
        
            
                
            
        

     
   
    PRAISE FOR N. GORKAVYI’S ASTRONIKKI. Book 1: SPACE MOWGLI 
 
      
 
    “Nikki is a genius at many things, but sometimes she is incredibly naive and rude. After a series of adventures, asteroid Mowgli enters the most prestigious school, where she finds friends, enemies and, of course, love. It is revealed that Nikki's parents were murdered, and someone very powerful is trying to finish her off. But the girl is a real devil, and so her enemies can only pray. Nick Gorkavyi's novels sparked a heated debate online, gaining both fanatical admirers and passionate critics. I “devoured” a hefty volume of "AstroNikki" in one day. I don’t remember the last time that has happened.” 
 
    From the review by B. Nevski in "Fantasy world" magazine 
 
      
 
     “AstroNikki” is one of the best contemporary adolescent books I've read. If there is a 10-18 year old youngster in your entourage, do not hesitate to give him this trilogy as a gift for any occasion.”  
 
    “In my opinion, this is an ideal SF novel for adolescents. It combines a wealth of scientific knowledge with the thrill of adventure. The heroine has outstanding abilities because of uneasy life trials experienced since early childhood. At the same time she is not a superwoman, but is quite full of life, and able to make mistakes and admit them. Over time, she is transformed by events taking place in her life. Moreover, there is a love story parallel here and it is truly magical.” 
 
    “This is the most scientific of all SF books that I have read.” 
 
    “Like a teenager, I got fired up by this book. By the idea that everything is still in our hands. That human abilities are by far larger, wider and deeper than we imagine. You will not believe it, but for the third day now I am fully breathing life and have completed so many tasks that I surprise even myself.” 
 
    From 154 reviews on Livelib (4.29 out of 5; 1,677 global rating) 
 
    “The girl who was not taught to fear. Not taught to doubt herself. Not taught to back down before authority of adults, superiors, and men. Not taught that technology is a man's business, that she does not have the brains for science. She can do anything and dares everything, that “little devil” :) She is simply magnificent.”  
 
    “Devoured the book in one day... Harry Potter takes a back seat. For the first time in recent years I have read with such gusto... and immediately read it a second time. After finishing “AstroNikki”, my friend suffering from cancer said she would defeat the disease, if only to read the sequel.” 
 
    From 199 reviews on Fantlab (8.2 out of 10; 5,720 global rating) 
 
     “Our entire family read the novel. My daughter Anya is 8 years old. She is intellectually mature beyond her age. To say that we liked the book would be an understatement. We were amazed! Our cheeks burned with excitement as we took turns to read aloud. Anya commented that Nikki is strong, brave and independent. I explained scientific details to my child with the help of an encyclopedia. The story lifts your spirits, increases moral values, and gifts the reader so much good. For myself, I concluded that not only should we strive to take the best from life, but also to give the world something good from ourselves.” 
 
    Natalia, Livejournal 
 
      
 
    “The books are simply excellent. Upon finishing “AstroNikki”, I decided to quit my job as an engineer and pursue the study of astronomy professionally.” 
 
    Marat Musin, PhD in astronomy from University of Missouri 
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    Her name is Nikki. She is a Space Mowgli. After her parents’ death, she is stranded on a tiny asteroid, where her only friend and mentor is the computer that saved her life and became part of her body. After years of seclusion she is rescued and returned to the world of people, where she is hunted by a mysterious killer. But to kill Nikki is not an easy task. This young and fragile girl has an iron will, a sharp mind and, above it all, she knows how to make friends. True friends... 
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    Prologue 
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    Subdued lights. The leather-bound armchair that Susan loves to rock in creaks in time to the cozy puffing of the coffee-maker. The screen is alive with intertwining spectrum curves of a small rocky planet – its wane crescent now fails to fit into the wide cockpit window. Susan’s hands, illuminated by the flashing lights, work their magic on the control panel, while I just sit there, looking idly at her profile, the dark mass of her locks highlighted by single striking strands of brown, red and even white hairs. 
 
    Suddenly, the loudspeaker rustles and crackles, and out busts a peculiar little rhyme in a young singsong voice… a counting rhyme, I guess. 
 
      
 
    Whose nose was it? It was Errol’s! 
 
    Where was it? Singing carols! 
 
    What was that he got? A penny! 
 
    What was that he bought? A candy! 
 
    Whom he shared it with? His Mommy… 
 
      
 
    Mommy Susan’s astonished voice chimed in: 
 
    “What a gem! I’ve never heard it before.” 
 
    “Neither have I,” I grunted. “Where does Nikki dig up all those antics, I wonder?” 
 
    “Ivan!” said Susan without turning her head. “We’ll reach Cape Canaveral Friday noon, Eastern time. What are we going to do first?” 
 
    Ivan, that’s me. 
 
    “Take your pick. We have to turn in the gear, de-conservate our house double-quick and start sweating over that super thick report covering all sixty months of field work.” 
 
    “Yuck!” snorted Susan. “I suggest an alternative: we pile all urgent matters up into a heap and make a hole at the top. Then we spit in that hole and quietly tiptoe outside and get into the car. In an hour we book into a gulf view room at the Hilton, the same one as before, and plunge right into the sea! The tropic fragrance of the waves, the rustling of the warm sand drift, and life’s getting better by the minute…” 
 
    “Super!” 
 
    “We spend the night on the restaurant terrace under a palm leaf roof. We have raw steak, straight from the fire, with ice-cold dry wine and the salty sea breeze to go with it. Then, supporting each other, we walk up to the room, lit only by the moon and the white caps of the waves, and…” 
 
    “Hey, stop! No more.” 
 
    “And the sound of the sea comes rustling through the balcony door, waving the long curtains at us, and we won’t even have to raise our heads from the pillow to see the whitecaps of the sea storm in the night… Morning rolls in and we have coffee on the loggia, brimming with sunlight and winds, listening to the yells of the Tampa seagulls. Oh gods! I’ve been dreaming of coming back to our sea all these long years on Mars.” 
 
    Susan closed her eyes, and something crossed her eyelashes. 
 
    “Cheer up, Susan, we’ll be back on Earth in a week. You’ll get your sea, you’ll see the pelicans and the seagulls!” As a matter of fact, I felt a sympathetic tingling in my throat. “In the meantime, I will make some coffee for my brave captain.” 
 
    Behind me, Susan sighed heavily. 
 
    “Make sure to get the green mug, it has the stronger magnet.” 
 
    I fetched the coffee, clicked the magnetized mug onto the control panel and gently kissed my lovely and exhausted pilot, first on the nape, then on the neck. With a quick move, Susan threw her hand around my head and smooched my bristly cheek. Oh, Ganymede! How does this woman always manage to be so fragrant? 
 
    “Now, Navigator, you’ve got…” Susan’s commanding authority returned, “two minutes to complete your precious measurements, then we start the orbital maneuver. We will make a grazing approach, to give you a chance to scan the surface properly.” 
 
    Spotting an M-asteroid on the way home, quite by chance – what luck! In all of fifty flights to the Main Belt, we’ve never seen such a beauty, and now we’re at its very edge, so close to the Sun… With that cheerful thought reverberating in my mind, I plunged into the chair. Nellie will surely be ecstatic, this is quite an achievement for her– 
 
    “I still think we should have reported to Base.” Suddenly, I felt a surge of loyalty. 
 
    “Do you not know Dr. Pfuff?” snorted Susan. “He would start on all that red tape – permissions, approvals, the go-aheads… and, in the meantime, the triple asteroid will be happily waving us bye-bye. Besides, we aren’t going to land or anything… just take a closer look… … Thirty seconds left to the maneuver. Have you strapped Nikki in?” 
 
    “I sure have.” I glanced at a side screen: strapped into her high-back chair, our little girl was busy drawing a picture. 
 
    “Ten seconds… Five…” 
 
    Suddenly, a strange vibration began filling the air. It was growing stronger, enveloping us in a loud hum. I became genuinely scared: 
 
    “Damn! What is that?” 
 
    “No idea!” shouted Susan in frustration. 
 
    The hum turned into an unbearable rumble, filling our ears with excruciating pain. A taste of metal assaulted my palate. Electric-discharges-gone-wild began to sparkle and to crackle, at the control panel and inside the walls. The control lights failed in chunks and sections. Susan desperately attempted to mend matters, but in vain: the screen of the on-board computer went dark, then the engine and the reactor indicators blanked, too. The lights in the cockpit went out, including the emergency lights powered by the batteries! The loud crackling in the walls died out too: within a few seconds the spaceship, previously so warm and alive, turned into an uncontrollable chunk of metal. The cockpit was only lit up by the cold light of the asteroid, and the edge of its wide grey crescent was aimed at our powerless craft that had failed to make a turn. We were deep in trouble. 
 
    “Nikki!” I sprang up and tugged at the door leading to the living room section; the steel oval hatch was unresponsive, as if it was welded to the wall – a locked door of a safe-deposit box. 
 
    “Ivan, do something, DO SOMETHING!” screamed Susan, clutching at the dead control panel, while the asteroid rock glided ruthlessly towards the transparent wall of the cockpit. 
 
    I yanked Susan out of her seat and threw her towards the hatch. In the same instant, a sharp rock crashed into the armored glass. The glass snapped, pressed inwards, forming a wrinkled bubble, and the air, escaping, howled through the creaks. 
 
    The mug jumped off the control panel and flew towards the muzzle of the grey rocky monster that was pushing its way inside the cockpit in a cloud of dust. The coffee spilled out and began to boil in the rarified atmosphere. 
 
    The surreal nightmare could not scare me, I was too busy trying to manually pull a section of the bulkhead out of the wall. 
 
    Muscles groaned, ligaments snapped painfully. Susan was doing her best, helping me to oust the monster. A child’s distant wailing emerged in the din, only to morph into a horrified scream. The plate connected to the wall. CLANG! We made it! 
 
    In the next instant, the thick steel plate curved inwards, froze for a second and then burst right into my face. I felt a sharp pang of guilt. Nikki! Susan! I’ve failed you! I could not save you! You, beast! Take me, leave them alone! 
 
    Suddenly, everything was still and darkness descended. As it crowded us, Nikki’s bright laughter emerged, and then Susan’s lovely voice called to me: “Ivan…” 
 
      
 
    His fierce roar and her desperate shrieks were cut off simultaneously, swallowed by the thundering din and the screeching of the breaking ship. The child’s scream persevered for a second longer, but when the weary beast tore through the cockpit and buried its muzzle in the tightly closed hatch, the screaming stopped abruptly. 
 
    The steel door creaked and curved, but did not give way. The din subsided gradually; the monster reluctantly pushed its dusty, blood-stained muzzle away from the hatch and fell still. 
 
    Darkness claimed the crushed cockpit, invaded the dead ship, and wisped into silence. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter 1 
 
    The Day of True Wishes 
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    A fish dove into the water’s depths with a loud splash. 
 
    The day stood hot. 
 
    The smells of newly cut grass, of earth and of summer were dizzying. Drifting in through the top of the greenhouse, the sun’s rays filled the thick grass with warmth and sparkled upon the small pond rippling with lazy waves. 
 
    A girl lightly traipsed along a path near the tomato patch. Her clothes consisted of a dirty-white shirt ripped at the shoulder, faded red shorts and a dark, tattered backpack. She looked more or less like any other teenager, slim, with a delicate and happy face. Her long hair was tangled and her bony knees were scratched. 
 
    The girl stopped, looked through the fragrant leaves for a scarlet-ripe fatty of a tomato and squarely picked it; on the next patch she pinched a young dill stem and a couple of purple leaves of basil. Once again on her feet, she carelessly flicked away a lock of hair from her face – and a yet unnoticed oddity of her features became apparent: every single hair on the girl’s head was completely transparent. Her eyebrows and eyelashes were dark, but her abundant hair fell onto her face in light threads. But even the thinnest glass can be seen in the refraction of light – and the sun’s rays settled in the chaos of the crystal locks and made them shimmer and gleam brightly. 
 
    The girl went to the tiny pond and put the pickings in a neat pile on the rocky edge. The grass-infused air mixed with the river smell was intoxicating. The girl stretched indulgently and then, with a shriek of delight, dived suddenly into the pond, backpack, clothes and all. 
 
    The dark fish silhouettes scattered in panic, the wave soared as high as the nearest bushes, sweeping dead leaves into the pond. Playfully splashing, the girl created fountain streams of water high above her head, snorts of laughter echoing through the pond. The girl bathed for a good half an hour, diving and swimming near the rocks at the bottom, overgrown with moss and stringy seaweed, for minutes at a time. Her clear hair was almost invisible in the warm streams, leaving the impression that a transparent jellyfish lurked near the girl’s head. 
 
    She wiped away the droplets of water streaming down her face, as she climbed out, and then sat on the sunniest spot of the bank covered with dark-green crawling vine. Her hair clung to her head after the swim, looking like an intricate crystal hat.  
 
    She closed her eyes, lifted her head to the sun and recited in a loud voice, imitating the pompous stage manner: 
 
      
 
      It was there by the seaside, where the foam’s like a flower, 
 
      And a nice city brougham is so rarely seen, 
 
      There the Queen played Chopin in a tall castle tower, 
 
      And a page, while listening, fell in love with the Queen. 
 
      
 
    Never-ever had the girl been to the sea! And she could only dimly imagine what a brougham, especially a city one, looked like. Yet those four lines from the old tome always brought her to tears. They encompassed a whole world, with its roaring sea, ancient castles and young pages in love. Curving roads ran away from the castle gates, and on them, once in a while and – she visualized – slowly, rode those broughams. Kings, queens and their courtiers kindly looked out from the lancet windows in the carved straight towers, and they all loved Chopin the composer, and played his music on lutes or harpsichords.  
 
    That world had people… many people! They lived in houses or castles, rode in carriages or cars, looked at each other and fell in love. Millions, billions of people! It was almost beyond the girl’s imagination. I swear by the smile of Pandora, how do they all fit there? Unbelievable! she thought lots of times with naive amazement. And how she wanted to be a princess in an old rock castle covered in green ivy!  
 
    The girl had always believed that an old ballad about Annabel Lee was a sequel to the story of the page in love. No longer trying to sound pompous, she recited: 
 
      
 
    I was a child and she was a child, 
 
    In this kingdom by the sea, 
 
    But we loved with a love that was more than love— 
 
    I and my Annabel Lee— 
 
    With a love that the wingèd seraphs of Heaven 
 
    Coveted her and me. 
 
      
 
    She was not particularly fond of the middle part of the ballad, where Annabel Lee caught a cold and died of pneumonia, and she always shivered while reading the end:  
 
      
 
         For the moon never beams without bringing me dreams 
 
         Of the beautiful Annabel Lee; 
 
         And the stars never rise but I feel the bright eyes 
 
         Of the beautiful Annabel Lee; 
 
         And so, all the night-tide, I lie down by the side 
 
         Of my darling — my darling — my life and my bride, 
 
         In her sepulcher there by the sea— 
 
         In her tomb by the sounding sea. 
 
      
 
    As always, the final lines with their rhythmical …mydarling, mydarling… made her think of the two lovers in the same sepulcher. The image made something – probably, the Universe itself – shudder a melancholy sigh and shed a handful of large tears from the wet shrubbery. 
 
    The girl listened to something and, running her hand ran through her damp hair, extracted an entangled fry. She scanned its surprised face, snorted happily and threw the fishy back into the pond. 
 
    Under the disturbed surface of the water, fish were still dashing back and forth. The girl with transparent hair stood up and began to slowly walk around the pond, looking into its depths. Finally she found what she was looking for, the biggest fish, about 12 inches long. 
 
    “Good morning to you, Erik the Fish! When you go for a walk, don’t forget your umbrella. It’s supposed to rain today!” she uttered the simple joke in a thin, cartoon-like voice. After she fixed her gaze on a smaller fish, she easily gripped the edge, stretched out her other hand and, with lightning speed, scooped the fish out of the pond.  
 
    Tightly squeezing the rainbow trout, which thrashed desperately, the girl picked up the beautiful tomato and the bunch of herbs and walked towards the exit of the greenhouse. The door, closely resembling that of a safe, opened before her and then clicked shut behind her.  
 
    The girl went into the kitchen with a window, which offered a view of the autumnal forest, and started cooking dinner. The water streamed from her hair and her backpack, but the girl wasn’t worried about wet clothes or messy puddles on the floor. 
 
    She took a sharp knife, struck the fish with its massive handle and in one cut sliced off the trout’s head. A few more swift, surprisingly agile and apt movements – and the poor fish was skinned.  
 
    The girl coolly garnished the still flapping fish with spices and flour and put it into a frying pan covered with a glass lid, where hot olive oil was already crackling. 
 
    Then she chose the right angle to observe, found six-angled patterns on the surface of the hot oil and pronounced in a contented voice: 
 
    “Our restaurant’s specialty is the freshest convective Bénard cells!” 
 
    The girl with transparent hair started talking cheerfully to herself: 
 
    “You claim that your eastern brook trout, Salvelinus fontinalis, is the most savory in the world, but I shall reserve my opinion until I have tasted one prepared by Mr. Wolfe!”  
 
    As the fish crackled, the girl chopped the tomato into large juicy chunks, added salt and – again – olive oil. With the same knife she sliced the basil and dill, holding them in her left hand. Then she swiftly added the freshly cut verdure to the salad bowl, lifted her hand, wet from the dill’s juice, to her face, blissfully inhaled its aroma and asked in a curious bass voice: 
 
    “What are you going to do with your part of the treasure, Tom Sawyer?” 
 
    “I’m going to buy a new drum, and a sure’nough sword, and a red necktie, and a bull pup, and get married.” 
 
    The bass voice saddened and remarked: 
 
    “Tom, you – why you ain’t in your right mind.” 
 
    A squeaky voice cut in: 
 
    “I’ll never love anybody but you, Tom, and you ain’t to ever marry anybody but me, either.” 
 
    The girl peeked under the lid of the frying pan, checked the fish’s status and started talking in two voices that were now arguing – Wise-Noble and Shrilly-Nasty – with those intonations we use to render our conversation with an unpleasant person who is always wrong. 
 
    You would think that with these voices she was trying to fill the space around her. 
 
    “Vanity comes high. No little man is ever as petty as a big man. Their mouths would water only at the prospect of long pig,” the Wise-Noble commented. 
 
    Shrilly-Nasty, whom you wanted to whip so much for his malice, declared: 
 
    “You can save your sarcasm, Wolfe. I understand it goes over big in New York…” The girl said “New York” very juicily; she even closed her eyes in bliss, “but here upstate we don’t appreciate it.” 
 
    “I resent your tone, your diction, your manners, and your methods!” interjected the Wise-Noble. 
 
    All the preparations for dinner were made with much vigor and enjoyment, but some of her movements, especially the way she walked, would seem to another person strangely smooth, as if underwater. Her bare feet tread on the perforated plastic floor with a light slapping sound.  
 
    The girl took two hot pieces of bread out of the toaster, grabbed a fork, a knife and a scratched crystal glass off the shelf. Expertly flipping the fish fried side up and causing the intoxicating aroma of the fresh fry to spread through the kitchen, she then took a bottle of dark red Chianti and poured a full glass.  
 
    Apparently, this happy and lively girl didn’t care what adults had to say about teenage drinking. 
 
    To finalize the setting of the table, she added a plate with a slice of lemon and a bunch of fragrant roses à la “Toulouse-Lautrec.” The girl stopped to inhale the aroma, after which she put the done fish on a blue, flat plate and sat, without taking off her backpack, in a comfortable chair which was slightly low for her. 
 
