I have a tentative answer.  Imperial strategy pretends to be weak and indecisive.  Bold predators will therefore attack, fooled by outward appearances.  They will be destroyed by the superior firepower hidden among the cargo vessels.  I deduce that the imperial feint has two purposes.  It cloaks what it most wants to reveal.  It also purposes the destruction of any rebel group desiring to seize its cargo.” 
 
    “Good thoughts.  Now slew out your display to a ten parsec limit.  What do you see approaching?” 
 
    “I see a massive attack formation in three parts.  If that formation remains intact, the leading group will penetrate the middle of the imperial caravan while the others will take out the lead and following craft.  If they are not aware of the trap, they’ll be fooled and perish in the ensuing firefight.” 
 
    Manny nodded.  “You have a good idea of what will happen—unless, of course, the attackers are warned.” 
 
    3Maggie loaded a few advanced algorithms to deal with the evolving situation.  “I have discovered an alternative evaluation, based on a real case in the imperial records.” 
 
    “Let me guess.  In order to obliterate a special force of the resistance, the Empire provided a decoy caravanserai whose sole purpose was to lure the rebels into an untenable situation in which they would either have to surrender or die.” 
 
    The robot shook her head in amazement.  “You are quite intelligent, for a human.” 
 
    “Thank you, 3Maggie.  While you send an encrypted burst transmission toward the lead vessel in the attacking force, I’ll monitor the reactions of the convoy.” 
 
    3Maggie sent her burst.  Manny observed the convoy’s reactions to her communication.  The rebel force requested authentication by return burst. 
 
    “That’s a bad response, 3Maggie.  It’s time for us to send the code word ARCTURUS just before we change our position.” 
 
    3Maggie transmitted the authentication, and Manny jigged left and right to maneuver to their new position.  A space torpedo meanwhile entered their last position to begin a spiral search around the last position of their communication.  They watched the torpedo’s track, but it could not acquire their signature.  When the weapon had completed its designed run, it detonated as it was required to do. 
 
    The robot shook her head.  She pointed to the display.  “Manny, the attackers have split their formation.  One half are standing off while the other half are continuing to attack.” 
 
    “Idiots!” exclaimed the Edgemaster.  “The attackers will be destroyed.  There’s nothing we can do to prevent that.” 
 
    3Maggie kept her eyes glued on the 3-D display.  “Is there anything we can do to help?” 
 
    “We’ll assume the role of overwatch.  Maybe as the battle plays out, we’ll get a chance to help.  The commander of the attacking group is hell-bent on seizing that cargo.” 
 
    3Maggie looked puzzled.  “I’m not sure what you mean by ‘hell-bent,’ but I’ll assume you mean the commander is destined to self-destruct to accomplish his or her mission.” 
 
    “Good guess, robot.  See how the cloaked interceptors amongst the cargo vessels are breaking out of formation to confront the attacking rebel force?” 
 
    3Maggie nodded.  Instinctively, her right hand went to hover over the weapons console.   
 
    “Your instincts are good, robot.  Stand by for action, but only on my command.” 
 
    “Standing by.” 
 
    Farstar was the veteran of hundreds of battles in the seemingly eternal war between the Empire and the resistance.   He was known for his cool composure under fire.  His new 3Maggie had never witnessed him in battle, so she watched in fascination while he broke every rule in the command manual of arms.   
 
    “Notice how those three large transports have moved to the opposite side of the convoy, anticipating the assault and positioning to avoid the rebels.” 
 
    “Does that mean that those are the high value units the rebels are looking for?” 
 
    “Unless they’re a snare and delusion, they contain the treasures the rebel forces need.  We are going to remain cloaked and maneuver to the opposite side of the formation.  Keep your distance at no closer than 1.5 parsecs.  I suspect we’ll be in position after most of the shooting has desisted.” 
 
    “As such, we’ll be sacrificing the rebels who advance.” 
 
    “That can’t be help, robot.  What we can do is to preserve their mission for the survivors to pursue.” 
 
    Farstar’s spaceship was soon in position behind the three cargo units.  It was cloaked and waiting until the main battle had ended.  The main display indicated that half of the defending fighters had been destroyed in the battle, but they had killed the entire attacking force.  The half of the attacking force that had stood off now regrouped to attack again.  Against them, the remaining defenders lined up. 
 
    “Both sides have gone insane, 3Maggie.  When they start their second battle, we’ll see what’s inside those three cargo vessels, by boarding them as necessary.  None of the defenders is paying overt attention to the three high value units.  Prepare space mines for each of those vessels if we decide to destroy them.” 
 
