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 “…for the maiden flight of NASA’s newest experimental spacecraft, the XJ3, nicknamed 
the Phantom by project workers for its ability to skip in and out of the space/time 
continuum.  This craft represents a huge leap forward in FTL technology and, if 
successful, will usher in a new golden age of space travel.  As our listeners no doubt 
recall, the Croft-Anka-Nakomi drive, the current standard, allows starcraft to travel many 
times the speed of light, but that still means a journey time of several months to our 
nearest colony world, Eos.  NASA engineers predict the experimental drive in the XJ3 
will reduce travel time to zero.  That’s right folks, instantaneous travel.  Coinciding with 
NASA’s two hundredth anniversary, this flight…” 
 
 “Switch that thing off, will you?” Commander Rodney Fuentes growled into the 
intercom.  “We’ve got a checklist to complete.” 
 
“Roger that, Phantom,” the voice from CAPCOM replied, and the streaming news feed 
fell silent.  “We are green across the board.  Ready when you are, Commander.” 
 
 “I’d still rather we had a proper countdown,” complained Marietta Jones from the other 
side of the cramped cockpit.  “If you ask me Rod, all this is moving too fast.  They want 
to put on a show for the anniversary, that’s why we’re having a manned flight so quickly 
after the lab tests.” 
 
 “I know,” Rod replied.  “That’s what being test pilots is all about.” 
 
 “Everything’s humming,” Marietta said a moment later.  “Let’s raise canvas and catch 
some wind.” 
 
 Rod gave her a reproving look.  “I’ll never understand why you insist on using nautical 
terms,” he said to his partner.  “I don’t remember reading in your dossier that you ever 
sailed a boat in your life.” 
 
 Marietta laughed.  “Just because you’re afraid of the water doesn’t mean everyone else 
is,” she retorted.  “I’m going to learn to sail one day.” 
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 “I thought all Arabs were born to the water,” he said.  He touched a dial on his control 
board, adjusting it minutely and grinning as indicators shifted accordingly.  “Wasn’t your 
grandfather one of the engineers on the Eden Project?” 
 
“We’ve had this conversation before,” she replied dryly.  “Just because we pioneered 
fusion powered desalination and turned Riyadh into an island doesn’t mean we all turned 
into otters.  Besides, I’m only half-Arab.  My father was Bedoin but mom was Ethiopian.  
She never even saw a large body of water until after I was born.” 
 
“Check the relays on the induction coil,” Rod ordered.   
 
“I have.  Seven times.” 
 
 “Humor me.  Check it again.” 
 
 She sighed.  “All indicators are nominal.  Drive is powered and ready.  Computer 
navigation is online.  Reactor is hot and power is steady.”  She looked at him through the 
maze of equipment separating them.  “Come on, Rod.  It’s time.” 
 
 “I concur,” he said and grinned back at her.  “Let’s kick this pig.” 
 
 Marietta cupped her hand around the tiny microphone at her mouth.  “NASA, this is 
Phantom,” she said.  “We are go for main drive start in three…two…one…”  She jabbed 
a finger at Rod.  He flipped up a safety cover on his control panel and pressed the button 
beneath. 
 
 “Done,” he said.  “It’s in God’s hands now.” 
 
 Marietta twisted to look at the bulkhead behind her.  The main core of the computer was 
back there, and it would be the computer that handled the mechanics of the drive.  Rod 
looked through the porthole beside him at the bulk of the NASA support ship.  It was 
huge and bristled with observation equipment.  Farther out, barely discernable with its 
black hull, was a Navy warship.  Below them, unviewable, was the red glow of Mars. 
 
 “Are you scared?” Marietta whispered.  He turned his gaze to meet hers.  She was a 
lovely woman, he thought not for the first time.  Her creamy dark brown skin and sharp 
features made her look wildly exotic.  It was hard to believe she had no attachments.  No 
husband, boyfriend, or lover, no living family, barely any friends.  Just like him.  If either 
of them had connections to leave behind then neither of them would have been chosen for 
this mission. 
 