    “When the wind stops in Iowa, cows fall!” 
 
    With this phrase, the girl ended her strange monologues, though it remained a mystery, which of the speakers shepherded the cows in Iowa. Lifting the glass, she said in a retired-Santa-Claus voice: 
 
    “Happy birthday, Nikki! Wish you to travel to another planet and find a faraway prince there – who is, of course, awesome, for god’s sake!” The girl said the last words in her normal voice and laughed merrily. 
 
    After that she sipped from the glass and asked the air in a princess-of-a-kingdom voice: 
 
    “And what will you give me for my birthday, Sir Robbie, old abacus?” 
 
    “Surprise! Tell you after dinner,” a pleasant baritone came from the backpack, which was the home of a portable computer. 
 
    “Trust you to never spill any secret!” Nikki said in her normal voice and tucked into her salad and fish. 
 
    Robbie picked a blues melody that Nikki liked, for she gave a short, approving nod. The quiet forest in the window suddenly changed to storm waves crashing against sharp rocks – as it turns out, the window wasn’t a window at all, but a big screen. 
 
    “Hey, you, stone-silicon, out with your surprise,” she purred in a satisfied Bagheera’s voice. 
 
    “Look here,” Robbie, squeezed tight, uttered indistinctly and changed the screen again, now to a view of the starry sky. 
 
    “Oh… Maybe you have decided to give me another asteroid…” Nikki sighed, disappointed. “You already have given me two already, no use anyway… Someone must’ve rediscovered it by now and named it after their favorite cat.” 
 
    “Focus your attention on the light spot; I will show its location for the last two hours.” 
 
    “And?…” 
 
    “According to my calculations, it’s a ship, and in eight or nine hours it will arrive here…” 
 
    Nikki’s glass dropped off the table and started falling very slowly. 
 
    “Capricorn’s Hooves! How?! When did you find out?” 
 
    “Spotted it through the telescope two hours ago, thought it was a small asteroid. Forty minutes ago I summed up the data, chartered a bunch of possible trajectories, figured that it’s slowing down, and estimated the time of arrival and…” 
 
    “And you kept your mouth shut for a whole forty minutes!” 
 
    “I decided that you need to eat peacefully, so that now you have energy…” 
 
    “You soulless chunk of metal!” 
 
      
 
    The three-mile asteroid spun slowly, showing its grey, meteor-dented sides to the Sun. The Martian Gioconda, an ambitiously named Space Service patrol cruiser, soared, descent engines snorting, towards the illuminated side of the space rocky mountain. The commander of the cruiser, Lieutenant Dick Johnson-bei, and the head of the rescue team, Patrick de Rubynik, quietly conversed in the cockpit. 
 
    “Look!” Commander suddenly pointed to an agglomeration of cylinders and spheres that was coming into view on the asteroid’s horizon. “Thunderstorm strike me dead! That isn’t just any probe, it’s a whole ship!”  
 
    “It would seem, by all measures,” Patrick tensely examined the screen, “to be a small Phobos class frigate. But the greenhouse is bigger than usual… And something is wrong with the cockpit; I am not sure what exactly… Ah! The cockpit took all the impact. Looks like a disaster of a landing…” 
 
    “Oh, poor wretches…” The captain of the cruiser was young and genuinely upset. 
 
    “Computer,” the head of the rescue team commanded quietly, “please provide the list of ships that have disappeared in this area.”  
 
    Images of seven ships sprang up on the screen. 
 
    “Only two were Рhobos class,” Patrick commented, “and out of the rest an ancient Ganymede is similar… No, it has an obvious protrusion of the sluice. Both losses are old: one Рhobos disappeared in thirty one, the second – ten years ago. So, no survivors. The signals, obviously, are from the automatic emergency system. But why are they so weak? The ship, surprisingly, is almost intact… In such cases SOS-systems sing through the whole Solar system in dozens of frequencies.” 
 
    “Who’re you going to take?” Lieutenant Johnson-bei asked. 
 
    “I’ll go with the medical trainee, Benina, give her some practice…” Patrick sighed and frowned. This habit of many years settled in the form of fine lines across his tanned forehead. 
 
      
 
    Two figures in spacesuits climbed out of the sluice of the landed cruiser, bent forward and smoothly, as if in water, moved towards the crashed ship.  
 
    “March eighth, year 52. Investigation of the Phobos-class frigate’s crash landing on Asteroid 4654. Not much dust on the seams…” The older rescuer, wasting no time, was muttering the information for the report into a microphone. Patrick’s cyber-assistant filtered and organized the data, checking on the name and the size of the asteroid, specifying the century, not just the year, and omitting the occasional swearing and slang. “Don’t think that it’s been here for more than a few years… Fatal damage to the cockpit… Radiation outside normal… No regolith on top of the sluice, we’ll try and come in through the main doors…” 
 
    In close-up, the frigate towered as a three-story building and it became obvious that most of the ship was intact. Only the ball of the front cockpit, which took all the damage in the unlucky landing, was crushed under the monstrous impact of inertia and pressed deep into the unconsolidated soil, covered with sharp boulders and grey cliffs. 
 
    Patrick and Benina came up to the main doors. Suddenly the massive folds opened noiselessly. 
 
    “Canis, tear me to pieces!..” Patrick, who was still talking into the microphone, stopped short. “Would that mean that the controlling computer isn’t damaged? Rescue Party to Gioconda, we’re being welcomed…” 
 
    They carefully looked around the aperture of the hatchway and, not finding anything remarkable in it, climbed in. The door closed and air hissed into the room. 
 
    “Saint Ambartsumyan! Even the air system is working!” 
 
    But when the inside sluice opened, the astronauts were left dumfounded… 
 
    In the brightly lit mess hall, a tall, skinny girl with flame-colored hair awaited them; she was wearing a full-length green evening dress, very crumpled and ill-fitting. The deep décolleté of the dress revealed an inappropriate white T-shirt with old spots and a shaggy tear on the shoulder; a black soiled backpack showed off on her back. The dusty bare feet of the teenager shifted nervously on the light-colored plastic floor. 
 
    “Hello, people! Welcome aboard the Stranger,” said the girl shakily. “It took you so long to tie up! Come in please, and sit down! A guest is a jewel on the cushion of hospitality!” She pointed to the neatly set table. 
 
    The rescuer came alive and with a constricted voice said, “Rescue to Gioconda, we have a survivor… A very strange one…” 
 
    “I see that myself…” said the astonished lieutenant Dick from the cockpit of the patrol cruiser. “Evacuate her immediately!” 
 
    “Wait, I must assess the situation first…” 
 
    Doctor Benina immediately took this situation in hand as far as what she was to do under the circumstance: there was not only a derelict ship, but a live person; Benina quickly threw back her helmet. 
 
    “Hello! It’s so nice here!” She smiled at the girl. 
 
    The rescuer looked at the analyzer of the atmosphere and with some hesitation took off his own helmet.  
 
    “Hi!” he said hoarsely. 
 
    Suddenly the girl took a bold step in their direction and touched Benina’s straight blonde hair – Benina just stood there, then the girl came over and ruffled Patrick’s tough brown curls and even pulled them a bit – he just stared at her. 
 
    “Maxwell’s demon! Completely different!” She was obviously disappointed and swiftly turned to the table. 
 
    Patrick and Benina looked at each other, Patrick’s eyes rounded questioningly, but Benina lifted her finger to her mouth – as if to say, “Be quiet!” – and made a welcoming gesture towards the table. Following the doctor’s example, the rescuer took off his spacesuit and both went to the center of the room, still looking around, stunned.  
 
    The table was set for several guests, with a whole battery of wine bottles and a few plates with salads of different colors. In the center of the table there was a bunch of fragrant yellow roses. 
 
    “I know… I read… you are tired after the journey; you need to eat and relax… Sorry, I could not figure out what ‘heat up the sauna’ might mean…” 
 
    Still muttering, the girl sprang into a whirlpool of activity by the stove. She took a huge platter of fried trout out of the oven and placed it onto the table. 
 
    “Here… you’re the biggest, you get Erik…” 
 
    She expertly filled a plate with the still scorching trout and offered it to Patrick. The rescuer, who’d been through dozens of emergencies, blood and dead bodies, still couldn’t come to his senses: instead of raking through the remnants of a wrecked ship, he found himself at a formal reception.  
 
    “For protuberance’s sake!… Erik? Who’s that?…” he asked, perplexed, taking the plate and piercing a small piece of gold-crusted fish with his fork. 
 
    “Oh, I’ve fried a pal for you…” 
 
    Patrick almost chocked. 
 
    “Ah!” Nikki waved her hand. “He wasn’t a very good collocutor… Yes, and I don’t need all of this anymore…You came to get me, right?” 
 
    She rose and looked at her guests in anticipation. 
 
    “Of course! We came for you…” Benina paltered diplomatically. “You’re Nikki?” 
 
    “Yes. I see you’ve read my file. What are your names?” 
 
    “Benina Mildosa-Ren.” 
 
    “Patrick de Rubynik.” 
 
    “Unbelievably nice to meet you… Try the green salad, it’s avocado.” Nikki pushed a plate closer to them. – “I rarely make this one, avocado is a slow grower, lazy bastard… But it is very good, especially with olive oil – my biochemical reactor is good at producing it. I also cook trout very well… I mean, I think so – the fish itself keeps to a gloomy silence on that subject.” 
 
    “All of this is amazing!” ventured Benina, taking a bite of the treat. “When did you cook all of this?” 
 
    “I’ve been watching you for nine hours! I even dyed my hair and found mom’s best dress…” 
 
    “Why did you dye your hair?” Benina asked with genuine feminine curiosity. 
 
    “Because…” Nikki said elusively, “orange is supposed to complement a green dress.” 
 
    “Are you… alone?” Benina posed a careful question, which, she knew, could cause serious problems.  
 
    “Yes.” Nikki turned to the stove. 
 
    Patrick took his mind off the delicious trout and asked alertly, returning to his professional duties: 
 
    “Nikki, can you tell us how your ship crashed?” 
 
    “I’m not a good chronicler,” Nikki said, without turning around. “Let Robbie tell you…” 
 
    “Who’s Robbie? Another pal?” 
 
    Suddenly, the computer’s baritone filled up the hall, making the guests jump. Robbie spoke in a most officious manner: 
 
    “I am reporting the summary of the last flight. A research ship from MarsoInstitute –registered name Stranger – departed on February 15, year 42, from Mars to Earth. There were two crew members on board, Ivan and Susan Greenwich, and one passenger, Nicole Greenwich. In the course of the flight the crew discovered the second, previously unknown, satellite of Asteroid 4654 and decided to circumnavigate the rare triple planet for the purpose of collecting data. This was a deviation from the planned route, so the pilots decided not to report the prospective maneuver to the base. March 3rd: while approaching the main body of the asteroid, the ship came under a sudden attack and crashed into the planetoid, the cockpit was destroyed, and the crew sustained fatal injuries. Passenger Nikki Greenwich survived.” 
 
    The three voices chimed in all at once: 
 
    “Wait, what?” 
 
    “An attack?” 
 
    “And you didn’t tell me anything?” 
 
    Robbie waited for silence, and answered Nikki first: 
 
    “Please forgive me, but you never asked the direct question and I categorized this information as potentially damaging for your mentality in this type of isolation.” 
 
    Benina raised her eyebrows in surprise and automatically nodded. “There is ample proof of the attack,” Robbie said. “Practically all the ship’s electronics were paralyzed by an electromagnetic pulse at a critical, premeditated moment. Combat impulses created ultra-strong currents and caused massive short circuits. You can see for yourself: many microchips are melted or damaged. I barely put together a weak SOS-transmitter.” 
 
    “Who… did this?” Nikki slid back into her chair and her blue eyes went dark with the old pain. 
 
    “I don’t know,” answered the all-knowing Robbie. 
 
    Benina looked at Nikki with concern. Nikki’s face, chalk-white, was covered with beads of sweat. Benina didn’t know that, at that moment, a sharp pain had hit the girl’s neck and her legs started to numb. This always happened when Nikki found herself confronted by the past. 
 
    Robbie assured her that the pain was only a phantom. Robbie was a good friend, yet his electronic brain could not figure out that people live in a world of illusions which are more real than reality. 
 
    Each child believes, unconditionally, naively, that their parents will always be at their side, kind and caring. Illusions lost too early can hurt one’s soul so deeply that even memories will bring unbearable pain – yes-yes, of course, a phantom pain, but still a sharp, knock-out-your-senses pain.  
 
    After a while, the girl regained her composure and even served her guests freshly made tea. It didn’t seem to have brought her guests delight, however, it had been the last brew – Nikki herself hadn’t drunk tea for a couple of years. 
 
    Patrick stood up from the table and went to explore the ship, rummaging through all corners with his collection of analyzing equipment. Nikki was still in a mild shock, both from the arrival of her guests and from Robbie’s dramatic announcement, but persisted trying to play the role of a caring hostess – and where did she learn such good manners?  
 
    The girl showed Benina how well she managed around her home, bragged about her conservatory, her roses and fish pond. Benina kept her composure and even politely admired it all, but later, in hysterics, told Lieutenant Dick, whom she was friends with: 
 
    “Ten years without parents and adults! No medical help… Oh God! She pulled her baby teeth out by herself! She doesn’t cut her hair, she saws it with some awful cutter, I wonder how she hasn’t cut her head off yet… periods of serious undernourishment can be traced… her hands are all covered with cuts and bruises! And those live flowers by the jammed door of the cockpit! She has lived all her life by her parents’ grave… No school, no friends… Me, an adult – I would’ve gone crazy! But she, surprisingly, is as happy as a lark!” 
 
    And now that Nikki’s belongings were packed into two big suitcases, a group of people gathered near the sluice: Patrick, Benina, Nikki, Lieutenant Dick and another doctor from the ship, the head of the medical section of the cruiser. 
 
    “Are you sure, that your parents should be left here?” the Lieutenant, wearing his spacesuit, but with his helmet thrown back, asked carefully. “We could try to access the cockpit from outside or open the door from the inside…” 
 
    “What are you going to do with Stranger?” Nikki asked in response. 
 
    “Nothing,” Lieutenant Dick was surprised. “It is fatally damaged and decommissioned a long time ago. We’ve downloaded all the data we needed from it.” 
 
    “Then it’ll remain as my home. And my family cemetery… My parents were here together for so long, that… I don’t know how to tell you…” Nikki frowned. “I can’t think of any other places where they could or should be… And I’ll return here someday.” 
 
    She stopped, and Benina started getting Nikki into a spacesuit that was brought from the cruiser. The trainee left alone the emerald dress, though it clearly didn’t fit into the spacesuit, but tried to take off the backpack – to add it to the luggage. 
 
    “No! No!” Nikki screamed. “No way!” 
 
    Benina jerked her hand away from the backpack. 
 
    “Why?” she asked, confused. 
 
    “Robbie, explain…” muttered Nikki and went on dressing. 
 
    Robbie made a long speech out of the backpack, but those who weren’t initiated into the secrets of medicine, only understood that the impact had left the passenger Nikki Greenwich with the broken third cervical vertebra. From that moment on, Robbie’s processor had been permanently connected to an implant in her neck and, if the connection was severed, it would cause paralysis, immediately halt her breathing. This lead to irreversible death of the first category in the next six minutes… 
 
    Everyone listened to Robbie in a shocked silence and completed stillness – except Nikki, who was still busy squeezing the evening dress and the backpack into the spacesuit. She was already zipping up her helmet, and only then could the emotional Benina begin putting on her own spacesuit, having either sighed or sniffled. 
 
      
 
    On a dusty plain, littered with large stones, Nikki walked towards a strange large ship, and her heart beat stronger with each passing second. Her new life was to start here: unknown, exciting and even frightening. Both asteroid moons flew behind the girl, illuminating her way and bidding her farewell as she set off for a long journey.  
 
    The gateway of the Martian Gioconda was several times larger than the sluice of the Stranger. For Nikki, everything seemed important and significant: how the cruiser hatch slid to the side, which types of lights were on the ceiling, how the air that didn’t just fill the gateway, but directed itself in a strong jet at the suits, brushing the asteroid dust off into the filters.  
 
    Finally, the girl stepped into the brightly-lit interior of an unknown spaceship – with the excitement of Columbus when he first stepped on the soil of Western India. Her heart was already beating like crazy, breathing interrupted: it’s one thing to receive visitors in her own mess hall, where everything is familiar, and quite another – to find yourself in an “alien” environment. 
 
    Nikki was in a large hall, where two dozen people busied themselves, and there were a small jet shuttle, a full-track wedge and a ten-feet-tall spider robot. While Nikki stared around with her mouth open, Benina unbuttoned her suit and carefully helped her out of it, as if she was a little child. 
 
    Nikki – still staring, with a messy, ginger hairstyle, wearing a crumpled green dress with a black backpack – lowered her bare foot on the floor without looking, shuddered and glanced at the cold metal tiles, so different from the warm plastic carpeting of her own ship. The plates didn’t have the familiar suction holes and didn’t draw her legs to the floor. It’ll be difficult to walk, Nikki thought, amidst her confusion, and it’s bad for blood circulation. 
 
    Gravity on her asteroid was two and a half thousand times weaker than on Earth: so a glass took nearly half a minute to fall and hit the floor, at a speed of four inches per second – fifty times slower than on Earth. A net was hung over the pond, to prevent restless fish from jumping out of the water and flying around the greenhouse.  
 
    The ventilation holes in the floor had assisted movement around the ship, their vacuum suction cups secured the girl’s bare feet. How can I walk here? The girl grabbed the handrail, looked up… and found a crowd around her: the entire crew of the cruiser, with the exception of those who were on duty, had run to the gateway – to look at the Space Mowgli. Space Marines and Cruiser’s Sailors were holding all sorts of gifts for Nikki, trying to welcome her with utmost friendliness and tact.  
 
    “Nikki, we are your friends!” Trying to clearly pronounce the words, a bulky paratrooper stepped forward, stamping magnetic boots. “Do not be scared! This is for you!” 
 
    He offered the girl a long bright candy. But the distance between Nikki and the candy was still about five feet – apparently, it was assumed that the girl would run up for the gift.  
 
    “This is delicious!” A mechanic in black overalls joined in and offered Nikki a red apple at an equally respectful distance – apparently, the delegates of mankind were a little cautious of the unpredictable behavior of a wild cub that hadn’t even a wolf pack to grow up with.  
 
    “You can eat it! Yum-yum!” The mechanic smacked his lips and clicked his massive jaw, trying to make his words doubly clear.  
 
    The third contactor approached – a young cook in white overalls and with an orange in his hand. 
 
    “You understand us? You can speak?” he said, mangling the language for more clarity.  
 
    The brave space caterer didn’t receive an answer from the astonished Nikki, who was still in shock from meeting with so many strange people, and he dejectedly reported to his colleagues:  
 
    “Not a peep from her, Supernova in my throat!” 
 
    A plump sailor decided to try another bold move: he quickly sat down on the floor, cross-legged, and poured in front of himself a bunch of colorful cubes. Then he began to wave his hands invitingly at Nikki and to clap them on the floor, offering her to sit down and take part in such an interesting game.  
 
    To confirm the creative enthusiasm, he started to moo, crow, hoot, roll his eyes blissfully and even beat his fist on his burly chest. He didn’t use language as a way of communication, as it had not justified itself.  
 