    3Maggie did as she was told.  Meanwhile, she maneuvered the spaceship directly behind the largest of the three transports.  From their behaviors, Manny saw they did not detect his vessel approaching from their rear. 
 
    “Sensors are recording nuclear radiation—weapons are indicated.” 
 
    “Be ready for implanting space mines to destroy each transport.  Set for magnetic detonation.” 
 
    “All weapons have been set.  Awaiting your orders to release the weapons.” 
 
    “Release three weapons, one at each target.  When they have all been released, retreat to a safe location where we can observe their effects.” 
 
    Manny watched the master display as 3Maggie released the three space mines.  She backed the spacecraft away from the three vessels to a location 1.5 parsecs on the opposite side of the convoy from the active fighting, which was not going well for the attackers. 
 
    Manny saw the final salvo destroy the last of the rebel fighter spacecraft.  All that was left of the brave attackers was inert debris and sullen fires of burning metal.  The five remaining defenders took station around the three cargo units that Manny had targeted.  The Edgemaster smiled at what was unfolding before his eyes. 
 
    “Manny, when those fighters close with the three transports, our mines will explode—and they will all be destroyed.” 
 
    Farstar nodded.  He slewed their display so they could observe the denouement of the action.  The eight vessels had just regained their place in the caravan when the mines detonated simultaneously.  That was only just the beginning.  The weapons on the three transports subsequently detonated too.  Nuclear signatures reached fore and aft along the convoy, setting off munitions in the other spacecraft.   The display was spectacular. 
 
    “It appears the five fighters and the three transports have been destroyed.  Of the other craft in the convoy, half have been either disabled or destroyed.” 
 
    “I can’t say I’m sorry, 3Maggie.  Those nuclear weapons were outlawed long ago.  They have left an area of the universe uninhabitable for the next million years.  The contamination from their blasts will render the other cargo in the caravan unusable.” 
 
    The robot closed her eyes for a moment.  “Does all that mean we did well? Or not?” 
 
    “We won’t wait around for others to make that call.  I’m going to enter coordinates far away from this devastation.  We’ll wait there until I think the coast is clear.” 
 
    “I like that expression, ‘the coast is clear.’ I imagine a swelling ocean and a beach where no threats appear to menace an amphibious landing.” 
 
    “I think you’ll like the hideaway we’re heading toward.” 
 
    “Do I get a hint?” She smiled mischievously. 
 
    He nodded.  “How does goat cheese sound to you?” 
 
    “That’s supposed to be healthy for humans, isn’t it?” 
 
    “It is.  I happen to own three planets where goats live.  There’s also one with a stone hut where we can have a vacation.” 
 
    “A ‘vacation’—where you can empty your mind?” 
 
    “Something like that, yes.  I think it’s time for us to do a rope-a-dope.  Don’t you?” 
 
    3Maggie did not answer but executed the required 360-degree turn, ending on the track they were pursuing.  No enemy pursuer craft were in their wake.  She reported, “The coast is clear.” 
 
    “That’s correct, robot, but there is no coast apparent.” 
 
    “Just like the last time when you used the term.  Maybe there’s a better term to use?” 
 
    Manny Farstar took the helm and imposed on their track a pattern of maneuvers that would keep any followers in a state of confusion.  He also changed the destination for their voyage to a point far enough away from the solar system of his goat planets so they could monitor any imperial activity that threatened them. 
 
    Farstar composed a detailed report about his decisions regarding the caravanserai.  He admitted he had no idea why the forbidden weapons were aboard those three transports or why the rebel forces were determined to intercept the convoy.   
 
    3Maggie also wrote an independent report of the incident.  When she compared it with Manny’s report, she saw it agreed in all essentials.   Like his report, hers ended with the recommendation to impose travel restrictions around the volume where the radiation of the blast was active.   A notice to space mariners would doubtless be composed to keep all lawful craft well out of harm’s way. 
 
    In the sleeping compartment, Manny provided 3Maggie with the recordings he had made on his goat planet.  Among those was the conversation he had with Mr. Frictenicht, the father of the young woman who gave the Edgemaster the vital information about the wealth that the goat planet contained under its rustic veneer.   
 
    3Maggie recognized the old man Frictenicht, who was talking with Farstar.  She recognized him as ‘my father,’ on account of her programming.  A tear coursed down her cheek as she watched the trillionaire move his weapon towards Manny’s head. 
 
    “I don’t know why I’m crying, Manny.  Why do humans cry?” 
 
    “We cry when we are sad, 3Maggie.  We cry when there is nothing else we can do to express our emotions.  We cry about what we valued that is lost.” 
 
    “Why do you suppose I cry when I see that old man sitting with you on the edge of that empty grave?” 
 