 Just like him.  No one to leave behind, no none to mourn for them should catastrophe 
occur.  He thrust his hand through the crowded space separating them and clasped her 
gloved hand in his own.  “No worries,” he told her.  She smiled back at him and squeezed 
his hand. 
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 The computer chimed softly through the intercom.  The control board lights blinked 
rapidly as relays clicked, circuits connected, and the computer ran through the complex 
algorithms that were the heard of the stardrive.  Rod returned his attention to the port.  
Any moment, he would see Jupiter outside.  A short jump, but an important one.  The 
hull began to vibrate.  “Godspeed,” someone said through the radio.  The view beyond 
the window blurred, grew momentarily brighter as the ship was enveloped by energy, 
then… 
 
 It all vanished.  Rod blinked, trying to clear his vision.  The vibration had stopped, the 
lights on the control board winked out one by one as the computer returned the drive to 
standby.  And outside the window all that could be seen was unending emptiness. 
 
 “Allah be merciful,” Marietta whispered.  She was clutching Rod’s hand so tight it was 
beginning to hurt.  He pulled away from her and reached for the control board. 
 
 “Run your checks,” he said.  “Marietta, stop looking out the window.”  He began rapidly 
punching buttons, changing displays on the monitors. 
 
 “Where are the stars?” Marietta asked numbly.  “Did something go wrong?” 
 
 “Do your checklist!” Rod snapped angrily.  He stopped what he was doing, closed his 
eyes, and took a deep breath.  “Sorry,” he said to his partner.  “I don’t know what’s 
happened.  Maybe we overshot the target. But if we don’t make sure the ship is 
undamaged there’s no hope of getting back.  Right?” 
 
 “Right,” she breathed.  Slowly, she focused on the board in front of her.  They worked 
without speaking, keeping their eyes on the task at hand, only occasionally glancing at 
one another and never looking at the view outside. 
 
 Ten minutes later, Marietta looked up from her console.  “Green,” she said.  
“Everything’s fine.  Computer says the jump happened exactly as planned.” 
 
 Rod turned his gaze out the window.  “Not exactly,” he said.  “Jupiter should be bout 
there.  Something should be out there.  The mass indicator agrees with our eyes.  That’s 
empty vacuum.” 
 
 Marietta shook her head.  “That’s impossible,” she said.  She rapped her knuckles against 
one of the monitors.  “This says there’s no radiation out there either.  No x-rays, gamma 
rays, alpha particles, nothing.  Cosmic background radiation should be about two point 
seven two seven degrees above absolute zero, but the instruments say…well, it is 
absolute zero outside.” 
 
 “It has to be a malfunction,” Rod told her.  “The instruments have failed.” 
 
 “I ran the diagnostic,” she argued.  “Unless the computer’s gone buggy, all our 
instruments are fine.” 
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 “Let’s pray it’s not the computer,” Rod said.  “Why don’t we rotate the ship, see if 
there’s anything to see?” 
 
 Marietta snorted.  She tapped the attitude controls and they felt their seats press against 
them.  The view outside didn’t change, neither did the instruments.  “There’s no stray 
photons, no magnetic fields, nothing, nothing, nothing.” 
 
 “You and I both know that’s impossible,” he chided.  “We’d have to be beyond the edge 
of the universe.  Way beyond, and the drive wasn’t on long enough for that.” 
 
 “Jump times are instantaneous regardless of distance traversed,” she said.  “That’s what 
the scientists said.  Somebody goofed on the destination coordinates is my bet.  
Misplaced a decimal or something.  Let’s just reverse it and go home.” 
 
 Rod nodded.  “Yeah, sure,” he said.  Then he laughed.  “This is one heck of a bug to iron 
out.” 
 
 “It’ll give the NASA geeks something to do,” she chuckled, but her voice was still tense.  
“Everything’s still hot and ready.  Inputting return routine.  That’s it, hit it.” 
 
 Rod pressed the activator without ceremony.  Inside his thick glove his hand was 
shaking, and he was thankful that Marietta couldn’t see it.  A mistake had been made, no 
doubt about it.  He just hoped he wasn’t the one who made it.  The hull vibrated as 
before, the lights on the control board blinked like a Broadway marquee, and they each 
stared eagerly through their portholes.  When the drive engaged they felt it, as thought the 
floor dropped out from beneath them, more profound than the sensation of freefall, 
making their stomachs turn over.  The sensation stopped, and the computer signaled that 
the jump was over. 
 
 “I don’t’ see any stars,” Marietta said dryly as she stared at the inky blackness outside.  
“It didn’t work.” 
 