    Nikki finally snapped out of it, turned to Benina, who was suppressing laughter with the last of her strength, and asked, intrigued:  
 
    “Are they always such idiots or is it a neurotic reaction to abnormal stress?” 
 
    The cruiser shook from the laughter that erupted just then, one it hadn’t heard from the gathering of the stocks. Naturally, only those who didn’t make a contribution to the cause of the contact laughed – discretely hiding their sweets, color markers and other simple toys in their pockets.  
 
    The four brave souls evaporated in thin air, leaving a pile of cubes to mark the spot of a solemn meeting of two civilizations.  
 
    Nikki reached down and picked up one of the tools of cultural cooperation:  
 
    “A great souvenir. Thank you, gentlemen!” 
 
    The interior of the Space Service Cruiser was extremely utilitarian, even downright basic; to Nikki’s surprise, it did not have a greenhouse.  
 
    “You can’t live in style off of UN funds,” explained Benina. “Any project with excesses will be cut. But you’ll be able to rest in this super-bath the entire trip…” 
 
    And Benina led Nikki, who was bursting with curiosity at the sight of unfamiliar things around her, up to an antigravity cocoon in tight quarters with no windows.  
 
    “What is the standard acceleration you use?” Nikki sighed.  
 
    “Usually one G, and when maneuvering – up to two or three…” said Benina. “It’s absolutely contraindicated for you. Your Robbie has done well! He, as much as he could, took care of your skeleton and muscles, and gave you the most complete course of biochemical tissue growth stimulation possible in low gravity. But before the hospital examination, I cannot allow you any extra stress. Takeoff is in two hours, so I suggest you don’t eat.” 
 
    “Where are we going and how long do I have to stay in this swamp?” Nikki asked, looking with disgust at the super-bath, filled to the brim with thick dark-green liquid.  
 
    “To the Moon!” Benina exclaimed excitedly. “For you, it’s very important that the gravity on the Moon is six times less than on Earth… And the boutiques they have in Luna City! I haven’t been on the Moon for ages… And we’ll be there in just five days!” 
 
    “Yes, by that time I’ll start croaking and begin spawning eggs…” 
 
      
 
    “Who could attack the Stranger?” Benina asked Lieutenant Dick the next morning. By this time the triple asteroid, Nikki’s uninhabited island, had been left far behind and the cruiser raced to the most desirable goal of all astronauts – towards the double-home of the Earth-Moon system.  
 
    “It makes absolutely no sense,” the Lieutenant replied. “Dynasty fleets often have their small-scale scuffles, but here we are talking about a UN research ship! Who could be bothered by these scholars? What loot can they render – a collection of who-knows-what spectra of stars that interests no one but them? A sample of fossilized Martian dinosaur feces? The Criminal Department of Space Services has launched an investigation; hopefully, they will dig up something. Yet, after ten years…”  
 
    “Ten years! That’s what I cannot understand,” shrugged Benina, still perplexed, “how a girl managed to survive so long on a wrecked ship …” 
 
    “Doesn’t she seem weird to you?” the Lieutenant asked the trainee.  
 
    “Of course she does!” Benina exclaimed. “Stubborn refusal to wear any footgear, funny evening dress, talks to her computer as if it’s a person, and even in different voices, touching everyone’s hair… But these are mere details – the remarkable thing is that, stranded on that asteroid, she was able to grow into a near-normal adolescent, physically. Her computer is a smart and daring fellow: trying to achieve the best physical development of the girl, he conducted such bold experiments on her! Under normal circumstances, no doctor would have dared anything like it! Robbie forced her to walk for hours wearing a spacesuit – a gravity simulator. It’s just cruel from the perspective of a normal person! Moreover, the girl is smart, can converse easily and didn’t go into shock at the sight of people. A miracle! Well, what do we do with this… with this Mowgli?”  
 
    “According to her papers,” sighed the Lieutenant, “the girl has no close relatives. By law, we have to hand this minor to the Children’s Commission.”  
 
    “And they will send you to an orphanage!” Benina gasped. “To that colony for genetic trash! Do you know that ninety percent of the children there are on pharmaceutical correction?”  
 
    “I heard that some find new parents,” muttered Dick. “Nikki has no obvious genetic defects, so…” 
 
    “Well, yes, of course!” Benina remarked sarcastically. “You will have no problem finding a volunteer to adopt a girl with a broken spine and a computer connected to it. Today, even people that are single would rather pay for artificial breeding… No one is adopting anymore. Parents from the “low five percentile” constantly send away their kids from a bad gene pool – it’s like a congenial mark of losers. Orphanages are overcrowded, and mass media tell horrifying stories about them. I would have such parents sent somewhere themselves!” she finished grimly.  
 
    “I think you’re exaggerating,” said Dick cautiously. “Many children live in orphanages…” 
 
     “Do you know the statistics? Parents, who send their children to the orphanages, often come from orphanages themselves. Their IQs lag behind the average, and birth rates in their families are significantly below normal. Many doctors believe that psychotropic drugs adversely affect the higher human emotions and the creative potential of the brain,” Benina said with a malicious mine. “But no one listens; the production of psychotropics is a very profitable business…”  
 
    “Maternal instinct is a basic drive! How could that be changed?” the Lieutenant asked, surprised.  
 
    “The guys there could change even that…” Benina muttered sarcastically. “Orphanage neuro-pharmacological treatment is focused on developing social loyalty and work diligence. Parenthood isn’t a priority there.”  
 
    “Still, this eugenics program is more human than the neutron sterilizing on which the Genetic Renaissance Party constantly insists,” chuckled the Lieutenant.  
 
    “Tarantula with that big politics!” Benina exclaimed. “What do we do with Nikki?”  
 
    “You’re her doctor, so you’re in charge at the moment,” Dick sighed. “Arrange an emergency health care coverage for Nikki – this will save her from the orphanage, at least for the time being. I’m helpless here and I have to follow my regulations. We can’t just dump the girl in Luna City Port. A police officer will send her straight to an orphanage, or even worse – she’ll get into the hands of underground dealers … You know, a pretty girl of her age… Besides, there’s that sect of naturalists in Luna City… You see, they dislike cloned liver… Bastards, perverts … I’d cut them into little pieces…”  
 
    Benina immersed deep into thought from Lieutenant Dick’s misanthropic grumbling. 
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    Jerry, a tall, slim teenager with long auburn hair and blue eyes that were as wistful as a sick dog’s, sat at a table in the Lunar Hospital café together with Limping Tona and Spotted Sam.  
 
    He had a face that was quite cute, but very gloomy, with sunken cheeks, large straight nose and jutting stubborn chin. The corners of his lips drooped downward. 
 
    He munched on the scrambled eggs typically served for breakfast without much appetite, crumbling a slice of corn bread and only half-listening to Tona the chatterbox.  
 
    Tona had broken both legs when a moon-car crashed during an excursion. She had already been on crutches, or rather power-pants, for two weeks, and yet she hadn’t lost either her mental vigor or her desire to collect all the local gossip and actively disseminate it. Even on crutches, she ran faster than others did on their own two feet.  
 
    “That flame-haired girl has been held in the Intensive Care for a week under lock and key! Never released! She lived ten years in space as a mere savage, a real Robinson Crusoe or what not. They brought her here because she’s sick from head to toe! Hiccupping Billy says that she’s just a horrible monster – all scabs and scars, and she only walks on all fours… Can’t speak, but she snarls at everyone and bites a good deal… Two attendants had already been vaccinated against space rabies!” 
 
    Tona meticulously shared every speck of info about the newbie brought to the hospital only several days ago. For almost an hour all TV channels had been buzzing about the miraculous survival of the Space Mowgli, before switching in unison to a scandalous prom dress of the junior princess of the Hogenschields.  
 
    Spotted Sam famously managed to stuff a huge portion of bacon into his mouth, and nodded approvingly to what Tona had to say –  a rare form of allergy had covered most of his face with bright red spots, making him quite the hottie. 
 
    Jerry gave an inward groan – Tona’s chattering made him sick; he irritably shoved away the scrambled eggs and sipped some orange juice. Yet another terribly boring day had started in the junior department of the Lunar Hospital.  
 
    A door opened and a wheelchair was pushed into the cafeteria. In its wake came Big Teresa, dressed in a white medical coat. Looking typically grim, Big Teresa directed the wheelchair to Jerry’s table, stationing it at the vacant side.  
 
    In the wheelchair sat a skinny, flame-haired girl in a grey hospital outfit, she stared at Jerry, Tona and Sam with her big blue eyes.  
 
    Spotted Sam dropped his half-eaten bacon into a disposable bowl, Tona choked on her lemonade, and Jerry felt a pang of compassion: the girl in the wheelchair looked totally confused and resembled a homeless kitten more than a monster. Then he remembered more, the TV news about this flame-haired girl – she was an orphan… and his heart sank again and groaned in pain. 
 
    “Now, patients, this is Nikki,” Big Teresa said angrily, and then turned to Jerry authoritatively: “Jerry, help this newbie settle into our surroundings. I am too busy… These astronauts love to toss in a hassle… Scatterbrains… dropped her off and flew away!” 
 
    Jerry swallowed the lump in his throat, nodded and turned his eyes from Big Teresa to the newbie girl. Teresa instantly disappeared. 
 
    “Hi, Nikki… uh… are you going to have breakfast?” Jerry uttered lamely. 
 
    The girl gazed at him with her enormous blue eyes. Her feet were bare, and the short, rough strands of her flame-colored hair were rumpled. Her nails were broken and dirty, and her right hand had a long, old scar.  
 
    “Where’s the food?” she asked in a funny voice and looked around.  
 
    Her voice was loud, but a little unsteady. The guys at adjacent tables stared with interest.  
 
    Glory to all Markaryan galaxies! She can speak!  
 
    Jerry summoned a robot waiter for Nikki.  
 
    “Just say what you want for breakfast,” instructed Jerry when a long-necked robowaiter approached their table.  
 
    “I can order anything I want?” the newbie asked enthusiastically.  
 
    Jerry nodded proudly, as if he was the invisible chef himself.  
 
    “Of course,” he said. “The hospital rips so much money off our insurance companies that we should get fed fat poulards on golden tableware.” 
 
    “Come on, Jerry, order her a couple of live rats or bats – whatever she’s accustomed to eating on her asteroid!..” A fidgety snub-nosed teen shouted out from a neighboring table, and others in the café laughed.  
 
    The flame-haired girl did not seem to be upset, since she joined in, laughing loudly, and happily began to dictate to the robot:  
 
    “Fresh trout, bred-crusted, with mashed potatoes… Avocado salad… uh… with olive oil and crab… No salt, I’ll add it myself… A cup of Brazilian coffee, and also…” 
 
    A low whistle came from a neighboring table piled high with burgers, chips and cola. 
 
    “…Also a slice of melon and… and… ice cream with chocolate and strawberries! Yes! And a large glass of two-year-old Martian Chianti.” 
 
    The whole cafeteria roared, appreciating the girl’s joke and anticipating the reaction of the notational waiter. The waiter hesitated and then, in a melodic voice, uttered the unexpected:  
 
    “I am sorry, we’re out of fresh trout. I could offer you synthetic trout or deep-frozen pond salmon.” 
 
    Nikki nodded solemnly.  
 
    “Salmon will do, pond fish is my favorite food…” said the girl cheerfully. She pronounced some words with a strange accent.  
 
    The robot backed away from the table and rolled off, and everyone started chattering, discussing the red-headed newcomer and her weird order. When Tona convinced herself that the newbie hadn’t yet gathered enough strength to bite, she began to rattle, looking at Nikki’s hair, face and thin wrists encircled with sleeve-amps:  
 
    “What sort of injuries do you have? Can you read? Do you like this new sitcom, Bolo’s Horrible Space Adventure?” 
 
    Nikki stared at Tona with her bright blue eyes, silently examined her feet, secured in the power holster crutches, then suddenly reached out and touched Tona’s black curls.  
 
    “What are you doing?” Tona shied from the newbie-“ogress”.  
 
    The girl shrugged thoughtfully and replied, methodically following the order of Tona’s rocket-fired questions and smiling slightly:  
 
    “I have no injuries. I can read… and even eat with a fork from a plate. I didn’t have a TV on my asteroid, though I had loads of space adventures…” 
 
    “Are you a Lunatic? Or a Martian?” Tona asked the usual question of space residents.  
 
    The girl thought it over, and said suddenly:  
 
    “I’ve spent so many years alone on an asteroid, perhaps, I’m an Belter. You can call me AstroNikki” 
 
    “So you’re the one rescued from an asteroid?” Even Sam finally took it in. “You’re the girl-monster?!” 
 
    “Rescued?” Nikki laughed in a carefree manner. “I wasn’t drowning over there, simply living. However, I really wanted to go and see new places… It’s amazing how many people are here!” 
 
    She looked admiringly around the cafeteria, where dozens of kids stared back at her – the thought of leaving the caf didn’t cross a single mind! Her blue eyes slid across Spotted Sam’s face and, with some relief, she moved them on to Jerry. It was to him, not the allergic Sam, that she addressed the question:  
 
    “And why am I the girl-monster?” 
 
    “Never mind,” Jerry waved. “The sleep of reason produces monsters.” 
 
    “Wow … so funny to talk to a human!” The new girl laughed again.  
 
    Suddenly she stretched out her hand and gently ruffled Jerry’s long hair. He didn’t shy away like Tona, but blushed deeply – what was this girl letting herself do? And why did she pay so much attention to other people’s hair?  
 
    One of their neighbors whistled loudly. Jerry was saved from the awkward situation by the robot, who delivered the first part of the order, avocado-crab salad and… a pot-bellied glass of red wine!  
 
    The cafe exploded with hooting and laughter:  
 
    “The robot has a bug!” 
 
    “Guys, hurry up, let’s order Scotch on the rocks for everyone!”  
 
    “I’d like a Bloody Mary, please!” 
 
    “I’d drink a Moon Guinness!” 
 
    Nikki calmly and happily made a big gulp:  
 
    “Not bad!” And she tucked into her salad, her enormous blue eyes still scanning the cafeteria. People around them were babbling noisily; Tona was saying something; someone was trying, unsuccessfully, to order a beer from the robot…  
 
    Jerry’s face gradually went back to its normal color. You have to be wary with her, he decided, she’s very strange… certainly not a monster, and… Jerry glanced sheepishly at Nikki, who was polishing off her food, she’s quite pretty… 
 
    “What do you want to see?” he said after breakfast, staying just out of Nikki’s reach.  
 
    Nikki laughed again – she generally laughed a lot:  
 
    “Everything, of course! But I would like to start with my room…” She looked at the key-chip issued to her, “room fifty-nine is where I’ll live, but I haven’t been there yet.” 
 
    They left the caf, followed by curious glances, and Jerry let Nikki’s wheelchair go first. They came to the elevator, its door was already open, and Nikki stopped short.  
 
    “Come in,” Jerry invited her.  
 
    “Where?” Nikki was surprised. “It’s a dead end, there is no further passage…” 
 
    Jerry smirked and walked into the elevator first, beckoning Nikki along. Still wondering, she moved into the cabin. The doors slid shut, and the cabin moved off. Nikki screamed with delight:  
 
    “It’s an elevator! An elevator! I’ve read about it, I’ve read about it!” 
 
    And they began to ride up and down.  
 
    “Why are you in a wheelchair if you have no injuries?” Jerry asked with some apprehension, he did not want to stick his nose too far into her personal business. 
 
    “Big Teresa says that it was absolutely necessary,” Nikki gave up the information willingly, but her voice showed that she was not particularly thrilled by this necessity. “Due to the fact that I grew up in near-zero gravity on an asteroid, some of my muscles are underdeveloped. If I move around on foot, even in the weak lunar gravity, I’ll get a massive – and, they say, very painful, damn it! – spraining of those muscles. Besides, some of my bones are still fragile,” she finished with self-criticism. “So I need to work out every day and, besides, I have to drink glasses of disgusting stuff and ride in this chair… in the back of it there are latches and micro-stimulants for the growth of muscle and bone tissue.” 
 
    “Ah,” Jerry said with relief. “Well, that’s not too bad – Big Teresa’ll put you on your feet in no time.” 
 
    “And why aren’t you in a wheelchair?” Nikki asked him in turn.  
 
    “Meaning?” Jerry didn’t get it.  
 
    “This is a hospital,” Nikki laughed, “and you, here, look the healthiest.” 
 
    Jerry made a long pause before answering.  
 
    “I’m here because my father… He was killed two months ago… Anyway, they believe that I need to be kept under surveillance… Like some kind of psycho!” Jerry suddenly exploded. 
 
    Nikki paused and very softly uttered a formal expression of sympathy:  
 
    “I offer you my condolences…” And then she took his hand. Although they were in the elevator and nobody saw it, Jerry still could not cope with it and sharply pulled his hand away.  
 
    “I don’t need them!” he shouted angrily.  
 
    The ride was over. Silence reigned in the elevator until it came to Nikki’s floor.  
 
    Approaching the door to Room 59, Jerry had already repented.  
 
    “I think they’ll keep me here for as long as they can, deflating my health insurance… or maybe they don’t know what to do with me,” he murmured as an apology. “I have no relatives, and the process…” he paused, “of adoption… it’s… Anyway, I’m sorry, you just don’t understand how hard this is for me…” 
 
    Nikki silently studied the chart on the door, opened the door with her chip, and then looked at Jerry.  
 
    “Why wouldn’t I understand?” she said slowly. “I lost my parents a decade ago. Compared to me, you’re lucky… You lived with your father for many years, played with him, talked with him… It’s probably amazing, to remember your parents not only through vague dreams…” 
 
    She rolled into the room, and Jerry was so bewildered that he stayed at the doorstep. But before he decided what to do next, she shouted through the open door:  
 
    “Come in! If you want, of course …” 
 
    Jerry came in and looked around. A usual hospital ward, same as his, only one difference: the window opened unto the hospital’s green inner garden, not a bleak lunar landscape. The luggage compartment held Nikki’s things, delivered in advance.  
 
    “This is so great!” Nikki said cheerfully, looking out the window, as if the words, heavy as stones, about the death of their parents had come from someone else. “Can we go to that greenhouse?” 
 
    “It’s a garden,” Jerry corrected her automatically. “Sure… There’s also a lake and that’s where Tommy and Tammy live.” 
 
    “Who’re they?” 
 
    “You’ll see.” 
 
    Soon they were in Lunar Hospital’s huge park that occupied several acres, overgrown with flowering dogwood, lunar spruces and oleanders. The park looked quite wild and, in a way, overabundant; not a foot of space was wasted. Many tracks of light-colored concrete cut through the excessive density of greenery.  
 
    While they moved along the path to the lake, the surprised girl kept pointing at the chirping birds, colorful butterflies and large shiny beetles. Her blue eyes were sparkling, her unrestrained joy and happy laughter were so contagious that even Jerry smiled, looking at her, not realizing that he had smiled for the first time in two months… 
 
    Finally they got to the meadow near the lake, where a buck and a doe were grazing: Tommy and Tammy. The delighted girl nearly jumped out of her chair, and only the wise powerlocks kept her from doing such a rash act.  
 
    “White-tailed deer,” said Jerry, obviously pleased, when they got closer.  
 
    “They won’t run away?” Nikki asked, breathless with emotion.  
 
    “No. They’re not afraid of us.” 
 