    “Maybe it’s because some part of you knows that old man is gone.  It could be that you remember why he is gone—but I sincerely hope you don’t.  Of course, you could be having a premonition about the future, not the past.” 
 
    “My computations are going haywire after that comment.  Will you please explain in terms a robot can understand?” 
 
    “Let’s see.  I’ll start with likelihoods.  You can compute probabilities about the future, can’t you?” 
 
    “Of course, I can.  My algorithms are full of probabilistic formulas.” 
 
    “Can you calculate the possibility that some being that you think is dead is really alive?” 
 
    “That seems to me a binary contradiction—two things that cannot be true at the same time.” 
 
    “Like being both alive and dead?” 
 
    “Yes, Manny.  Unless you mean a reconstruction.  As a robot, I am formed of parts both new and old.  As a hybrid AI, I even have human parts.  So in a sense, I have parts from former lives that are alive in me.” 
 
    “You are truly a poet, 3Maggie.” 
 
    “Am I? But Aristotle the Greek logician had contempt for poets.  He laughed about their definition of a beach as the place where the waves play.” 
 
    “Well, I hope you know he was right.” 
 
    “You’re playing mind games with me now.” 
 
    “Not really.  You know that the wave action on a sandy shore is like a rhythmic playing.” 
 
    “When you put it that way, yes, I can.” 
 
    “So poets aren’t necessarily insane.  They just have a different way of telling how things are.” 
 
    “I think you must be a poet, Manny Farstar.” 
 
    “Why do you say that, 3Maggie?” 
 
    “The faraway look you got in your eyes when you talked with my father on your goat planet told me things about you I never knew.  They aren’t part of your record, anyway.” 
 
    “I don’t suppose everything about you appears in your instruction manual either.” 
 
    “Precisely.  In fact, nothing I consider important about me is in that manual.” 
 
    Intrigued by his robot, Manny decided to play music for them both.  He brought out a one-string instrument and a bow.  He tuned the string and scraped the bow over it.  Soon the space was filled with the sound of music.  3Maggie made sounds like singing.  He stopped playing his instrument and listened to her rendition of his sounds. 
 
    “Now I know you are a musician.  I like your music.  Do you like mine?” 
 
    “I do, robot.  And I notice that you were being somewhat creative.  You did not just repeat back what I played—you played some things that were entirely new.  So you were composing.” 
 
    “Are you surprised by that.  After all, I’m a learner AI, and I am partly human too.  Look into my eyes and tell me what you see.” 
 
    Farstar did as she asked.  “I see irises of blue and green shattered glass, and a pupil black as night, covered by a face that must be mine.” 
 
    She seemed embarrassed.  She blinked and bobbed her head.   
 
    “Tell me how you kiss.” 
 
    He said, “You’ve been reading poetry, I think.” 
 
    “I have.  No greater training can there be than poetry if not another’s mystery.” 
 
    “And you were saying bad things about Aristotle a few minutes ago.” 
 
    “How do you feel about nuclear weapons?” 
 
    “I have a visceral reaction whenever I think of them.  I’ve seen their effects throughout the universe.  Planets crisped and black.  Planets burning with eternal fires from nuclear weapons.  My home planet Earth’s oceans and seas bubbling with the heat of reactors that sunk to the bottom, there to spew radioactive gasses through a million half lives.  I’ve seen people burned beyond recognition as humans and machines torn asunder by the effects of heat and blast.  I’ve seen no good done by nuclear weapons.” 
 
    “So why did you set off those weapons in deep space?” 
 
    “It seemed like a good idea at the time, robot.  Whether the evil Empire was going to use those weapons or the resistance was intending to use them, it is all the same.  Now no one will use them, and the boundaries of their reach will be known by the markers officialdom will establish as a warning.” 
 
    “I saw the light in your eyes when you watched the large monitor displays of the explosions.” 
 
    “What did you see?” 
 
    “I saw awe.  Wonder. Your pupils narrowed.  Your eyes twitched.  I saw signs of delight, and cruelty.” 
 
    “I have to admit from the first time I saw pictures of nuclear bombs exploding, I’ve been fascinated by the quality of the light they give off.” 
 
    “Can beauty and bewilderment coexist in the minds of machines?” 
 
    “I’m not sure, 3Maggie.  Maybe you should tell me.  What did you see when the weapons detonated in the middle of that convoy?” 
 
    “I can give you a read-out of the light spectrum I witnessed.  I can tell you how what I saw translates into heat signatures.  I can even give you estimates of how the blast effects spread in space.  I felt a tremor, but it was not from the physical effects of the blast or the heat or light.  I think what I felt was what you humans call mortality.” 
 