 “Impossible,” Rod hissed through clenched teeth.  He stared wildly at the displays, all of 
them pointing to zero. 
 
 “You keep saying that,” Marietta pointed out.  “But it’s happened.  We’re stuck, Rod.  
Admit it.” 
 
 Rod pulled off his gloves and rubbed his eyes savagely.  “Orientation of the ship is 
inconsequential,” he muttered.  “Travel time is always nil.  Energy requirements are 
constant.  Radio.  Check the radio.” 
 
 “Why?” she asked.  She rotated the tuner on the unit anyway.  “I don’t hear anything,” 
she told him.  “What am I listening for?” 
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 “Static.  Radio static is the background noise of the universe.” 
 
 Marietta flipped a switch.  “There,” she said.  “I’ve put it on general audio.”  The 
speakers hummed very faintly but were otherwise silent. 
 
 “No static,” Rod announced needlessly.  “None at all.  I’m beginning to think you’re 
right.  We are at the frontier of the universe.  My God, upwards of fifteen billion light 
years in the blink of an eye.  We must be so far out that the echoes of the big bang 
haven’t even reached this place.” 
 
 “Why aren’t we home, though?” Marietta asked.  “Do you think we zapped ourselves all 
the way to the other side?  One extreme to another?” 
 
 “You have a better theory?” 
 
 “Not really.” 
 
 “How about subspace?” he offered.  “Maybe the drive took us out of the universe 
entirely.” 
 
 “Marietta laughed.  “What do you know about subspace?” 
 
 Rod grinned.  “Only what I’ve read in books,” he admitted. 
 
 “That’s about as much as I know too,” she said.  “I just don’t…did you hear that?”  She 
pointed excitedly at the radio then twisted the knob full over.  A faint hiss rose out of the 
silence like a chill whisper, rising to a barely audible level before fading away again.  “Is 
that your echo of the big bang?” she whispered. 
 
 Rod shrugged.  “I don’t know.  Maybe.”  He licked his lips thinking furiously.  “Marietta, 
something’s just occurred to me.  What if we’re inside a black hole?” 
 
 She stared hard at him.  “We’d be dead, Rod.  You know that.” 
 
 “Not if we were trapped inside the event horizon,” he argued.  “Imagine we did 
overshoot the target.  This time of year, Jupiter is on the Milky Way side of the solar 
system.” 
 
 “And there’s a black hole at the center of our galaxy,” she said, nodding.  “I don’t think 
it’s big enough though.  In order to trap us instead of turning us into spaghetti it’d have to 
be a huge singularity.  And we’d still be dead just from radiation bleed off.” 
 
 Rod scratched his face.  He’d had to shave off his beard for the mission and he missed it.  
Pulling at his whiskers helped him think.  “What if it was a huge hole?” he insisted. 
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 Marietta shook her head.  “You don’t understand,” she told him.  “For us to have a 
whole, undestroyed ship, no gravitational anomalies, sitting here having this discussion, 
registering no radiation whatsoever, and be inside the event horizon of a black hole defies 
the laws of physics.  Think of something else.” 
 
 “You think of something,” he snapped.  “We weren’t trained for something like this.  I 
can take apart and rebuild most of the systems on this ship, but no one told me I’d have to 
figure out how to get home when the freaking universe vacates the premises.”  He 
covered his face with his hands, giving in to frustration. 
 
 Marietta knew she had to console him, but she had no words of comfort.  The view out 
the window was affecting them both.  They’d been prepared, at least in the backs of their 
minds, for the eventuality of finding themselves in strange surroundings.  They were even 
prepared for death should an accident occur.  But this was worse, much worse.  They 
were lost without even a beacon to tell them which direction home might lay. 
 
 “Nothing like this ever happened in the tests,” Rod muttered, rising from his fugue.  He 
lowered his hands but kept his head hanging low, eyes closed. 
 
 “No, it didn’t,” Marietta agreed.  And why hadn’t it?  “The drive didn’t have its own 
power supply then,” she said, realizing the truth slowly. 
 
 Rod looked up at her.  “What?” he prompted. 
 
 “What’s different about this ship?” she asked him.  “It’s self-contained.  The drive was 
tested with an external power source.  It could be stopped from outside.  Remember what 
you said earlier?  About how long it took us to travel?” 
 