    Jerry stroked Tommy’s yellow and brown back – he was larger than his girlfriend and sported three-spiked antlers. Tammy approached the girl with interest and buried her long graceful snout with black nose in Nikki’s lap.  
 
    “They’re not allowed to be fed, so as to not break the natural habit of eating herbs, but guys still drag them food from the caf… that’s why she’s wondering if you’ve brought her a treat. She’s a big sweet tooth…” 
 
    Nikki reached out a trembling hand and gently stroked Tammy between her sensitive ears and laughed such a loud and happy laughter that even the solemn Tommy stopped munching a clover and looked closely at the new girl with his bulging, dark eyes.  
 
    Nikki refused to leave the park, even for lunch, so Jerry brought her a tomato-and-mango juice mix and a pizza the size of a bicycle wheel from the caf. They settled on the green lawn on the bank of a small creek.  
 
    The transparent water murmured softly, flowing around the large rounded stones and slowly pouring into the lake. The dazzling sun’s rays penetrated the garden’s roof and heated it like it was the tropics. Birds chirped excitedly and cried out in the waterside thickets. A large butterfly with blue eyelets on its almost-black wings anxiously rummaged in a rose bush, trying to find itself something for lunch. 
 
    Nikki threw pieces of pizza in the water, where fat white and red fish crowded in anticipation, opening their voluminous mouths. The flock of fish huddled so tightly that a tiny tortoise couldn’t squeeze its way to the picnic. Eventually, it climbed onto the fish backs, onto the parquet protruding from the water, and hobbled along, accompanied by Nikki’s cheers.  
 
    Nikki told Jerry a lot about her asteroid, jumping from one subject to another: the conservatory where she grew her breakfasts, lunches and dinners; the biggest animal she had seen her in life – a fish, Eric; and her good friend Robbie.  
 
    Jerry already got to know Robbie: the flat black box that belonged in her backpack stuffed into a pocket of the wheelchair. Jerry told Nikki and Robbie many funny stories and laughed at them right along with the girl.  
 
    Making Nikki laugh was a breeze, she didn’t know a single bearded joke – even the one about the one-legged astronaut who played hockey! – and same with the  school jokes and pranks widely known to everyone else. And when Jerry remembered a hackneyed old joke about getting your ears frostbitten to drive your grandma mad, Nikki’s laugh turned into hiccups. 
 
    A red bird with a tuft and an angry black circle around its beak landed on Nikki’s knee in anticipation of food, and the girl let out a surprised “oh!”, scaring away the poor beggar.  
 
    “That’s a red cardinal, beautiful and, of course, stupid,” chuckled Jerry. “Back at home… I mean, on Earth… a cardinal once pecked at a glass window for hours, trying to get through, it even pooped itself from the effort, it would fly away, rest, and start again. An amazing idiot. Why was it so anxious to get in? Go figure… The female cardinal wasn’t so brightly colored, but she was much smarter and would not get involved in all that nonsense; with such a dumb father of the family, she had to look after the young ones single-handedly… My dad and I put forward a lot of funny theories concerning the behavior of the stupid bird. For example, the “lunatic explorer syndrome”: the cardinal sees the reflection of trees and sky and tirelessly tries to get into the mysterious world behind the looking glass… He’s just a fool, he doesn’t realize that this is an illusory world, a reflection of his own native woods…” 
 
    Nikki made profuse apologies to the cardinal, enticed it with the most delicious pieces, and was eventually granted forgiveness.  
 
    The bright red bird with blackish wings pecked at the crumbs in her narrow palm, and the girl was in bliss, feeling the restless weight of the cute creature in her hand. 
 
    They left the garden, but not before the dome grew shaded and the night lanterns began to glow along the trails. On the threshold of her room, Nikki said with conviction:  
 
    “Today was the best day of my life… of the last ten years, certainly… Thank you, Jerry!” 
 
     She stretched out her hand.  
 
    Jerry shook it heartily.  
 
    “Yes, it wasn’t half-bad,” he said, smiling broadly.  
 
      
 
    The next morning Jerry came down to the caf early and sat down at their table without his usual gloomy thoughts about the upcoming day. Tona, bursting with curiosity, assaulted him with questions about Nikki: does she bite, is she able to walk on two legs?  
 
    Spotted Sam was, as always, more interested in eating. His ears twitched and crunched from the hard work of his jaw, which used to annoy Jerry to no end, but now it only amused him.  
 
    Nikki pulled up to the table: red-haired, fresh and cheerful. Jerry couldn’t help smiling, and suddenly he felt that a bright spot had appeared in his life, as if a ray of light entered a damp basement full of spiders.  
 
    After breakfast, they immediately went to the park. Nikki fed Tammy biscuits taken from the caf and happily stroked the deer’s slender neck, covered with short yellow hairs. The graceful animals shifted their long graceful legs and looked at the girl with sad, brown eyes.  
 
    “Why are they so sad?” Nikki asked. “Everyone treats them well, I hope?” 
 
    “It’s the genetic misery of defenseless herbivore creatures which, millions of years ago, were devoured by pretty much anyone and everyone. It’s probably impossible to get rid of the ancient fear of predatory enemies ingrained in their bones, to get rid of this miserable look in their eyes. A deer does not scream in pain. It is silent, even if it has to walk on broken legs…” Jerry sighed. And Nikki thought that he spoke not only of Tammy and Tommy.  
 
    Suddenly, the deer was alerted by something and raced off the meadow in enormous leaps, jumping small trees. Light-footed animals had perfectly adapted to weak lunar gravity, which allowed them to make aerobatics leaps, unthinkable to their terrestrial counterparts.  
 
    A double-sitter golf course bogie appeared in one of the paths.  
 
    “What is that?” Nikki asked.  
 
    “A bogie, on its ride through the park.” 
 
    “Ah! It’s a brougham!” Nikki exclaimed excitedly.  
 
    “Well … yes?” Jerry wasn’t quite sure.  
 
    “Is it a city one or not?” Nikki asked anxiously. 
 
    “I don’t know …” Jerry hesitated. “Rather, a field one. But I can take you for a ride, and you can even steer it yourself.” 
 
    Her delight knew no bounds. Jerry rolled Nikki’s wheelchair onto the cart, secured it and sat down beside her. Nikki touched the “brougham” and almost screamed from the flood of emotions.  
 
    They rode around until dinner, not missing a single path in the park. Suddenly, Nikki said:  
 
    “Have you ever visited a royal castle?” 
 
    “No,” Jerry shook his head, “except for Disney. Somehow, there’s not a single king among my friends.” 
 
    “Can you play the clavichord?” Nikki asked. “Or the lute?” 
 
    She is still a very strange girl… Jerry thought. 
 
    When they’d ridden the bogie to Nikki’s heart’s delight and got ready to go for lunch, Jerry pulled her wheelchair out of the “brougham” and onto the lawn. Then Nikki noticed his sneakers and stared at them.  
 
    “You’ve got shoelaces?” she asked with delight. “I read about them but I’ve never seen any!” 
 
    “Shoelaces,” agreed Jerry, leaned over and quickly untied, loosened, tightened again, and tied his shoelaces.  
 
    “You are a magician!” Nikki admired. “This is brilliant!” 
 
    She began to eagerly discuss shoelaces with Robbie: the coefficient of friction and the tension force as a function of the number of zigzags. Jerry quickly lost track of their arguments.  
 
    “Shoelaces are a very ancient structure…” Jerry prepared to amaze Nikki even more. “Now most people wear shoes with short transverse ribbons, you press a button, and the weak current reduces them to the desired length.” 
 
    “Ah … piezoelectric polysaccharides,” Nikki yawned. “Well, that’s trivial…” 
 
    At the caf, Nikki ordered a roast for lunch; she’d never eaten it before. But when she was brought a “buccaneer steak”, a local specialty, she didn’t tuck into it, instead carefully examining, touching and even sniffing it.  
 
    “Hard… smells strange,” she commented. “Looking at the bone, I feel a bit like a Neanderthal…” 
 
    After consulting with Robbie, she put her steak aside and contented herself with the salad.  
 
    Later they decided to go to the library, but were overtaken in the lobby by a notorious hospital gang: Fitass, Spiro, and Jumbo.  
 
    Fitass was a huge guy, unbelievably beefy and with the reputation of the gang’s boss and its wise leader. Reading cosmo-pirate comic books brought Fitass to the height of culture, inaccessible to his friends: a thin pale-blue Spiro didn’t like to read at all and fancied “pure chemical bliss”, as well as inflating frogs through a straw, among other scientific hobbies. As for Jumbo, this stocky round-headed kid didn’t know that writing had been invented, and it was unlikely he’d have a chance to find out: Jumbo was permanently busy, and sniffling stood as his first priority. Jumbo’s tense face showed that this intermittent and noisy action required the total mobilization of his mental faculties.  
 
    “By the heel of the Jedi!” Fitass boomed ominously. “It’s time for the humans to make contact with this savage. But what if she’s the carrier of harmful germs or of alien moral values?” 
 
    Fitass tended to fit all of life’s situations into a Procrustean bed of comic book models: Nikki, of course, fell under the category of dangerous aliens and Fitass under that of a superhero, an invincible defender of the carefree mankind. Fitass hadn’t yet understood what moral values in the comics were really all about, but he knew: “alien” moral values need to be converted into “ours”, and always at the most profitable exchange rate.  
 
    Jerry stepped forward:  
 
    “Get away from her.” 
 
    Fitass shook his spherical head, towering a foot above Jerry’s, and stepped closer to Nikki’s wheelchair:  
 
    “Only interrogation of the third degree can reveal the truth!” 
 
    “Yes!” Spiro revived and supported him. “Interrogation!” 
 
    He was very fond of interrogating cats.  
 
    Jumbo didn’t enter the negotiations of the high parties. Judging by the disgusting sounds, he was, as usual, intellectually overloaded.  
 
    Jerry looked at the huge Fitass and realized that his fists wouldn’t help. Therefore, without wasting words, he walked a few steps back, sped up, jumped lightly and buried both feet in the bulky chest of the protector of mankind.  
 
    “Ah!” screamed the protector, crashing on his back and sliding towards the wall like a huge slug.  
 
    Spiro immediately figured out that the interrogation of frogs would be a safer pursuit and quickly trotted away along the corridor. Jumbo still had no idea what was going on, but stomped after him, following the herd reflex: if others run, they do it for a reason…  
 
    Nikki continued staring with round eyes.  
 
    Later, in the deserted library, she stuck to Jerry like a bur: who were those weird people?  
 
    Jerry winced:  
 
    “Spiro’s parents are legal narcosapiens, they stay high on legal euphorines. Spiro is too young to use drugs, but he still finds what to inhale or to rub, or even to stare at. It is his second term at the hospital as an illegal narcokid, and from here he will go straight to an orphanage, rather than back to his mom and dad.” 
 
    Daily editions of Tona News kept Jerry better informed about this gang than he would’ve liked. 
 
    “Jumbo lives in an orphanage. A typical and obvious genetic throwback… simply an imbecile. And Fitass is here for his obesity: they’ll fix his ailing stomach and send him back to his parents, the typical fatties of the BBB class: beer-baseball-burger.”  
 
    “And what did they want from me, those poor fellows?” Nikki asked in amazement. “What was all that nonsense about an interrogation?” 
 
    “They wanted to improve their self-esteem at your expense,” explained Jerry. “They are the pariahs of the society, that’s what unites them. Since they can’t find anyone dumber than themselves, they look for someone who’s weaker. Molesting the weakest, they get an illusion of self-worth. It is the most primitive and universally known compensation scheme, which anyone, except those three dorks, can see through.” 
 
    “Yeap, pathetic!” 
 
    The encounter with the three titans of spirit and thought had made an indelible impression on the girl. 
  
 
    Nikki discovered dark chocolate and fell passionately in love with it. She could easily eat a whole bar in one go, forcing Jerry to order chocolate for breakfast and then taking his share.  
 
    “Sorry, Jerry, I can’t help it!” 
 
    He just smiled, watching her as she devoured the previously unknown delicacy.  
 
    “You need to visit a large confectionary, where there’s black, red and white chocolate in humongous piles.” 
 
    Nikki froze and then said in awe:  
 
    “Mountains of chocolate in the window? And you people can just walk past these treasures, without rushing at them like tigers, growling furiously and tearing with claws and fangs…” 
 
    After the meal, Nikki promptly wiped her dirty fingers on her white shirt. Jerry couldn’t help remarking:  
 
    “It’s better to use a napkin!” 
 
    “Sometimes they don’t happen to be at hand, but my shirt is always with me!” objected Nikki. 
 
    “But then your shirt’s dirty and it needs to be washed!” said Jerry, a neat-freak.  
 
    “People, do you always wash your clothes when they get a single stain?” The Mowgli girl was appalled. “Poor souls! You are enslaved by your clothes.” 
 
    The books that Nikki had read on the spaceship dated back to the times when there was neither television nor the advertising industry. Therefore, the girl had no clue about the modern world.  
 
     Then one day Nikki saw her first fashion magazine. She stared at the gorgeous girls who were unbelievably sleek. There were no flaws in these divas at all.  
 
    “Such people don’t exist,” she said flatly.  
 
    “They do.” Jerry smiled. “But it takes a long time to find one, and even then they have to be improved.”  
 
    “And why would they publish such pictures? To encourage complexes in other, normal girls?” 
 
    “I am not in the position to answer that,” Jerry chuckled. “Manufacturers of fashionable clothing are the ones who pick these wondrous maidens.” 
 
    “But why put clothes on such beauties, if you sell them to women of ordinary physique and appearance?” Nikki wondered. “It’s a complete… if not deception, then illusion!” 
 
    “I imagine the ladies in fashion magazines represent the dreams of other women.” 
 
    “An illusion as a dream?” Nikki snorted, threw the glossy magazine aside and never picked up one again. She believed that her appearance was that of an ordinary girl, and would hate to inadvertently pick up an inferiority complex. A magazine about yachts and cars puzzled Nikki even more. There were girls in bikinis or other scanty clothes standing by most of the cars. Some, coyly, held a wrench in their perfectly manicured hands.  
 
    “Why would they have girls next to the cars?” Nikki asked.  
 
    “To increase the sales of the vehicles,” Jerry chuckled again.  
 
    “Girls can tighten screws better than robots?” Mowgli was surprised.  
 
    Jerry didn’t reply for a long time, only choked and snorted.  
 
    “They don’t even touch the cars, they just stand next to them!” he finally managed to utter.  
 
    “And these cars sell better?” 
 
    “Yes!” 
 
    “And the customers know that a car with a girl next to it is no better than a car without one?” 
 
    “Sure. It might actually be a very bad car.” 
 
    “They know that and still buy it? Are they crazy or something?” Nikki asked meekly.  
 
    But most of all she was shocked by yet another contact point with human civilization. They were watching TV and Nikki asked Jerry:  
 
    “This is the eleventh time that this nice old man and pretty, big-eared baby girl tell children to try those red round ripe-cherry flavored candies. But why wouldn’t they rather tell them to eat cherries?” 
 
    “Well… a real cherry is much more expensive than these plastic balls.” 
 
    “Oh! They were able to make the biochemical components of the cherry so cheap?” 
 
    “No, of course not. There are no cherries in these candies, except for the name – a natural brand… The rest is simply synthetics.” 
 
    “Then this polymeric candy is not as good for children as real cherries!” 
 
    “Of course not, but the nice old man and the big-eared baby girl couldn’t care less for children’s health. Their goal is to rob children of their pocket money…” Jerry chuckled.  
 
    That’s when Nikki looked downright shocked, even scared: 
 
    “Why would they show the old bastard on TV, instead of putting him in jail?” 
 
      
 
    Every morning, the toothless jaws of medical devices swallowed Nikki’s body, chewed on it for a long time and spat it out, bewildered. Then the girl was taken to a thin, wiry female doctor, the head of the hospital gym.  
 
    The doctor, while singing cheerfully under her gristly nose, poked Nikki’s ribs with her finger, hammered on Nikki’s bouncing knees and forced the girl to perform dozens of painful exercises on a variety of torture devices, which, for some reason, doctors called sports equipment.  
 
    During the day, Nikki stayed glued to the news screens, bubbling with enthusiasm and absorbing the life of human society, from which she had been cut off for so long. I still can’t figure out how they all fit! she thought, shocked, as she looked on at the zillions of cars, humans and robots circulating in the multi-floor space of large cities.  
 
     Nikki and Jerry spent all their free time in the park. They walked, talked, ate sandwiches and sushi for lunch, or just sat and read, for Nikki swallowed new books faster than the rolls of rice with raw fish and red shrimp inside.  
 
    They explored the farthest reaches of the park and managed to climb the highest hill, even though Jerry had to help Nikki push her wheelchair.  
 
    At the top of the high hill that almost reached the glass sky, when Nikki and Jerry looked down at the garden of the Lunar Hospital, it suddenly lost its mysterious appearance and dwindled to a small island of greenery under a sealed transparent dome that didn’t let precious oxygen escape into space.  
 
    Boulders surrounded a deep narrow cleft on the side of the hill. A burrow? The friends had fun guessing who might live there.  
 
    “One day I wandered into the woods near our house… on Earth,” Jerry remembered, “and suddenly I sank up to my knee in a hole near a blackberry bush. I pulled my leg out, and saw a deep pit with some logs inside. Dad decided that it was an old dugout, and said: ‘Once a legendary Indian princess Pocahontas lived in these parts. Perhaps, there are ancient Indian treasures in the dugout, for many suitors came to the princess bearing gifts!’ Of course, I began to beg: ‘Let’s excavate the princess’ underground palace!’ He laughed and promised: ‘Sure, but later, when there’s free time…’ That time never came…”  
 
    Suddenly, Jerry paused, turned away from Nikki, then jumped up and, never looking back, rushed into the thick forest.  
 
    “Jerry!” Nikki screamed, but the boy had already disappeared. Nikki managed to turn the wheelchair and, with a troubled face, followed him, plotting her course painfully between the huge boulders. She knew how to deal with her own sadness, but she didn’t have antidotes from someone else’s grief, so she looked quite different from her usual happy-lively self. 
 
     Midway through her descent, the wheelchair got jammed between some stones. The girl looked around the dense foliage, and her face contorted in a grimace of pain.  
 
    “Who did this to us? Why?” she asked fiercely and drew her palm forcefully into the arm of the wheelchair.  
 
    Twenty minutes later, Jerry returned and found the wheelchair jammed in the rocks. He blushed, raised his hand and touched the girl’s shoulder.  
 
    “I didn’t want you to see me sad,” Jerry said with an effort. “That’s why I left you among these boulders. Sorry, Nikki.” 
 
    “Jerry, it’s OK for a man to cry, I have long dreamed of crying on somebody’s shoulder…” Nikki replied gloomily.  
 
    “Let’s pull out your wheelchair.” Jerry sighed.  
 
    That was the only time Jerry saw Nikki really sad, the rest of the time she enjoyed life.  
 
    The next day, Jerry had fun watching Nikki chase Tammy: the doe was running across the meadow and the girl was laughing. When Nikki, joyous and flushed, pulled up to him, he said gravely:  
 
    “Probably, to be happy all the time is a talent. One person would enjoy life, sitting in a wheelchair, living in a cave and eating grass, and the other would remain a gloomy hypochondriac even if he had everything imaginable… How do you manage to be so joyous?” 
 
    An out-of-breath Nikki lifted her blue eyes on Jerry and suddenly began to answer the question that had, really, been rhetorical.  
 