    “So perhaps robots can feel what it’s like to be mortal?” 
 
    “I think it’s more that I could feel what it’s like to be obliterated.  Of course, my human alter ego had been through that before.” 
 
    “So you felt a kind of sympathy for the Frictenicht part of you?” 
 
    She screwed up her face and took his palm, face up.  She ran her fingernails along his growth line.  He felt a shiver run up his spine. 
 
    “Did you like that sensation?” 
 
    “What do you suppose it did to me?” 
 
    “It’s supposed to make you tingle.  Did it?” 
 
    “Yes, it did.  Are you going to tell me that everything you do to me is part of a practical experiment to test how I react?” 
 
    “I won’t tell you that if it’s going to hurt your feelings.” 
 
    He shook his head.  “I’m not sure how to deal with you when I feel like a laboratory animal under your scrutiny.” 
 
    “Why don’t you consider for a minute how I must feel when you search my eyes for signs your ministrations are giving me pleasure or pain.” 
 
    “Hmm.  Are you hurt by that?” 
 
    “I don’t know what to think.  Perhaps you must tell me what to think.  Like when I asked you to sit back while I kissed you like you kissed me.  You seemed shocked because you had a pattern in your mind and I broke it.” 
 
    “I always liked to take the initiative in love.” 
 
    “Why? Does it give you pleasure?” 
 
    “I’ll turn the question right back at you, 3Maggie.  How did you feel when you kissed me?” 
 
    Her brow furrowed.  She looked at him quizzically.  “I’ll have to try again, to be sure.” 
 
    She posed him so his head was back and slightly tilted up.  She moved the top of her body over his and kissed him on the lips.  A tiny bead of spittle ran from her mouth to his.  She kept kissing him, at first nibbling and then pressing.  Her mouth formed an O and she kissed him in the French way.  Manny rose to kiss her back, but she pressed her hand on his chest to keep him in place. 
 
    “Tell me how you kiss,” she said.  Then she laughed.  She laughed so hard, she had to hold her sides.  She did not stop laughing for a long while.  She then took his hand and pulled him towards her.   
 
    He raised himself so he was now kissing her from the top.  He stopped after a moment. 
 
    “Does that please you?” she asked. 
 
    “Very much.  And you?” 
 
    “I’m pleased by your pleasure.” 
 
    “And nothing else?” he asked. 
 
    “What would you have me feel, Manny Farstar, Galactic Edgemaster?” 
 
    “I would like you to feel gratified, whole, tender, alive, possibly grateful, warm?” 
 
    “What a marvelous combination of expectations, human.” 
 
    “What a mechanical assessment of the potentialities, robot.” 
 
    They both laughed until she looked at her human’s lips and grazed on them gently.  He looked deep into her matchless eyes trying to parse the Frictenicht eye signs from the eyes of his former, lost 3Maggie, whom he had loved. 
 
    The human and the robot spent a long time gazing into each other’s eyes, and it was she, not he, who began kissing in earnest, and she who seemed to crave to have more of them together than they had ever conceived of separately. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    AFTERWORD 
 
    I have been asked why Manny Farstar chose to remain in the old, corrupt universe rather than to follow Luc Phuket and the rebel fleet into the unknown region beyond its edge—to discover a new universe with goodness and light at its center.  Farstar was daring and, to a degree, visionary, but he was rooted in his role as purposely as the emperor’s rebellious daughter was.  He reasoned that he had served as a Janus-like figure, looking forward and backward at the same time.  He also had integrity: unlike the perfidious princess, he viewed his life as whole.  As long as the old universe provided things for him to do for the kind of remuneration he desired, he was satisfied.  Ironically, his 3Maggie held him back from the brink.  In a word, love for an artificial intelligence kept him from springing forward along the path he showed the Arcturus.  Does it matter that Farstar refused to acknowledge the dark side of his environment? That is for each reader to determine for himself or herself.  In the Buddhist tradition, one religious figure, the Bodisattva, refused to take the final step of Buddha in his transcendental transformation.  He remained behind to show others the way rather than to avail himself of the opportunity of achieving total spirituality.  Of course, Manny Farstar would never have pretended to be a guru.  He was merely the best investigator in the universe—a human who successfully worked the boundaries of the universe.  He might have entertained the concept that he was a gatekeeper of sorts, but even that role would have held him in check, stifled him and limited his freedom to do as he pleased.  Besides, Manny Farstar is palpably real—and revels in consensual carnality—with his favorite learner artificial intelligence and robot 3Maggie. As I have written, I have witnessed how contemporary history parallels my prophecy.  Precise dates are not the issue, but the trends are clear.  The wise should be wary: this fiction is becoming increasingly REAL. 
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