 “The drive is instantaneous,” he said, a light dawning in his eyes.  “Christ, is that it?” 
 
 She looked at him quizzically.  “I thought you were Jewish,” she said.  “Never mind.  
You’re right, the drive is instantaneous.  It takes zero time to travel any distance, even if 
it was across the universe.  How?” 
 
 “I get the feeling you’d rather tell me than hear me guess,” he replied, smiling thinly. 
 
 “It’s the nature of the traveling itself,” she said happily.  “The drive drops the ship out of 
the space/time continuum.  Zero distance to travel that way, zero travel time.  It’s up to 
the computer to tweak the jump in exactly the right way so we come back into the 
universe where we want to.  But that’s the problem.  NASA perfected the distance 
equations but dismissed the time factor. 
 
 “It wasn’t noticeable in the lab because the controls were outside the actual drive field.  
See, our drive didn’t’ know when to shut off.  Once we dropped out of reality, we became 
timeless.  We just kept traveling until…”  She faltered. 
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 “Until all time stopped,” he said, smile gone.  He jerked around to stare out the window.  
The radio made a ghostly hiss again.  “Space too.  The end of space and time.  The end of 
the universe.” 
 
 “That’s why we couldn’t get back,” she said.  “There’s nothing to go back to.” 
 
 Rod stirred uneasily in his seat.  “I can’t believe we’re stuck here,” he complained.  “It 
wasn’t supposed to be like this.  I was going to retire in a few years.  Resign my 
commission, find a wife, start raising kids.  I knew there was risk, sure I did.  You can’t 
be a test pilot and not expect to risk your life.  I just didn’t believe I’d die, and especially 
not trapped at the tend of freaking time.” 
 
 Marietta put her hand on his arm.  He jerked in surprise, turning a pair of moist eyes on 
her.  He moved his arm until he could clasp her hand in his own.  It felt nice, a touch of 
warm comfort that helped them hold back the frigid midnight black creeping through the 
windows.  “You’re not alone,” she said.  “I wanted those things too.  We both put the job 
ahead of our personal lives.  It’s what made us ideal candidates to be here now.  You’ve 
always been a good friend, Rod.  I’m sorry if I haven’t told you that before.” 
 
 He gave her a wan smile.  “Same here,” he told her and squeezed her hand. 
 
 “How long do you think we have?” 
 
 He shrugged, then looked at her strangely.  “Until what?” 
 
 “The universe is out there someplace,” she said.  “It’s compressed to a single point, not 
matter or energy anymore, just a probability.  How long do you think it’ll take before it 
pulls us in too?” 
 
 Rod glanced at the instruments.  “There’s still no gravity out there,” he pointed out.  “All 
the physical laws are gone.  We’re inside a little bubble here, outside the universe.  We’re 
our own universe.” 
 
 She shook her head.  “I can’t wrap my mind around it,” she said.  “I know I’m 
overlooking something.” 
 
 “I have that feeling too,” he said.  “We know the equipment inside and out, but not the 
theoretical math behind it.  It might just be possible to travel backwards in time, but we’ll 
never figure out how.” 
 
 “Wait,” she said, perking up.  “We’re here.  That’s what brought us out of FTL.  We hit a 
barrier of no-time.  The very instant that time stopped.  You said it yourself, we’re in our 
own universe now.  The edge is the hull of this ship.  There’s nothing between us and the 
point-source of the universe, our old universe.  Not vacuum.  Nothing.” 
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 “What are you getting at?” he said, catching her excitement.  The radio hissed again, 
more briefly. 
 
 “Like that,” she said, pointing to the speaker.  “That hiss, it’s not an echo or static, it’s a 
probability wave.” 
 
 Rod was shaking his head.  “I never studied chaos theory,” he said.  “That’s what you’re 
talking about, isn’t it?” 
 
 “We can’t actually get closer to the point-source, or farther away either.”  She leaned 
toward him, eyes shining.  “But the probability of merger is increasing exponentially 
with the amount of time that passes in which it doesn’t occur.  It’s inevitable, Rod.” 
 
 He licked dry lips and coughed nervously.  He wouldn’t pretend he fully understood, but 
he could see where she was going.  “Then what?” he asked.  “We vanish too?” 
 
 “I was thinking more along the lines of a new big bang,” she said. 
 