    “When I recovered consciousness after the crash, I kept hammering on the crumpled door of the cockpit, until I finally realized that my parents would never come out. But I couldn’t imagine them dead…” said Nikki, strangely pale. “Then I decided for myself that they’re alive, but in a special way: they cannot be by my side, but they’re worried about me and still watching over me. I began to think what my mom and dad would like me to do. And I came up with an ingenious thought. They would like me to be A GOOD GIRL: to eat three meals a day, even if it’s the nasty but wholesome porridge! To brush my teeth, to wash my hands, to make my bed, to exercise… and they would be glad if I read books, drew pictures, played, laughed, despite my broken neck and loneliness. If I did everything, they would be happy; if not, they’d be disappointed…” 
 
    The girl ran her hand over her clouded face.  
 
    “Maybe Robbie, who’s as smart as a three-hundred-year-old turtle, was the one who prompted me into thinking that… but I still marvel at how I was able, at that time, to understand – intuitively, with no one there to tell me! – the main truth of this world: parents always want their children to be happy.” 
 
    Nikki looked up, squinting at the green lawn and the deer.  
 
    “Children are their parents’ immortal souls, projected into the future with hope for happiness. If you do not manage to stay happy, it means you have not met their expectations… Can you see it? You have betrayed their most important hope in life, and in death… Of course, it’s only now that I can put it in such words… Then, I just drove my whining somewhere very deep inside and started to enjoy everything in life – maybe I had mastered that skill myself or, maybe, my parents had a joyous immortal soul,” finished Nikki cheerfully. “Do you see now why I am so happy?” she asked Jerry and laughed loudly, and her laugh was ever more amazing than her story.  
 
    Then she reached into a pocket of her backpack, where she kept many interesting things, and took out a little toy – a ginger-colored cocker spaniel. The girl wound it up with a tiny key and put it on the ground. After a quiet buzz, the dog walked forward, holding its head high and raising its front legs.  
 
    “A gift from my parents, and my keepsake,” said Nikki. “The remarkable and indomitable Brave Dog. He only walks forward, and with such a defiant look that he always makes me feel better. He seems to be saying: ‘No one will ever stop us!’” 
 
    Jerry asked for permission to closely examine the dog.  
 
    “Fine workmanship!” he praised the Brave Dog. “A mechanical toy of such complexity is a rarity.” 
 
    “It isn’t a toy,” Nikki replied solemnly. 
 
    Two more weeks went by on the wings of an Apollo butterfly.  
 
    Nikki, accompanied by Jerry, explored the entire garden and all of the hospital building, got a suntan and put on some weight. One day, Jerry saw the wire connecting Robbie to Nikki.  
 
    “This old abacus,” the girl, smiling, pointed to Robbie, “tags along with me everywhere I go for a reason. When the accident happened, I broke my spine at the neck and suffered total paralysis,” she talked about it lightly, even smiling. “But Robbie, the iron sage – he was barely alive himself! – managed to quickly mobilize the surviving repair robot, to partially restore the electricity supply and to prepare for surgery…” 
 
    Nikki laughed:  
 
    “Jerry, you should’ve seen the syringe in the huge claws of the repair robot! Hilarious! So, Robbie successfully inserted a chip with prosthetic nerve tissue into my spine. Yet, I completely lost control of my body. The severed multi-wire cable was repaired, but the circuitry wiring had been forgotten!” 
 
    The comparison of her spine to a cable seemed to amuse her to no end.  
 
    “Robbie plugged himself into the neurochip, and we began to learn how to move my legs and arms – I raised my right arm in my mind, he registered the working of my nerves and searched for the counterpart… on the other end of the cable. Eventually we worked it out, but now I can only walk and breathe through Robbie’s processor. I imagine my hand scratching my nose, and he does it for me.” Nikki giggled. “However, I never notice that my nerve signals pass through Robbie.” 
 
    Jerry listened to Nikki, shaken and breathless. Hey, man, he asked himself, still think you’re the most miserable human on Earth? 
 
      
 
    One morning, Jerry and Nikki happened to be at their table alone – Spotted Sam had gone back home, to the Tsiolkovsky Crater, nearly a week ago, and Curious Tona’s parents took her back to Earth, to Arizona, yesterday. Nikki looked pensively at the empty seats.  
 
    “My health insurance is almost depleted,” she said. “Big Teresa asked yesterday who could take me from here, and she sounded very stern. But I don’t know of any relatives on the Moon or the asteroids; it seems I plain don’t have any. Then Big Teresa said that the head of the hospital ordered my documents to be sent to the Children’s Commission or the New Families Center… something like that. While saying that, she was looking down in a strange way… In any case, I don’t want new parents. I already have a mom and a dad and, even though they’re dead, I know that I have them, and I love them very much… You follow me?” 
 
    The caf became deserted, but they continued to sit at their table.  
 
    “I do… I have nowhere to go either…” Jerry sighed. “And I don’t want to join someone else’s family, I am too… old to start all over again…” 
 
    Silence hung in the air.  
 
    “I want to tell you how it happened.” Jerry continued with an obvious effort, having made up his mind. “Three years ago, my mom and dad went to the theatre, leaving me at home… and a runaway cyber-truck bumped into their car… My mother died, and my father ended up in hospital. When he left the hospital, he picked me up and we went to the Moon, to a distant observatory, where no one lived but us. He changed a lot after mom’s death, and began to spend much more time with me – played with me, entertained me, taught me mathematics, made robots for me. Perhaps, he saw my mother’s immortal soul in me… My father quit his job, though he was a prominent mathematician; he would not go anywhere and wouldn’t let me go either. I was home-schooled, not a particularly hard-working student. But this winter, before Christmas, dad suddenly sent me to Archimedes City, to an old friend who has two sons about my age. We were having fun together, and then two weeks later my father’s observatory got hit by a large meteorite…” Jerry’s voice faltered.  
 
    “A meteorite hit the observatory?” Nikki was horrified. “Unbelievable!” 
 
    “Nothing left from it, only a deep crater…” Jerry continued with unease, looking at the table. “When I saw the crater through the porthole, I… lost it – I attacked someone… I was kicking and biting – I wanted to stay there, wanted to get dropped off and left there… but they brought me to this hospital.” 
 
    Jerry raised his head and looked at Nikki with the wistful eyes of a wounded deer. There were deep shadows on his sunken cheeks. She put her firm little palm covered with old scars on his convulsively clenched hands.  
 
    “Jerry, you can do only one thing for them, only one: you must become happy,” said Nikki. “Remember that your parents’ immortal soul now lives in you…” 
 
    “This was the first time I could talk about them…” Jerry exhaled and shuddered. “You are the only one who can understand me, because you’re also alone in this world.” 
 
    “Solitude is a terrible thing, I know …” Nikki nodded. “But now there are two of us, and that’s a completely, co-ompletely, co-o-ompletely different matter!” 
 
    And she balled up her fist and punched him hard in the shoulder.  
 
    Jerry’s sad face relaxed in a weak smile. And Nikki thought happily that, smiling, Jerry looked like an entirely different person… 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter 3 
 
    A Tin Man 
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    Nikki rolled rakishly into the elevator, nearly bumping into a huge mirror. Her wheelchair almost skidded when she locked the brakes; she pushed the button for the cafeteria floor. While the elevator was humming, Nikki had enough time to pull a dozen excellent faces at the mirror wall. The cabin stopped when she managed an extra evil one, one she really had to show Jerry. Wow! He will be dead envious! 
 
    Nikki rode out of the open doors and stopped short: instead of the cafeteria, she reached a technical floor, crammed with racks, boxes and bulky equipment. She had never been here before. An unlikely place for getting breakfast… had she pushed a wrong button? 
 
    But before she finished screening the space, the doors slid shut and the elevator took off. Nikki turned the wheelchair and pushed the call button, but it did not light up. The girl tried it a few more times, all in vain, then took a better look at her surroundings: the elevator door was the only door in view, there seemed to be no other way out. 
 
    Then something clanked behind her, Nikki turned her head. A huge repair robot with a plasma cutter in one hand and a nail gun in the other was moving along the isle. It had a barrel-like chest, a head the size of a safe-deposit box and long limbs with steel claws. 
 
    The robot’s huge flat feet made a racket as it got closer; its bulging faceted eyes looked straight at the girl. 
 
    Nikki asked in a loud, cheerful voice: 
 
    “Tell me, oh Tin Man, which way is to the cafeteria?” 
 
    The metal monster seemed to have no manners, for it did not answer, meanwhile the cutter in its claw suddenly sprang into life, bringing forth a hissing blue blade. 
 
    Nikki knew all about plasma cutters, one had been most useful to her while she was re-building her greenhouse. She sensed something was wrong and backed into a passage between the boxes. 
 
    The robot responded by raising its nail gun and sending a long volley of huge clanking nails in her direction! 
 
    Stuck in her wheelchair, Nikki could only gasp and back up at maximum speed. The nails buzzed in the air like so many iron bees; one stung her painfully in the shoulder, leaving a deep cut. 
 
    OWW! 
 
    Her doubts were gone: the robot was mad, even though Nikki had never heard about a robot having a mental condition. She managed to roll away, placing a stack of shelves between herself and the attacker, turned briskly and dashed into the depth of the storage area at top speed. 
 
    “ROBBIE, WHAT’S GOING ON, DAMMIT?” shouted Nikki. 
 
    “No idea!” answered her friend frankly. 
 
    Nikki fled between the stacks of boxes, keeping an eye on her enemy by looking into the rearview mirror – to think she used to laugh at it: who would need such a thing on a wheelchair? 
 
    Once the robot entered the aisle, she turned abruptly into the nearest corridor; miraculously, the next volley of super-large, 5-inch nails just barely missed her. 
 
    The iron arrows tapped at the boxes, plunging fully into the thick walls. One of the nails bounced off the metal plate of a massive apparatus and hummed angrily right above Nikki’s head, catching a strand of her hair and making her wince with pain. 
 
    What did that Tin Man want from her? 
 
    Heart pounding, the girl felt absolutely helpless in her wheelchair. 
 
    While rolling ahead, Nikki pushed the red button on the wheelchair communicator, trying to summon help, but the distress signal brought no answer. This is not an accident, they are hunting me down! came a desperate thought, and Nikki turned into yet another passage before the robot’s figure re-appeared in the mirror. 
 
    Does it have an infra visor too? If it’s really attacking her, it should have one. In that case, there’s no hiding from it, it would eventually corner and kill her. 
 
    “Robbie, summon help!” 
 
    “I did that the moment that crook started firing,” reported Robbie. “However, the elevator is blocked, as are all the doors leading to this floor. The security guards are on their way! We have to hold it for a few minutes.” 
 
    “It will finish me in a few seconds! Could you stop it?” She made another sharp turn, but the robot’s cluttering was coming at them at full speed and was getting closer and closer. 
 
    “I’m trying,” said Robbie, “but the hospital’s communication channels are switched off; it is currently self-contained!” 
 
    “Damn!” 
 
    Nikki’s heart was beating frantically like a wild bird in a cage, adrenaline singing in her veins. Think, Nikki, think! The iron bastard has to be tethered. Nothing mechanical would stop this giant… nothing short of a tractor… what about blinding it? Should I use some paint? It has sensors all over its body… Should I try to short-circuit it? 
 
    Sweat dripping into her eyes, T-shirt wet with blood from her cut shoulder. 
 
    Nikki made two turns, one immediately following the other, and found herself in front of high stacks of shelves, crammed with boxes. She heard the robot clanking in the next aisle and went very quiet, in the hope that the Tin Man would not spot her behind the wall of packaged equipment. 
 
   
  
 

 Yet, the brute stopped right in front of Nikki and, without a minute’s hesitation, began to make its way through the stacks. It crushed the boxes and the woodwork with the ease of a buffalo breaking through shrubbery. 
 
    A container rocked above Nikki’s head, and once again the girl dashed into a dimly lit passage. The container crashed behind her, some small items made of metal and glass clattered noisily on the floor. In her rearview mirror, Nikki saw the fierce figure climbing out from the shattered shelves. The electronic innards of the broken gadgets crunched under the heavy footsteps. 
 
    “Try to find its soft spot!” she shouted to Robbie, rolling at full speed to the end of the long rack. 
 
    More shooting came from behind. Nikki did her best to avoid the long volley of nails, and almost pitched over while making a turn. 
 
    Something had to be done! 
 
    She braked abruptly by a rack stacked with instruments. In a few seconds, she had a lapful of wrenches and hammers. Besides, she grabbed a couple of tins of paint, and then, again, had to rush away from the attacker. 
 
    A little later Nikki stopped at the point where the corridor forked, turned round and waited for the robot to appear. 
 
    She had enough time to unscrew the tins before the clanking of the heavy boots came really close. Before the monster came into view, Nikki flung a wrench into the passage, then followed it with a hammer. Then she flung a tin of paint in the same direction. The robot dashed from around the corner, spotted Nikki and aimed the nail gun at her. 
 
    The wrench cluttered uselessly at the metal cheek, while a massive hammer made a juicy impact on the right faceted eye, leaving a web of cracks – hopefully, that would get the self-preservation program inside that huge head thinking! 
 
    The first tin of paint missed the robot’s skull, while the second one, aimed more carefully, hit its chest, smashed and sent a fountain of grey liquid right into its face, flooding the other, still intact, eye. 
 
    Without waiting for the other iron pieces to reach the robot, Nikki made a swift turn. Another volley of nails cluttered behind her. The paint did not seem to work! 
 
    A few sharp improvised bullets hit the wheelchair, one steel rod pierced the plastic back and stung the girl under her shoulder blade. 
 
    Nikki gasped, pushed the control panel even harder and turned a corner into temporary safety. 
 
    “Is there a chance to electrocute it?” she shouted in panic. 
 
    “Yes! A strong current through the head will short-circuit it!” answered the wise, yet helpless Robbie. 
 
    The back of Nikki’s T-shirt was soaked in blood; the rod in her shoulder blade hurt mercilessly, the pain made her dizzy and the world obscure. Nikki rushed down yet another aisle, bypassed more machinery piled on the floor and then saw in horror that a wall emerged from the gloom in front of her. 
 
    “It’s a dead end!” 
 
    Riding at full speed towards the blank wall at the end of the corridor, the girl thought feverishly, trying to conjure a trick that would save her, but her dizzy head refused to cooperate. 
 
    Some twenty feet from the wall, the wheelchair crushed into a pile of garbage and turned over. The power grips of the clever gadget preferred to let her go rather than break her bones, so Nikki flew out of the chair. 
 
    She hit the floor head-on; the inertia carried her all the way to the wall, which she hit with her injured shoulder. 
 
    Excruciating pain! 
 
    The blood from her shoulder and her back flowed even faster, but Nikki began to crawl swiftly along the walls, hitting all the corners with her backpack that contained Robbie, trying to hide as far as possible below the containers.  
 
    The robot approached the overthrown wheelchair and began to slash it with the nail gun, using the cutter at the same time. Casting horrified looks at the maniac, Nikki reached the wall, spotted a high-voltage socket and smashed it with a heavy item she had grabbed from the rack. 
 
    Nikki then snatched a pair of silverfish gloves from a pocket of her backpack, put them on and thrust her hands straight into the bared electric contacts. They crackled and she smelled burning plastic in the air. 
 
    In a couple of minutes the assailant had exhausted its supply of nails, while the wheelchair turned into a dark, steaming hedgehog. The robot leaned over and took a close look at the result of his destruction. It even lifted the charred remains with its long hands and brought them closer to its damaged eyes, the short-sighted bastard. 
 
    Finally, it dawned on the cyber that the chair was empty, and it switched to search mode once again. 
 
    The crackling electric arc immediately drew its attention: it spotted Nikki and dashed eagerly for her. 
 
    The girl, crouched in a corner, had nowhere to either run or crawl. 
 
    The robot was separated from her by six feet of racks stacked up with various instruments, and it began to noisily make its way towards her, using its powerful claws that were a dangerous weapon in and of themselves. The mighty robot smashed the racks piled high with equipment. Racks collapsed all around Nikki, threatening to kill or cripple her. 
 
    She withstood all the blows staunchly, remaining still, just making smooth, sophisticated moves with her silver-gloved fingers. The electric light was pulsing in her hands, casting sparks in all directions. 
 
    The robot threw aside the last fragments of wooden frames that separated him from Nikki and raised the blue crackling blade of the plasma cutter high above her head. 
 
    With great care, as if lifting a cup filled to the brim, Nikki raised her hands higher, opened them and exhaled sharply. A glittering yellow sphere, the size of a tennis ball, took off from her palms and flew like a dazzling butterfly towards the Tin Man. 
 
    It tried to pull back, but too late: the fireball nuzzled close to its face, resulting in a loud explosion. 
 
    The robot’s faceted eyes burst, their fragments pouring all over the crouching girl. The metal parts of the Tin Man’s head heated instantly, the plastic ones began to simmer, bubble and blacken. The plasma cutter died, and the huge robot stood still – a huge, charred statue. 
 
    Silence descended briefly before Nikki heard a remote banging on the door. The girl pulled herself up slowly amid the debris and groaned – the pain in her injured body was hardly bearable. She exhaled carefully, and asked Robbie in a harsh voice: 
 
    “How are you?” 
 
    “Don’t worry, I’m fine. And you did a superb job. Do you hear that banging? They are almost here… the rescuers.” There was a touch of irony in Robbie’s voice, which truly sounded weird coming from a computer. 
 
    The smell of burnt paint and plastic was sickening. With an effort, Nikki pulled herself to the wall, blood streaming down her back; her head was swimming. 
 
    “All I really meant was to go and have breakfast…” 
 
    People rushed in with stomping feet. The first to rush in was a guy in uniform carrying a gun, he was quite bulky, but his moves were stealthy and dangerous. He was followed by five hospital’s security guards, closing off with Big Teresa and a couple of physicians. 
 
    “How come you’ve made such a mess of this place?” the guy, obviously the head of security, shouted authoritatively as he ran closer. 
 
    Nikki looked in shock at his red face with small stinging eyes, then shifted her gaze to Big Teresa who just made it there and uttered weakly: 
 
    “Teresa, how come you have such dumb-dumbs working in security?” 
 
    The head of security pulled a face at the insult, but he was pushed aside by the doctors who picked Nikki up anxiously and carried her to the elevator which was operational again. 
 
    “You will be called in for explanations!” roared the stinging-eyed security guard from behind. “It will take you ages to pay for the damage!” 
 
      
 
    Nikki’s wounds were stitched and bandaged in the intensive care unit, Big Teresa wailing all the way through the procedure. She wanted to put Nikki to bed in the same room, but Nikki firmly said no. She would not feel safe here, since dozens of people knew the entry code for the door. 
 
    Jerry, shocked and pale, continuously disheveling his already tousled hair, waited outside the intensive care room. 
 
    “Never again will I leave you alone at this hospital!” he blurted out and stood decisively by her new wheelchair. 
 
    “Thanks,” Nikki smiled wearily. “Let’s go have breakfast… or lunch… I am starving… and so thirsty,” she kept muttering as they went along. “That’s what you always feel after a blood loss… I remember, once I had a really bad cut at the greenhouse…” 
 
    But even before they finished their meal – Nikki could hardly move with exhaustion and all her wounds – the cafeteria door flew open and three guys barged in: the same head of security, escorted by two guards. They looked fierce and dangerous, a real gang. 
 
    Nikki whispered something to Robbie and straightened her back in expectation. The gang surrounded their table – tall as three towers, clad in a greenish-gray uniform with golden chevrons, and guns at their belts – and the head of security declared loudly: 
 
    “Follow us! You will get to my office immediately and give us a full account of the incident!” 
 
    He seemed to expect everyone to obey him without any further questions. 
 
    “I’m busy today.” Nikki finished her usual Chianti, trying to move her hands softly, so as not to dislocate the bandage on her back.  
 
    “You have inflicted major damage on the storage room, you have destroyed a valuable robot, and now you refuse to give us any explanations?” The gangster was obviously taken aback. “I have reported your act of vandalism to the Delinquency Committee! Soon enough you’ll be kicked out of this hospital and into a well-guarded facility for young offenders!” 
 
    Nikki stayed silent. 
 
    The guard looked at her table, snatched the empty glass and smelled it. 
 
    “We’re also a young alcoholic, aren’t we? Well, well, well. It adds to the overall picture of your psychopathy.” 
 
    Jerry jumped up, clenching his fists, even though he was barely half the weight of their opponent. 
 
    “Easy, Jerry, this is a simple case. I can handle it myself,” said Nikki without a trace of irony. She was eyeing the guard closely; her scornful blue-tinted gaze forced his stinging eyes to quiver underneath the swollen eyelids, even attempting to swerve away. 
 
    The short pause was interrupted by a curt beep from Nikki’s backpack, and Nikki declared slowly, addressing the head of security: 
 
    “I will give you all the necessary explanations tomorrow, at ten am. Not in your office though, but at that of the director of the hospital, in the presence of the Lunar police.” 
 
    ‘What does the police have to do with it?” frowned the head of security. “Who summoned them?” 
 
    “I have contacted the authorities. Now get lost. I want to enjoy my lunch in peace. I am allergic to dumb-dumbs; besides, you have a revolting face, my friend.” 
 
    Laughter rippled through the room. The head of security crunched his teeth and clenched his fists, the size of a pumpkin each. He turned around and saw dozens of scowling young faces, while both his colleagues twisted their necks in embarrassment, avoiding his gaze and trying to wipe the involuntary grins off their faces. 
 
    “Well, now!” he hissed in fury. “Tomorrow I will call up the guys from the delinquents’ dump, and you, Booze Missy… you can’t even fathom how soon they’ll get you behind bars!” 
 
    He turned around and, stomping loudly, left the room together with his associates. 
 
    Nikki stretched her hand for a coffee cup and took a sip. Strangely enough she looked much livelier after the encounter with the security guard. 
 
    “Jerry,” asked Nikki, “is there a way to re-program a repair robot and make it attack a human?” 
 
    Jerry was still standing and gazing with hatred at the door that had slammed shut behind the guards. On hearing Nikki, he threw himself into a chair and, with an effort, unclenched his fists. 
 
    “It’s impossible,” he said, his voice dull and breaking with anxiety. “All the main processors of the mobile robots have built-in protection programs. They prevent the robots from attacking or generally harming humans. These imperatives are built into the hardware at the manufacturing stage, and they simply cannot be re-programmed.” 
 
    “Yet, we have to admit that it is possible, for, by Jupiter, I witnessed it myself! Please, try to figure out how it could have happened,” said Nikki. “You’re an expert on robots, aren’t you?” 
 
    Jerry smiled, very flattered, and sat thinking for quite a while. Around them, people discussed this morning’s events. 
 
    “There are only two possible ways…” Jerry said finally. 
 
    Nikki grunted. 
 
    “Of course, first it was impossible, now there are a whole two ways!” 
 
    “The first one – someone is powerful enough to manufacture his own processors with built-in illegal imperatives. It’s VERY pricey; besides, you need to take the old processor out of the robot and then put in the new chip. It’s very much like giving a live tiger a new tooth filling: the robot’s head is like a safe-deposit box, guarded by the robot itself. Only the manufacturing company would know how to access the processor, or, worse yet, to change it. The second way is easier – someone misguided the robot.” 
 
    “What do you mean? How can you misguide a brainless dud?” 
 
    “Robots can be re-programmed for various assignments that do not conflict with their built-in imperatives. You cannot order it to kill a human that looks so and so. It would not obey the illicit order and, most probably, would summon the police. Yet, you can meddle with the robot’s vision. 
 
    “As far as I remember, the data from this robot’s lenses are processed by the periphery devices. Those chips have nothing but programs that automatically classify all objects. To make the robot attack a human, you have to alter the video chip so that, on registering the image of a red-haired girl, it would thoughtlessly replace it with an image of a dog or a crocodile, and then transmit that to the robot’s brain. There are no restrictions in the main processor as to killing animals.” 
 
    “So the robot was ordered to kill a mad bear, and it saw me as that bear?” 
 
    ‘Right. This isn’t a trivial task either: you need to make major alterations to the vision program and that requires special skills, plus you need access to the robot to get it re-programmed.” 
 
    “Would this fellow be capable of that?” Nikki nodded at the door through which the head of security had disappeared. 
 
    “He sure has access to the robot, but he would not be able to re-program it; were he qualified enough, he would work a different job for quite a different salary… Besides, he was working here long before your arrival. I doubt that any of your enemies might have foreseen that you would end up here.” 
 
    “That stands to reason… Could he have inserted the software created by someone else into the robot?” 
 
    “I guess so, even a dud like that could’ve done it after a thorough briefing.” 
 
    “So, he might have been hired… or pressured, or bribed. This bruiser might have a weakness. Robbie, you catch all of that?” 
 
    “I sure did,” came Robbie’s dull voice from the backpack. “Well done, Jerry! I entirely agree. The re-programming of the video processor sounds like a simpler option, so, according to Occam’s razor, it is more plausible.” 
 
    “Well, let’s get to work, then…” said Nikki. “Escort me, Jerry?” 
 
    “Sure, where to?” 
 
    “Back to my room. I’ll be really busy today. Don’t worry, Robbie will block my door, it’s more secure there than in a safe.” 
 
      
 
    The next morning, Jerry tapped on Nikki’s door – they had pre-agreed on the code – and both made their way to the cafeteria, using the ramps of the emergency exits and avoiding the elevators, for now they knew that those were far from safe. While they were eating, Nikki, who was still pale from the blood loss but seemed to recover from the events of the day before, gave Jerry a detailed account of the attack and her escape, ‘hare-on-wheels’ style. 
 
    “How did you manager to destroy it?” asked Jerry incredulously. 
 
    “I followed Robbie’s advice and sent an electric discharge to its main processor.” 
 
    “Meaning you convinced the robot to roll up its ears and thrust them into an electric socket?” 
 
    Nikki giggled. 
 
    “Do you have any idea what a fireball is?” 
 
    “Sure, I’ve even seen a documentary about fireballs, but they still seem to be a mystery. They appear in heavy thunderstorms, but it is very difficult to spot them. The testimonies of the scarce and scared eyewitnesses is not the most effective way to study them, and it does not seem possible to produce one artificially, in a lab. I know that they are heavily charged with energy, that they are dangerous and can explode.” 
 
    “Hm… that is strange. Recently I took an interest in low-energy plasma and fireballs, and experimented with them a lot. Robbie did some calculations, and I learned a fairly easy way to create them from an electric arc… what you need to do is to carefully send a rotor on the surface for the retaining magnetic force to appear. A fireball is a cluster of solitons, that is of stable solitary waves that travel along the closed plasma channels… a most beautiful self-supporting system, almost a superconductor… the chemistry of a fireball is also very interesting. I love such things! When I left the Stranger, I took a sample of the chemicals used for making a fireball.” 
 
    “I still don’t get it.” Jerry’s eyes bulged. “You destroyed the robot with a fireball?” 
 
    “Sort of… I remembered that I had metalized gloves in my backpack, as well as a sample of the mixture I used to make the fireball, and I made use of them. I was very nervous that the charge would not be strong enough, so I built it up it till the very last moment. It was my luck that they had those high-voltage sockets all along the wall…” 
 
    “Wow, Nikki! I would really discourage anyone to stand in your way, even a half-ton chunk of iron!” 
 
    After breakfast Jerry led Nikki to the door of the hospital’s director and stopped at the threshold. 
 
    “What is it?” said Nikki, turning around. 
 
    “Well, I wasn’t invited…” 
 
    “I invite you.” 
 
    “Well, then, sure…” said Jerry, plucking up his courage, and then, still looking nervous, he followed Nikki into a spacious room. A dozen people were waiting there. 
 
    “Here is our violent patient!” announced the head of security loudly, and all eyes turned to the door. 
 
    Nikki ignored Stingy-Eye, stopped her wheelchair in the middle of the room and scrutinized everyone. A flustered and obviously upset Big Teresa sat at the long table, as did the director, whom she had seen only once before, and another doctor that Nikki knew. When he met her eye, he did not smile but squinted. 
 
    Standing by the director were the head of security, with yet another uniformed employee, and a couple of lunar policemen in grey uniform. There were two strangers clad in dark brown tunics and a lady in a blue business suit. Nikki did not like the expressions on any of their faces: not a single one was friendly. 
 
    The director frowned and said in an authoritative voice: 
 
    “We are gathered here to investigate the atrocious incident that took place yesterday in our highly valued and respected Lunar Hospital. The establishment has sustained the damage, amounting, at the first estimation, to half a million dollars. We must take immediate… eh… practical measures. We have already listened to the testimony of the head of security. Everything seems to be quite clear. Still, Miss Greenwich, can you give us a detailed account pertaining to the wrecked storage room and the destroyed robot? And I would like to ask your… eh… companion to leave my office.” 
 
    Nikki gave the director a close look and said in a voice no less strict or confident: 
 
    “First of all, hello, Mr. Jembovsky. Then, as far as I know, you are an interim director of the Lunar Hospital…” 
 
    The director choked from surprise, and his face turned purple. 
 
    “But I do not know the others present here, please be so kind as to introduce them. That is also a request from my solicitor.” She pointed at Robbie, who was flashing his camera lenses in a most conspicuous way. 
 
    A low voice came from Robbie’s loudspeakers: 
 
    “Diemens, solicitor, from Diemens and Brendin, Luna City, is happy to greet the assembly and to confirm that the legitimate video- and audio-recording of the conference is being performed.” 
 
    Several people in the room pulled long faces. 
 
    “On my part, I would like to introduce my technical advisor,” continued Nikki, unperturbed, and pointed to Jerry. “Mr. Gerald Walker!” 
 
    The director exclaimed sarcastically: 
 
    “A teenager for a technical advisor? That is preposterous! Surely, the lawyers object?” 
 
    “No objections,” chimed in Diemens and Brendin. “Any person appointed by one of the parties may act as a technical advisor at a legal procedure. Naturally, the other part might appoint its counter-expert, and it is up to the court to decide which one of them is… ahem… more of an expert.” 
 
    Jerry brightened up, threw back his long hair and stood nonchalantly next to Nikki’s chair. 
 
    As for the director, his face was grim and he began to introduce those present. The brownies with the rigid faces happened to be the guards and teachers from a facility for delinquents, the one the security guard had mentioned the day before. 
 
    Officially speaking, the facility was not a prison, but something midway between a hospital for asocial teenagers and a retention center where the kids would wait for their cases to be heard in court. Thus, indeed, getting there was easy matter, getting out, however… let’s just say the locks on the gates were not too different from prison ones. 
 
    The lady in blue represented the Juvenile Committee that was in charge of adoptions or, to put it plainly, orphanages. They were a little better than delinquent facilities, but still disgusting – since merely their existence was disgusting. 
 
    As soon as the introductions were completed, the director, once again, demanded Nikki’s explanations. She smiled icily: 
 
    “May I have a glass of water?” She was not really thirsty; she just felt that those grown-ups need to be taught some manners. 
 
    While the water was being poured, she turned to the policemen and asked: 
 
    “Are you armed?” 
 
    The senior policeman was surprised: 
 
    “Naturally! But why?” 
 
    “Stay alert,” said Nikki breezily. 
 
    The bully of a security guard broke down and declared loudly: 
 
    “What sort of game is she playing? I would like to remind you that this young lady is violent; besides, she has been drinking for ages. So we might be dealing with a typical case of delirium tremens!” 
 
    “There!” smiled Nikki, most pleased. “Someone seems nervous and has started running ahead… Mr. Jembovsky, if your head of – ha-ha! – security will interrupt me one more time, or so much as open his mouth before I am done, I will immediately stream my live video-feed to  not only my solicitors, but to the Lunar News Channel as well. Robbie, be ready… Is that the kind of publicity you need?” 
 
    “Shut up, Jones! You will speak only when you are told to!” roared the interim director at his employee. 
 
    “Very well,” Nikki turned to the screen on the wall that suddenly sprang to life. “Here’s the CCTV footage from the third underground floor. It dates back two days. Here’s the repair robot, stationed at its normal position between the racks.” 
 
    “Why do we need the footage of the day before yesterday?” burst in the director. 
 
    “I suggest that you, too, calm down, Sir,” said Nikki abruptly. “I also suggest that you keep your mouth shut and listen, then you won’t look so… interim.” 
 
    The director’s mouth formed a thin line as his face reddened. 
 
    The image disappeared. 
 
    “Two days ago the camera stopped working. The guards decided it had just malfunctioned… in half an hour, the camera was replaced, and the image was restored.” 
 
    The Tin Man standing next to the racks re-appeared on the screen. 
 
    “Now let’s compare its position before and after the camera was fixed,” Nikki went on in a slightly bored tone of a teacher talking to a group of idiot students. 
 
    The old and the new stills kept changing on the screen, for everyone to see that on the later one the robot’s left hand was slightly lifted and a bundle of wire that had been lying by its left wheel was gone. 
 
    “This type of robot is not supposed to dance when it is switched off. It is more than obvious that someone meddled with the device, having first damaged the surveillance camera. Now, let’s move on to yesterday’s events.” Nikki proceeded to the most important part.  
 
    “At 9:16 a.m. I entered the elevator on the fifth floor to go to the cafeteria and pushed the first floor button.” 
 
    A layout appeared on the screen, showing a small figure in the elevator, then the elevator crawling downwards. 
 
    “At that point, someone accessed the main control panel and interfered with the elevator operations. The elevator missed the cafeteria and went down to the technical floor. All the CCTV cameras at the underground floors were promptly switched off. When I left the elevator, the doors closed immediately, the elevator was taken to the ground floor and fully de-energized. Not only was it inaccessible itself, it also blocked the shaft. Simultaneously, all doors leading to the lower floors were shut down using the emergency code. Anyone want to suggest that those are all ‘just coincidences’, or that I planned everything myself?” asked Nikki sarcastically. “Yesterday I heard something along these lines… Actually, this hospital has excellent neurologists – they can help in restoring the logical links for those that lack such.” 
 
    Silence. 
 
    “Now let’s reconstruct yesterday’s events,” Nikki went on confidently. An eye view of the storage room appeared on the screen. “It’s quite easy,” Nikki added, “for all the events have been recorded by the cameras of my computer.” 
 
    This piece of news unpleasantly surprised some of those present. 
 
    “At 9:19, the robot rolls up to the elevator, you can see it here on the right. I cannot summon the elevator and ask politely for it to help me, but instead of obliging, it switches on the plasma cutter. I start backing into the passage between the racks, and the iron bastard sends a volley of five-inch nails at me. One of them cuts my shoulder…” 
 
    Both policemen sat straight and alert in their chairs, watching intently. The figures on the chart began to move. Robbie’s footage took up part of the screen, but the image was jerky. Nikki went on, unperturbed: 
 
    “I’m playing tag with the robot… the second volley misses me. If you still have any suspicions and take this footage for clever animation, you can grab a pair of pincers and find dozens of pieces of proof down in the storage room. They’re stuck head-deep in boxes and shelves… Here I am trying to summon help through the wheelchair communicator, but it doesn’t work, which is quite unusual for such a reliable gadget. Only the distress signal from my personal computer goes through. The robot crushes through the racks, dropping everything there is to drop… So now you know who’s responsible for the damage… The robot fires again… Here I am throwing hammers at it and, you know, painting it a more attractive color… At this passage, yet another volley hits the back of my chair, and I get another injury, more serious this time… 
 
    Big Teresa gasped involuntarily when she saw the nickel-plated nail digging into the chair and Nikki’s back. 
 
    “Here I hit a dead end… the wheelchair collapses… I fly on and hit the wall… The image is really shaky – Robbie and I climb under the rack, lightning-quick… 9:26, the iron dummy overtakes the wheelchair, showers it with nails and destroys it with the cutter. Then it discovers that there’s no one on board and, once again, starts searching for me…” 
 
    The strain in the room was enormous; holding their breath, everyone was glued to the dynamic drama on-screen. The bully’s red face glistened with perspiration. 
 
    “The maniac spotted me and began to crash the racks of equipment. Gt a good look at who broke your instruments, or should I rewind it? 9:30, the robot is hit by a high-voltage electric discharge, it breaks down and turns into a heap of rubble. That’s all.” 
 
    The last shots show the robot smash the racks and explode, as if it had swallowed a powerful bomb. The fireball was not visible. 
 
    “Oh, yes, I’ve forgotten about the ending,” smiled Nikki. 
 
    The head of security filled up the screen and roared: 
 
    “How come you’ve made such a mess of this place?”  
 
    Then Nikki’s voice, off screen: 
 
    “Teresa, how come you have such dumb-dumbs working in security?” 
 
    Jones’s face, deeply insulted, froze on the screen, and everyone in the room burst out laughing, dispersing the strain of the last minutes. Everyone was roaring with laughter of course except for the furious Jones. He could stand it no longer and sprang to his feet. 
 
    “It’s all a fake, from start to finish!” 
 
    Big Teresa stood up, looking really big, walked up to Jones and said in the voice so ferocious that the bulky guard backed up: 
 
    “I treated the girl’s injuries yesterday, and I testify that it is a miracle she has survived. The nail stopped a few inches from her heart! Are those injuries fake, too? How could you, the head of security, let anything like that happen in our hospital? Malfunctioning cameras, broken elevators, robots gone mad!” 
 
    Jones withered and sat down again. The senior policeman stood up instead. 
 
    “In the name of the Lunar Republic, I open the case number 112 643, attempted murder and physical injury inflicted on the Lunar Hospital patient Nicole Greenwich, as well as the heavy damage of the Hospital’s property. The case includes an allegation against Billrose Jones, the hospital’s head of security: he is charged with negligence resulting in the events stated above. This is a preliminary charge.” 
 
    The policeman looked at Nikki. 
 
    “Miss Greenwich, I would kindly ask you to forward me this footage. Also, could you clarify two more points – how did you manage to get the data from the hospital’s CCTV cameras? And the electric discharge – I have never seen a short circuit causing such an… explosion.” 
 
    “All the footage has already been sent to you, Officer Gorbin,” stated Nikki calmly. “I downloaded both the footage from the CCTVs and the info on the functioning of the central control panel from the hospital’s computer network… I did not ask for permission, but, as far as I understand, there’s nothing illegal about it. Should it be necessary, my solicitor would obtain the same data officially, since it includes the information that pertains to me.” 
 
    “Absolutely!” agreed Diemens in an excited voice. 
 
    “As for the burnt robot, I have nothing to add. You have the remains, and you won’t find anything inside, except for the soot and the traces of an electric discharge – I assure you that I do not carry a grenade launcher when I go down for breakfast. By the way, I have not as yet finished my… eh… testimony.” 
 