 He pursed his lips skeptically.  “Are you serious?” 
 
 “Why not?” she said.  “Our universe had a beginning.  It must have.  I mean look, we’re 
witnessing the end.  Maybe ours was kicked off by a traveler from the previous 
universe.” 
 
 He laughed humorlessly.  “You know, NASA will try it again.  Or someone will.  We’re 
going to have company eventually.” 
 
 “No, we won’t,” she argued.  “Think about it.  We’re at the end of the road, so anyone 
else who would’ve tried this drive would’ve arrived at the same exact moment we did, no 
matter when they started.  Travel time is nil for everyone.” 
 
 “Right,” he agreed.  The radio hissed again.  A flicker of motion caught the corner of 
Rod’s eye.  He looked at his control board just in time to see the mass indicator settling to 
zero again.” 
 
 “Did you see that?” Marietta asked in a whisper. 
 
 “I sure did.”  Rod wiped his face.  “What caused it?” 
 
 “Maybe it’s getting closer.  Our moment.” 
 
 “This can’t be real,” he said.  “This is insane.  I’m insane.  The jump did something to my 
brain.”  He turned his head toward Marietta, mouth open to say more.  The air between 
them rippled.  Everything around him undulated like a stormy ocean.  It felt like he was 
chained to the front of a runaway rollercoaster, a rapid sensation of falling replaced 
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quickly by compression, a feeling of being disconnected.  The phenomenon rolled over 
them, through them, and was gone leaving them clutching their stomachs. 
 
 “Oh, my God,” he managed to choke out. 
 
 Marietta was doubled over gasping.  “Allah be merciful,” she said thickly. 
 
 “I don’t suppose you know what that was?” he asked after a moment to recover. 
 
 “I think it was a near miss,” she said.  “I had this feeling I could do anything.  Reality 
was like a dream, and I could’ve…could’ve…”  She covered her face and began 
weeping. 
 
 “Marietta?” Rod asked, taken aback.  He reached out to her and squeezed her shoulder. 
 
 “I wish you could hold me,” she said.  She looked up with a damp face.  “I wish we’d 
made love before we left Mars.” 
 
 Rod frowned.  “I didn’t know you felt that way,” he said, but he didn’t seem very 
surprised. 
 
 “Yes you did,” she countered.  “You just ignored it.  So did I.  You’re my flight partner, 
and we didn’t want to jeopardize our working relationship.  I know that.  Still…” 
 
 He stroked her cheek with the back of his hand and smiled as warmly as he knew how.  
“Me, too,” he said softly.  And he had felt what she did.  He saw it in her eyes.  For that 
brief moment they’d been allowed to peek through a doorway beyond which lay infinite 
possibilities.  All the far reaches of time and space lay just at the tips of their fingers.  
Touched by that, it was impossible to ignore something so small as the contents of their 
own hearts.  
 
 “We’re on the cusp,” he said absently.  “A new reality is forming, and it’s ours to mold.” 
 
 Her grip on him tightened.  “How?” she asked.  “How can that be?” 
 
 “We’re at the end of everything,” he said.  “The big crunch.  All the physical laws have 
broken down because there’s nothing real anymore.  Maybe all the metaphysical laws are 
gone too.  Even God had to come from someplace.” 
 
 “What do you think happened to all the souls of everyone who lived?” she asked, still 
breathless.  Her cheeks were flushed, as hot to the touch as he felt inside. 
 
 “They’re in there,” he said, nodding toward the window.  “All the other gods too.  After 
all, who’s to say we’re at the end of our universe?” 
 
 “Huh?” was the best reply she had. 
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 “This could be the mechanism Time uses to renew itself.  And the universe too.”  He 
twisted so he could get his other arm through the space separating them, embracing her as 
best he could.  “Our presence here is a bridge between past and possible future, so we 
might have zipped right through a million universes before reaching the next dead end.  
Only it’s not an end anymore.  We’re forcing things to restart, keeping Time flowing.  
Our bubble is like a seed that will take root and blossom into a whole new reality.  That’s 
why there’s no other travelers here with us, Marietta.  The next guy will travel through 
our universe without stopping until he gets to the end, kick it back into gear, and so on.” 
 
 She put her fingers on his lips.  “What if we’re still at NASA?” she asked softly.  “Maybe 
we’re inside an elaborate simulator and they’re laughing their heads off at our wild 
theories.” 
 