    “I am all ears.” Officer Gorbin sat down, pushing his chair a little further back, so as to see everyone in the room. 
 
    “My technical advisor has come to a conclusion that highly qualified computer programmers have helped prepare the robot for this attack. We do not have any experts of that floor at the hospital, which means that the origins of yesterday’s events are to be traced further.” 
 
    ‘Could you give us more details?” asked Gorbin, raising his eyebrows. 
 
    “Jerry, please,” said Nikki, and Jerry, nervous and stumbling a little, recounted his surmises about the robot’s vision system being re-coded to bypass the imperatives of the central processor. 
 
    Gorbin listened to Jerry with utmost attention, making notes in his notepad. 
 
    “Thank you greatly,” said Gorbin when Jerry finished. “I will seek further advice from our experts, but it sounds quite reasonable to me. And I will keep this processor trick in mind, and…” Gorbin’s voice turned official again, “In the name of the Lunar Republic, I open the case number 112 644, investigation into the manufacturing of robots with the re-programming option, in order to commit the crime of manslaughter.” 
 
    “It is highly probable,” Nikki went on, “that one of the hospital’s employees, who has free access to the control system, door codes and elevators, and knows the CCTV system, was instrumental in staging this assault…” 
 
    “Impossible!” cried the director. 
 
    “I assume that the accomplice was a high-ranking member of the security team,” continued Nikki calmly. “Sorry for such a trivial piece of advice, but I suggest you check the bank accounts for the recent large deposits…” 
 
    Here Jones broke down, completely losing it. He sprang up, jumped over the table and, his face contorted with rage, charged towards Nikki. It was so sudden that everyone froze. Teresa and someone else screamed. 
 
    Jerry who was standing by Nikki’s wheelchair darted desperately towards Jones and hit the head of security’s bulky chest with his shoulder. The guard wavered and stopped; the next instant a mighty blow in the face sent Jerry flying towards the door. 
 
    Jones sprang up to Nikki, separating her with his bulk from the rest of the room, and raised his hand – his blow would have killed a medium-sized bull, not to mention a skinny girl. 
 
    Suddenly a gush of water hit the bully’s face, he gasped and spluttered. Next instance the half-blinded security guard hit something tough with his chest, doubled with pain and sank slowly to the floor. The shock-needles fired by both policemen hit him at the same moment. 
 
    When Jones’s massive body, shuddering convulsively, hit the carpet, everyone saw Nikki with her right hand stretched far ahead of her, with an expression of pure fury and disgust across her face. 
 
    The girl turned her wheelchair quickly and rolled up to Jerry, motionless on the floor, blood streaming down his face. 
 
    “Jerry, Jerry!” Nikki called in alarm. 
 
    Jerry opened his eyes slowly, as Big Teresa and the second doctor rushed to him, trying to push through to help, but getting in each other’s way. 
 
    Nikki furiously attacked the two police officers: 
 
    “Didn’t I warn you to stay alert! Why do two teenagers have to protect themselves against a crook in the presence of two police officers?” 
 
    Officer Gorbin looked like a dumb fish, while his younger partner, a blond guy, turned purple. 
 
    “I… offer you my apologies, Miss Greenwich… I have underestimated the danger, and… your warning. It is your right to forward a complaint related to this incident to the head of the Lunar Police,” said Officer Gorbin, his voice a little strained. 
 
    Jerry’s weak voice came from behind the backs of the medics: 
 
    “Nikki, I’m fine…” 
 
    Nikki’s fierce face softened a little. 
 
    “I am not in the habit of complaining… I accept your apologies.” 
 
    She turned away from the embarrassed policemen and pointed at the bulky Jones, prostrate on the floor. 
 
    “Are you going to take him?” 
 
    “Sure, regardless of what happened yesterday, he will be arrested for this assault,” answered Gorbin, obviously relieved. 
 
    “OK, that means I’ll sleep better… I don’t think he has more accomplices here, he was obviously getting his orders from outside.” 
 
    Nikki looked closely at Jerry who was getting up to his feet, the medics supporting him anxiously, then she turned around and wheeled up to the group of people who surrounded the director. 
 
    “Do you have any other questions you would like to ask me, Messrs. Tutors?” she said, addressing the charming pair in brown uniforms. 
 
    “No, Miss Greenwich, we were misinformed, and under the circumstances… we have nothing against you,” said a puffy gentleman with the face of an anxious bulldog, the head guard and teacher at the facility for sociopath teenagers. His female partner just moved her lips, apparently in agreement. 
 
    “Now as for your letter of this morning, Mr. Jembovsky,” said Nikki grimly, addressing the director, who seemed to be in total prostration. 
 
    “Miss Greenwich?” came the solicitor’s voice from Robbie’s dynamics, “I am sorry to interrupt you. I am shocked by yesterday’s events and by what I have just witnessed. I admire your courage, Miss Greenwich, and I would like to be informed of all your affairs, to be able to help you more effectively. Please explain, which Mr. Jembovsky’s letter you are referring to?” 
 
    “The director wrote to inform me that the insurance company has stopped paying for my stay at the hospital. He suggested that I move to the Juvenile Committee Center, which is the same as an orphanage, immediately. A representative from the Center had already been summoned to the hospital.” Nikki gave a hard stare to the lady in blue, who looked slightly embarrassed. 
 
    “That’s atrocious!” cried the solicitor. “May I, Miss Greenwich?’ 
 
    “You sure may.” 
 
    The stern face of the elderly solicitor, Mr. Diemens, with well-groomed luxuriant hair, popped up on the wall screen. 
 
    “What are the reasons for canceling the insurance payments to cover the costs of Miss Greenwich’s treatment?” 
 
    “I do not know,” said the director nervously. “I have received the letter from Moon Insurance and, consequently, have notified Miss Greenwich.” 
 
    “Everyone’s in such a hurry – to get rid of Miss Greenwich – I will start an investigation of my own immediately. Moon Insurance will live to regret it!’ 
 
    “Please do, but what am I to do right now? Who will pay for Miss Greenwich’s stay at the hospital? It is a considerable amount of money! In an orphanage… I mean, in a New Family Search Center she will fare better, she will even be able to find new parents!” 
 
    “I believe,” the “blue” lady from the Juvenile Committee began to deliver a well-rehearsed professional monologue, “that such a young and inexperienced lady needs qualified help! The period of adolescence when a person’s self-identity is shaped requires constant supervision by experienced professionals, which then should be accompanied by adequate pharmacological support. Social responsibility and basic labor training are the two main priorities of our Center. All our kids are members of one big family! This particular teenager does not seem to have any obvious genetic deviations, and thus she has a healthy chance to find new parents! I see nothing wrong in Director Jembovsky’s proposal!” And the Juvenile Committee representative flashed a photogenic smile. 
 
    “Do you see that individual?” asked Nikki the “blue” representative, pointing at Jones’s unconscious body, prostrate on the floor and already manacled. 
 
    “Ye…yes,” stammered the lady from the juvenile happiness center. 
 
    “He was sent to kill me,” said Nikki evenly. “He is arrested, but the real perpetrators are still at large. I also believe that they had arranged the crash of the spaceship and the murder of my parents ten years ago.” 
 
    Officer Gorbin began to write hard in his notepad. 
 
    “Suppose I am sent to a family. It’s more than likely that the next murderer will not stop at killing just me. Can the Center guarantee my safety, as well as the safety of my foster parents?” 
 
    “Under the circumstances… If all that you say is true, I am afraid we cannot guarantee it… It is outside our competence…” blurted the “blue” lady, looking back at the director. 
 
    “Which means that your center is not the right place for me; I need something more secure. And I prefer to look for such a place from here… for a number of reasons, that do not include my appreciation of your hospitality, Mr. Jembovsky. Mr. Diemens?” called Nikki. 
 
    “Yes, Miss Greenwich?” 
 
    “When a patient is admitted to a hospital, does the hospital assume the responsibility for the patient’s safety?” 
 
    “It certainly does, part of the funds allocated to the hospital is spent on that.” 
 
    “Would it be right if I sue the hospital for my yesterday’s injuries, as well as for today’s attack by the head of security on myself and on Jerry?” 
 
    “Certainly! And for a hefty sum.” 
 
    “Could you start the negotiations with the hospital? If they allow me to stay here for another few months, I am not going to sue them. The same goes for Jerry. If they get stubborn, please find us a secure hotel, start the legal case against the Lunar Hospital and introduce me to a smart mass media person – I will give an interview and describe my carefree life in this… respectably notorious establishment.” 
 
    “I’ll get on it immediately, Miss Greenwich,” assured Diemens. 
 
    “Miss Greenwich, please!” the Interim Director sputtered in horror, his face pale, his self-assurance fully gone. I am ready to offer you the most…” 
 
    “Please speak to my solicitor, I’m really very tired…” Nikki’s voice dropped, she turned her wheelchair and rolled to the other side of the room, towards Big Teresa. 
 
    Jerry had disappeared – apparently, the second doctor took him away, to tend to his wounds. Nikki approached Teresa, whose face was showing a weird mixture of anger and distress, and whispered pitifully: 
 
    “Teresa, my wound at the shoulder blade has opened up… my back is all bloody… besides, I sprained my right arm… It really hurts…” 
 
    And the frightening Big Teresa gasped, and began fussing over her – a mother hen over its little chick. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter 4 
 
    The Planet of Winged People  
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    In the morning Jerry met Nikki at the door of her room. He sported a huge bruise on his cheek and his gushed eyebrow was fixed up with plastic stitches. Yet, the expression in his eyes had changed: instead of melancholy, they now radiated confidence. Nikki gave him a close look and then said: 
 
    “You were like a lion yesterday! Thank you, you were the only one to defend me so bravely.” 
 
    Jerry blushed and muttered angrily: 
 
    “Still, I failed.” 
 
    “Lean over,” said Nikki, still sitting in her wheelchair and, when Jerry, perplexed, leaned closer, she kissed him tenderly on his bruised cheek. 
 
    The boy straightened abruptly, red as a poppy. 
 
    “You did not fail,” Nikki went on confidently, completely unperturbed. “You distracted him and gave me time to concentrate. And when I saw him attack you, I went… berserk. Were it not for the wheelchair, I would have torn the pig apart…” 
 
    “So it was you… who did him in?” asked Jerry, obviously shocked. “To be perfectly honest, after knocked me down I… ahem… stopped following the developments.” 
 
    “I blinded him with a water jet and hit him in a shock point,” nodded Nikki. “It cost me a sprained right arm and torn stitches under my shoulder blade. Only after that was he hit by the police shocker. Looks like no one noticed my contribution, which is just as well. Let’s go have breakfast.” 
 
    Jerry, beaten up, but weirdly enough happy, sat at the table with Nikki, while the patients around them stared at them, loudly discussing the arrest of the head of security and other recent events. Never was the dull, medicated hospital atmosphere so electrified with news and rumors. Had Tona known what was going on, she would have willingly broken another bone or two, just to be in the midst of all these events. 
 
    After breakfast, Jerry and Nikki took a walk up the stream, away from the lake, outside the reach of unwelcome eyes and ears. 
 
    The path wound between the trees and the shrubs covered with blooms and ran into the succulent green meadows where the convalescents sat together with their parents who came to visit. Loud voices and hits at the balls were heard – the most active patients were playing lunar badminton and mini golf. 
 
    One lunar day lasted for two terrestrial weeks; the lunar night was of the same length. However, the dwellers of the Earth’s satellite followed the familiar earthly calendar, so the cupolas were shaded for eight hours, to imitate the night, and then illuminated by artificial dawn, stayed transparent for sixteen hours. 
 
    This morning was special, though, the real lunar dawn coincided with the beginning of the calendar day. So everyone who could walk rushed outside to enjoy the sunlight that, for the previous fortnight, had been substituted by the cupola lamps. 
 
    Two hundred feet further the path brought them to a tiny lake, the source of the stream. A small hill on the opposite side of the lake was covered with bulging mossy boulders, scattered picturesquely amid the shrubbery and the squat trees. A waterfall streamed slowly from a seven-foot rock, sending languid waves and flashes of sunlight up and down the lake. 
 
    The air was fragrant with the scent of water and grass. The gentle splashing of the waterfall merged with the guttural creaking of an invisible frog. Once in a while, other pleasant sounds joined in, the singing of a different frog, or that of a bird, or a cricket.  
 
    “What a wonderful place!” cried Nikki. “Now my conservatory seems so small, cute, even funny, and it used to be half a world for me… A place to relax, to sunbathe, to swim, to fish, to harvest, to plant and weed; a million things to do, a million ways to have fun! And now I know that I just owned a greenhouse…” 
 
    “You still haven’t seen Earth,” smiled Jerry. “After that, this park will also feel like a flower bed.” 
 
    “Tell me about Earth!” Nikki’s blue eyes glittered excitedly. 
 
    “No-o,” said Jerry. “First you tell me all about yourself. To begin with, I cannot figure out where you’ve learned to be so…” 
 
    “Hm?” 
 
    “Well… to be so reasonable. The way you behaved at the director’s office! You looked smashing! And you looked entirely different from your normal self!” 
 
    “Well… You know, I had very few entertainments on the asteroid. A set of old books and movies from Robbie – that was really it. Robbie lost almost all book and movie files when we crashed, all he had left were a few texts from the Times of Antiquity and some books of the nineteenth and the twentieth century.” 
 
    Nikki dreamily lowered her eyelids. 
 
    “But those books were super! Mark Twain, Bulgakov, Jules Verne, Sherlock Holmes adventures, Perry Mason stories; as for Rex Stout’s books about the two detectives, Nero Wolfe and Archie Goodwin, those I know almost by heart! Often, when I had an argument with Robbie, I pretended to be Nero Wolfe and tried to corner him using logic; however, the old abacus is a tough cookie, aren’t you, Robbie?” 
 
    “There were a few times when you did make me change my mind,” came Robbie’s voice from the backpack. “And it is quite an achievement.” 
 
    “I think so too. You know, personal growth is all about imitating those around you, as well as the characters from the books and the movies. I often catch myself playing the part of one of my favorite characters. It is quite frustrating, since it makes you feel like an imposter. I believe that, when I grow up, it will pass and I will evolve into a whole personality, unless – ha-ha – someone does away with that personality before I have a chance to grow up!” 
 
    “So what?” 
 
    “So, it is most convenient to have a few well-rehearsed behavior stereotypes at hand. At the director’s office, I just played the part of Nero Wolfe and even re-enacted one of his famous final revelations. But, in real life, I am a completely different person!” 
 
    “Really, what kind of person are you?” 
 
    “This kind!” Suddenly, Nikki turned her wheelchair and headed for the lake. She pushed it into the water, half-submerging the wheels and wetting her bare legs.  
 
    “Hey, watch out, you landlubber!” She began to splash at Jerry, but only using the left, unhurt, hand and trying not to work it too vigorously. 
 
    “Well, you are a tough cookie, too,” smiled Jerry, not even trying to protect himself. 
 
    Inquisitive baby fish circled around the wheelchair. Nikki dropped her hand into the water. 
 
    “I would love to go for a swim…” she sighed sadly. Swimming in the hospital lake was strictly forbidden. 
 
    “Do you know,” said Jerry, trying to raise Nikki’s spirits, “that in New York, in Manhattan, on the 35th Street there is a red brick house with a memorial plaque that reads: ‘Here lived the great detectives Nero Wolfe and Archie Goodwin’?” 
 
    “Wow! Tell me all about it! Have you really seen it?” Nikki’s sadness was lifted in a flash, and she rode back out on the beach. 
 
    “I have, but first tell me, why did this robot decide to attack you?” 
 
    “No idea,” shrugged Nikki. “Ten years ago someone fired an electromagnetic gun at my parents’ spaceship. All electronic equipment went dead, that’s why the ship crashed into the asteroid. My parents died, I broke my spine…” 
 
    “You never mentioned this!” cried Jerry in horror. 
 
    Nikki paused. 
 
    “It is only recently that I’ve learned why the disaster really happened. And I don’t really feel like talking about it. This assault… it’s connected to that old attack on the ship in some way… But why would they target me? Am I standing in someone’s way? If so, in whose way? I’m not even a witness – I don’t know anything about the people attacked Stranger, I cannot reasonably surmise…” 
 
    “Are you a wealthy heiress by any chance?” inquired Jerry, dead serious. 
 
    “No,” said Nikki, in an equally serious tone. 
 
    “Then I don’t understand either,” admitted Jerry. “Listen, have you ever thought that…” 
 
    “No, you listen! Will you give the poor invalid a break? I am tired of talking,” said Nikki almost irritably. Indeed, she was way paler than normally. “Let’s switch to something less depressing… And you’ve promised to tell me about Earth!” 
 
    Jerry agreed and began talking about his home planet. He spent his life on Earth in Northern Virginia, in a log house on the hillside, in the ancient oak grove where hickories, pines and maples also grew. The walls were made of logs, veneered with transparent honey-tinted lacquer. 
 
    At night, the three huge triangular windows of the house shone into the dark woods, as if the house was a transparent, sunny crystal. In the winter, blue spruces, loaded with snow, peered into the windows – Jerry’s parents had planted them around the house – and the rooms were filled with the smoky aroma of oak logs burning in the fireplace. 
 
    The log cabin stood in a quiet mountain valley by a narrow dead-end road, near a dozen similar cabins and a small artificial lake with trout and beavers; a stream with a mini-waterfall poured out of it. An ancient abandoned hunting lodge stood by the lake. 
 
    The low mountains that surrounded the valley had the funny name of Bull Run Mountains. The highway leading to the capital, District Columbia, ran some three miles away, so its noise did not reach the valley. The quiet was only broken by the aircrafts from the Dulles Airport that occasionally flew high above the house, and also by the melodious crowing and chirruping of numerous birds. The mountains, where no civilization dwelt, were also rich in animal life. 
 
    “Just imagine,” Jerry went on excitedly, “you eat your breakfast by the window, outside is a well-mown lawn, the woods and the bird feeder, and all the hungry animals that come there. It’s so funny to watch the agile squirrels eat sunflower seeds, hanging upside down. The deer also liked bird seeds. In the summer two or three would show up, in the winter there might be a dozen. But you cannot pat them, as you can with Tammy and Tommy, they’re wild and shy, they’d never let you get closer than thirty feet. And they all have white tails, while the little ones also have light spots on their sides and backs in the summer. 
 
    “The wild deer’s life is hard – the gadflies bother them like crazy when it’s hot, but in the winter they freeze and starve to death… They are often hit by cars, it’s horrible… My mom was often upset, for the deer would eat up either her flowers or her decorative shrubbery. She would grumble at them, but she’d still feed them. Once in a while I saw a busy vixen, hurrying alone. Her burrow was not far, and the skinny cubs would jump out on the road. And the skunk, with large ears painted on its black back, would walk slowly, imposingly, rummaging in the grass, snorting, looking for bugs. 
 
    “When the weather was fine, I kept my room’s window open through the night… In the morning, you’d wake up to strange muttering and see a flock of wild turkeys walking through the woods, eating acorns and cackling. But the funniest animals were, of course, the raccoons. They look like hunchbacked shaggy dogs, and they would normally come out at night. Raccoons are very smart, and they are good climbers; they can easily climb up on the deck, which makes them the most successful nighttime robbers.” 
 
    “Nighttime robbers!” Nikki was really amused, her eyes sparkled and she listened to Jerry’s story as if it was a fairy-tale. Jerry also got excited, he was gesticulating profusely, his face cleared as he recounted his memories. 
 