 He gazed at her steadily.  “Do you really think that’s possible?” he asked. 
 
 “No,” she said after the tiniest hesitation.  The mass indicator jumped again.  The pair 
clutched at each other as the ship around them vibrated noisily.  The air rippled like water 
and everything else followed, becoming insubstantial.  Rod kept his eyes locked on 
Marietta’s, determined not to lose that above all else.  He had lived his life eschewing 
connections.  He would not go into the next alone. 
 
 Marietta seemed to take comfort in his presence as well.  She held Rod’s arms tightly as 
the world fell away, dumping them into a brightly lit void filled with wind.  Rod’s eyes 
lost focus as everything dissolved, lost in the folds of probability run amok.  He heard 
Marietta’s voice as though through a fog.  She moaned as if caught in the throes of 
orgasm. 
 
 The fog parted, and Rod found himself above a landscape of malleable form.  Hills rose 
and shrank, oceans of light swept by, the land itself was alive.  And Marietta was still in 
his arms.  He could feel her presence, sense the touch of her mind against his.  She was 
joy.  He was purpose.  She was love.  He was… 
 
 The vision faded abruptly.  He was in the cockpit, holding Marietta.  She stared into his 
eyes, mouth agape.  He was equally speechless.  The probability wave had swept over 
them, carried them along for a bit, but had left them again.  Next time, he told himself. 
 
 “Next time,” Marietta said aloud.  She managed to smile thinly. 
 
 An alarm on the control console began to buzz noisily.  Rod forced himself to turn and 
check on it.  “What is it?” Marietta asked when she saw him pale. 
 
 “Hull breach,” he said.  “The drive just ate itself.”  Marietta turned reflexively to her own 
board, punching buttons with one hand since she was unwilling to release Rod. 
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 “Computer’s not responding,” she announced.  The ship lurched and the lights went out, 
plunging them into total darkness.  They each froze, listening.  The ship was utterly 
silent. 
 
 “So much for the power core,” Rod said, barely breathing. 
 
 Marietta struggled to stay calm.  “It’s happening, isn’t it?” she asked.  When there was no 
response, she tried squeezing his arm.  Her hand closed on empty air. 
 
 “Rod!” she screamed. 
 
 “I’m here,” he whispered into her ear.  She turned in the darkness, groping for support 
and found none. 
 
 “The ship,” she croaked. 
 
 “It’s gone I think,” he said calmly from someplace beside her.  “It’s all gone.” 
 
 “We’ve gone over the edge,” she said forlornly.  Hands touched her shoulders, arms drew 
her closer.  She flung her arms around Rod, not daring to ask how it was possible. 
 
 “Time,” he said.  “ A part of us has always existed outside of it.  Intuition, ESP, instinct, 
whatever it is, that’s what’s left of us.  It’s the real part of us.  I guess it’s out souls.” 
 
 “I believe you,” she said. 
 
 “We decide what’s real,” he went on.  “We always have.  It’s the fundamental component 
of space/time.  We’re the ones who twist the strings of reality.  You were right, Marietta.  
This will be our universe.” 
 
 “I know,” she said, calm now.  “I feel sorry for Him now.” 
 
 “For God?” 
 
 “For the mind behind the universe we came from.”  She pulled Rod closer.  “He must 
have been so lonely.” 
 
 “I guess ours will be a lot different then, eh?” he chuckled. 
 
 “Maybe.” 
 
 “Why isn’t anything happening?” 
 
 “It’s waiting.” 
 
 “For what?” 
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 “Us.” 
 
 Rod sighed.  He couldn’t tell anymore if she was beside him or passing through him.  It 
didn’t matter.  “Go ahead,” he urged. 
 
 “What if it doesn’t work?” 
 
 “What if it does?” 
 
 There was a moment of silence.  “All right,” she said quietly.  “But I feel silly.” 
 
 “I won’t laugh,” he said.  “I promise.” 
 
 They clung to each other more tightly, determined to never let go.  They were lost in the 
darkness that was not darkness, the absolute midnight of unreality.  She could feel it, the 
pinpoint of possibility that would become a new universe, their universe, nestled deep 
within herself.  Themselves. 
 
 “Let there be light,” she whispered. 
 
 And there was light. 
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