    It’s so strange, thought Nikki in amazement, Fitass and Spiro live on the same planet as Jerry, the boy who risked his life for a girl he hardly knows… 
 
    “Sometimes I think that animals are much smarter than we tend to believe… A raccoon once approached our glass door and placed its paw on the glass. I pressed my hand against his clawed paw; we looked closely at each other before going our separate ways, each to his own world. He probably came to thank us for the food… 
 
    “One night, a crippled raccoon showed up. It was late in the evening, we were having dinner, and the window that faced the dark woods was open. We heard something strange, banging or rattling, as if someone was kicking an empty can. We switched on the outdoor lights, looked out and saw a raccoon that came for the bird seeds, and it had a coca cola can on its front paw. Looks like it got tempted by the sweet smell, thrust its paw into the hole and now it couldn’t get it out! So it was walking with the can on its paw. And the paw must have swollen inside. We sprang up – we had to help the raccoon! But how? It’s a smart animal, but not smart enough to let us get close. 
 
    “My dad put on a pair of thick gloves, so that the raccoon could not scratch or bite him, and began to crawl toward it, hiding behind tree trunks, like Eagle Feather the Indian on the war path. He stopped some six feet away and could not get closer. The raccoon stopped eating, sensing something was wrong. So my dad launched himself at it, trying to grab it, but it did not work. The raccoon with its three paws was faster than my dad with his two legs – it rushed to the nearest hickory tree and climbed up in a flash, paw in can and all. A smart devil! It settled there, high up, rattling the can, looking down deprecatingly, like we spoiled its meal.” 
 
    Nikki looked genuinely concerned. Jerry went on. 
 
    “We tried to figure out what to do next, but couldn’t come up with a good plan. Raccoons have way more patience than humans, so it could easily stay up there a whole day! Then my dad suggested, ‘Let’s try to give this raccoon some alcohol, it will be its last chance… I have read that hunters used to do so.’ So we brought a plastic bowl, poured a bottle of beer into it – my dad only had German beer, but he decided that the raccoon was not very patriotic and would not mind drinking foreign beer, and placed it under the tree where the cautious animal was sitting. ‘Well, it will get down, drink its fill and conk out; in the morning we’ll get it and thus save it.’ Unfortunately, the plan did not work: in the morning our ragged guest was nowhere to be found. Though the bowl was empty, and gnawed through at the bottom.” 
 
    “And what happened to the poor raccoon?” asked Nikki. 
 
    “We never saw it again,” sighed Jerry. “But I don’t think it survived. The wild forest is a cruel place…”  
 
    “And what’s a deck?” asked Nikki as she remembered a word from Jerry’s story that she did not know. 
 
    “It’s like a wide wooden terrace that runs all around the house on the first floor level, it looks like the deck of a ship… And when you look out from the pointed bow of a deck, you are the captain and the forest around you is the green sea… I loved sunbathing sitting in a deck chair, eating my breakfast at the wooden table on warm days. Imagine sitting there, drinking your morning coffee and eating sandwiches, and all around you: greenery, sunlight, busy birds, boisterous butterflies… Once in a while you hear a hum – a hummingbird’s coming, fluttering its wings so quickly that you cannot see them. It can fly very fast, faster than your eye can register, or it can hang suspended in the air. It isn’t very colorful, but it is nice-looking, with its green-spotted back and a long beak, which is really useful for checking the flowers for nectar…Oh, also… Once, in autumn, four black bears started coming to our house…” 
 
    “No way!” cried Nikki incredulously.  
 
    “I swear by the Great Attractor! They were a family – a mother bear with the bald leathery patches on her bum and three fairly large white-muzzled cubs. The cubs were playful: they wrestled with each other, stood up on their hind legs, climbed trees… In the beginning they only came at night, after dark, but then they got bolder and started to visit us in daytime, too. Their standard diet consisted of acorns… they would walk around and munch on them, like cows! But they also liked bird food with sunflower seeds, as well as the garbage bags with all the leftovers… They would tear them apart, and afterwards we had to collect the mess of plastic bags all throughout the woods, they were all ripped and nibbled… Also, they often amused themselves – like, they would come, empty the bird feeder, turn everything around the house upside down. The cubs liked to bend various pieces of iron – for example, the metal rod that the bird house was suspended from, each time they would bend it all the way down to the ground. So in the evening we had to take precautions while leaving the house, and even in the daytime it didn’t hurt to look twice… Next year, after hibernation, they showed up again, even though the older male cub had left the family and started an independent life.” 
 
    “That’s incredible!” Nikki listened in amazement. “I thought that there were no bears left, except in the zoos…” 
 
    “There are, quite a few… Also, I liked going to the ocean,” went on Jerry, carried away by his own story. “My mom and dad didn’t like busy places or popular resorts, like Ocean City, so we would go to a reserve at the Assateague Island, leave the car in the parking lot and walk on the sandy beach. Most people don’t care for walking, so they get stuck around the parking lot. But if you walk half a mile, you’re all alone on a long sandy beach. It’s washed by the salty spray of the tide, for the ocean waves are never quiet… The dolphins jump out of the water in the distance, the sharks are up to their mischief. They can bite your leg in the murky water, even by the shore…” 
 
    “Yea, they seem to be very different from Eric the Fish…” Nikki was taking the story close to heart. 
 
    “I loved turning somersaults in the waves. The wave would grab you, turn you upside down and rush to the shore… And it was so powerful! Busy little crabs dug in the smooth tidal sand, they lived in tiny shells. I put together quite a collection of elaborate shells! Then you’d walk the sand by the tide, the sun’s scorching hot but the ocean breeze would cool you down… the waves groaned, the air smelled of salt. All peace and quiet, as if you were on a different planet… Then, there were all these holes in the sand, where those gray-and-yellow crabs live, or you found the black horny husk of a sea skate, or those rubber-like seaweeds, the shells of the ‘horse hooves’ – they’re huge sea creatures, sort of like crabs or spiders, I think… maybe they’re related to the trilobites. Wild ponies wandered the dunes of Assateague Island, so beautiful and colorful, so free. They grazed on the sandy slopes and ran on the beach, puffing their tails… Sometimes a whole herd would approach you – hey, give us some food! – it’s scarier than seeing a bear!” 
 
    “It’s so wonderful, the woods, the bears… the ocean, the dunes with wild ponies…” Nikki was amazed. “And you saw it all, lucky you!” 
 
    Instead of answering, Jerry became unexpectedly gloomy. 
 
    Nikki felt like kissing his soft cheek one more time, but she did not dare. She seemed to be becoming more civilized. 
 
      
 
    Next morning, when Jerry knocked, Nikki opened the door, looking grim. 
 
    “I had a call from Officer Gorbin,” she announced. “Jones the bully was found dead in his cell. The cause of his death is unknown. They have already come up with the ridiculous but meaningful version of a suicide…” 
 
    “Well I never!” Jerry went pale. 
 
    “Yes… There’s nothing THEY would not do. I don’t feel like having breakfast, let’s just go to the park.” 
 
    They settled in the shade of a large acacia with fluffy pinkish blooms. 
 
    Nikki put her bare feet on the ground and gently stroked the soft grass. The girl felt special affection for it – they lived together for so many years, saving each other from suffocation. 
 
    “Officer Gorbin tried to reassure me: he said that the hospital was placed under police surveillance. But if THEY managed to get at Jones even in jail, the minute I leave the hospital THEY will kill me…” 
 
    From that moment on, Nikki used this term often, THEY. 
 
    Jerry failed to come up with any counter-arguments. 
 
    “Robbie, we need to find a safe place to live… What would you suggest?” asked Nikki. “What about those orphanages?” 
 
    “According to the official data, an orphanage is a facility for minors who require medical supervision or social control,” chimed in Robbie. “Those orphanages are more like detention facilities for delinquents. The security system is aimed at keeping the inmates in, it’s not focusing on protecting them against intrusions from the outside… You would do better at a well-guarded private boarding school. It’s both a legal alternative to an orphanage and a good way to get a solid education. Many parents, before departing for long-term space expeditions, send their kids to these boarding schools, rather than leave them with relatives. Most of these schools are situated on Earth, and the oldest ones are in England. But the most famous one on the Moon is Einstein School.” 
 
    “Right you are, the Einstein School! A super school!” cried Jerry in excitement, but then added dejectedly: “There’s no way we could get in: it’s hugely competitive and outrageously expensive…” 
 
    “First we need to make sure that we want to go there!” said Nikki reasonably. “What do you think about the security system of Einstein School?” 
 
    “I would say the only better guarded place is Fort Knox,” said Jerry confidently. “Dozens of kids from the most exclusive families study there. So they’re really well protected! I saw a TV program on the Einstein School: it’s fully isolated, with only a tiny village of Schrödinger close by, where the school employees live. Every person is carefully cleared for the job, and staff rotation is very low. But the main protection is actually the social standing of the parents. Any mafia or criminal groups that threaten the Einstein School would inevitably be tracked down and destroyed. I imagine that some students actually come from mafia families, which gives the school a stronger protection than iron bars.” 
 
    “That sounds pretty good… But, Jerry, I hope you understand,” said Nikki, looking closely at her friend, “that I seem to be a target for a powerful enemy. It’s dangerous to be at my side. Even those injures on your face tell that much.” 
 
    She nodded at his cheek, still disfigured after his fight with Jones. 
 
    “Do you really feel like… sticking together?” 
 
    “I have no choice,” Jerry sighed theatrically. “I understand there’s a risk, but you won’t survive without me – a wild Mowgli’s too vulnerable in the modern world. She still has to be taught how to use the elevator, the telephone, shoelaces… It’s my duty as a civilized person! Besides, it’s sort of fun to be with you… walk around, talk…” 
 
    “Which means that you find my conversation so fascinating that you are prepared to risk your life?” smiled Nikki. 
 
    “Yes!” admitted Jerry. 
 
    “Wow, you’re a real lion!” 
 
    Nikki looked at Jerry who immediately blushed, and then, never shifting her gaze, she asked: 
 
    “Robbie, what do you know about Einstein School?” 
 
    “Why don’t you watch a video about it, just keep in mind that it’s a commercial…” suggested Robbie.  
 
    The front surface of Robbie the suitcase lit up and turned into a screen showing the Moon. The camera zoomed on a crater with a large green spot in the center. The spot turned out to be a cupola covering an ancient castle by the lake and an extensive park, one square mile large. 
 
    Classrooms with vaulted ceilings, labs with excellent equipment, an impressive library with old paper volumes, and a stadium half a mile in diameter, with dozens of huge birds gliding over it flickered on the screen. 
 
    When one of the birds came closer, Nikki gasped. It was not a bird, but a human being, with wings and a most happy face. 
 
    After the footage, Robbie displayed the following message: 
 
      
 
    Einstein School 
 
    Duration of studies – five years 
 
    Number of students – 500 
 
    Accepted, per year – 100 
 
    Applicants, last year – 109,060 
 
    Tuition fee – 1.5 million golden dollars per year 
 
      
 
    “There you go, eleven hundred applicants per each position…” Jerry whistled. “Plus one and a half million dollars per year…” 
 
    He turned back to Nikki, but she was not listening. Her breathing was heavy, her eyes, wide open, still reflected the people with wings. Finally Nikki sprang back to life and looked at Jerry. 
 
    “We’re going there!” she said in a loud voice. 
 
    “Do you know what grades I had in school?” Jerry sniffed skeptically. 
 
    “So what? I haven’t even ever gone to any schools at all!” 
 
    Jerry sighed and looked at his naïve friend, who was totally ignorant of all the complexities of her new life, including the fee of one and a half million golden dollars. As for multiplying this unbelievable sum by five, Jerry decided he would not even bother. 
 
    They went to have lunch, after which Nikki announced that vacation time was over and rode away to her room. 
 
    From that day on, Jerry would only see Nikki at the cafeteria, but even at the table she was thoughtful, taciturn and less ready to laugh than normally, even though Jerry worked hard to remember all the funny stories he knew. 
 
    It went on for a whole week. In those days Jerry came to understand how much he missed their walks together and their long conversations. With the force of his utter loneliness, he had grown attached to that girl, also a loner in this world. In a very short time she became his closest friend. When he looked at Nikki, he felt warmth in his heart. 
 
    Suppose one day she leaves? The boy couldn’t stand to even think about it. 
 
    One morning, Nikki showed up at the cafeteria, lively and alert – the same as before! – and promptly suggested to go to the park after breakfast. 
 
    Jerry was so happy he swallowed his food at twice his normal pace. They grabbed a thermal flask with coffee, a load of cakes, and went to their favorite meadow. On the way Nikki hugged her beloved Tammy, kissed her black muzzle and, clandestinely, offered her a cupcake. 
 
    They settled on the grassy bank, trying not to squash the huge glistening green bugs that were humming around. 
 
    “So, you don’t have a definite plan for the future, and you don’t object to going to the Einstein School?” asked Nikki. 
 
    “Ha! Sure, I don’t object, same as any schoolboy from the Moon, the Earth or anywhere else in Space! But what’s the point of objecting, when I have neither the money, nor the required background?” said Jerry skeptically, even though he was happy enough to be strolling in the park together, as before. “And the matriculation’s in the summer, three months from now.” 
 
    “I’ve spent the whole week thinking how we can get to the Einstein School. Do you want to hear what the requirements are?” 
 
    “Go ahead…” said Jerry unenthusiastically. 
 
    “First of all, each of us has to prove that they have the one and a half million dollars to pay for the first year, or a loan for the same amount.” 
 
    “The killer,” Jerry said gloomily. 
 
    “Only after that they let you on to the matriculation. The matriculation is broadcasted live and attracts a lot of attention…” 
 
    “I know, I’ve watched it more than once…” 
 
    “If a student scores the required number of points, he has to pay ahead, for the entire first year. It’s a lot of money, however, there’s a solution for a middle class family! Most banks would willingly give you a loan for the studies at Einstein School, even though many graduates spend their entire lives paying the loans back.” 
 
    “Nikki,” Jerry frowned, “do you know that a one-hundred-Lunar-dollars coin weighs five grams? Each of us needs, for just one year, a bag of golden coins, seventy five kilos altogether! It is more than your or my weight and, more than likely, greater than our joint weight, too…” 
 
    “The main problem is that none of us has a family with a so-called credit score,” Nikki went on, unperturbed. “When giving loans, all banks use a uniform pattern, and none of them would give us any money, even if we succeed at matriculation… The financial regulations are quite ruthless, there are no exceptions. The most well-meaning manager, or even the director of a bank, cannot break those regulations: he’ll either be fired or his bank will lose its status – the universal bank-control cyber-system will take care of that.” 
 
    “How come you know all that?” 
 
    “What do you think Robbie and I were doing the whole week? We’ve spent three whole days studying the banking system!” 
 
    “Three days? It would have taken me a year to learn that much!” 
 
    “Stop interrupting me,” said Nikki impatiently. “So, our first problem is money. I pulled up your personal social security file…” 
 
    “WHAT? Why? How could you?” 
 
    “Well…” Nikki looked at him, perplexed. “Once, in the middle of the night, I needed the data on your financial standing, so I asked Robbie to get into your file… It wasn’t easy, they asked for all sorts of SSNs and passwords, but Robbie…” 
 
    “It’s against the law, it’s a violation of privacy and… I don’t know… it’s dishonest. I believe there is a lot of personal data in that file…” Disgusted, Jerry turned away and looked at the lake angrily. 
 
    Nikki rolled up closer. 
 
    “Jerry, I’m sorry, I didn’t know…” She touched his shoulder. “There are still many things in this life that I don’t understand. Please, forgive me. I didn’t look up anything personal in your file, I just asked Robbie to pull up the info regarding your financial matters. Of course, I should’ve asked your permission first, but I’ve spent so many years living alone, I’m just not in the habit of asking permission, so I messed it all up. I know, I’m an idiot…” 
 
    Jerry turned his head and looked at Nikki’s guilt-ridden face. 
 
    “OK, forget it,” he smiled. “As a matter of fact, I trust you, but in the future, please check with me before you do something like that. Well, what sorts of gold mines have you discovered?” 
 
    “Unfortunately, you don’t happen to own King Solomon’s mines,” Nikki went on, cheered up: “Still, you have real estate – a house and a large plot of land on Earth, in Virginia. Its current market value is around seven hundred thousand dollars. Is that the house where you lived?” 
 
    ‘Yes,” said Jerry after a pause. “Together with my parents…” 
 
    “Robbie,” asked Nikki, “please show Jerry everything you have downloaded from his file.” 
 
    Jerry looked at the screen and saw the summary of his financial situation: 
 
      
 
    Gerald Walker 
 
    Earth: family house, 10 acre plot of land. Estimated value – 700,000 
 
    Moon: family bank account, 50,000; father’s life insurance – 200,000 
 
    Total: 252,000 in cash; possible loan against the real estate – 600,000 – 650,000 
 
      
 
    “Six hundred thousand won’t pay for the first year,” said Nikki. “My situation is better…” 
 
    Robbie’s screen displayed Nikki’s summary: 
 
      
 
    Nicole Greenwich 
 
    Mars: parents’ bank account – 9,000 
 
    Moon: parents’ corporate life insurance – 2,000,000 
 
    Total: 2,009,000 in cash; no credit available 
 
      
 
    “There!” Nikki said cheerfully. “Not only do I have enough for the first year, I can also lend you half a million, and then you would only need an extra hundred thousand.” 
 
    “ONLY a hundred thousand?” said Jerry sarcastically. “That’s my dad’s annual salary! Besides, why are you so sure that I’ll accept your money? How am I going to pay you back? You need to get this, Nikki: the Einstein School is out of reach for us. And even if we do get accepted – which won’t happen anyway – they will throw us both out after the first year because we won’t be able to pay for next year; it’s quite obvious really…” 
 
    Nikki waved off his disbelief. 
 
    “Now let’s move on to matriculation,” she said. 
 
    “Oh, well,” Jerry chuckled gloomily. “By the way, that’s the most difficult part…” 
 
    “On analyzing the results of the previous exams, we have determined that the best strategy…” Nikki plunged into the details of the best-performance technique she had developed over the last week. The girl detailed her method with much enthusiasm, but Jerry did not listen too closely. 
 
    “Nikki, what’s the point of daydreaming?” he asked. “We don’t have enough money, not even for the first year. The people who take these exams are the smartest and the best-coached students of the entire Solar System. I stand no chances against them. As for you, you know almost nothing from the school curriculum!” 
 
    At that, Nikki plunged into a dejected silence. 
 
      
 
    On the next day, Nikki arrived at breakfast looking upset, her eyes feverish. 
 
    “I got a letter from the UN officials. They express their condolences; however, my parents’ death was the result of an unauthorized approach to the asteroid. When my parents deviated from the approved itinerary, they violated some clause of the official regulations, and thus rendered their insurance void. I won’t be able to claim those two million.” 
 
    “Your mom and dad died on a UN MarsoInstitute spaceship, and the bureaucrats refuse to give you any compensation?” cried Jerry in shock. “Tarantula get them! Don’t they know that the ship got attacked? And that your parents died because the ship lost control?” 
 
    “They know, they know,” sighed Nikki, “still, they don’t want to pay. So they’re holding tight to the fact that the immediate reason of the cockpit’s destruction was the collision with the asteroid, and the approach to the asteroid had not been authorized.” 
 
    “That’s a good enough reason to leave you a pauper? Your parents sacrificed their lives for the sake of science, knowing that a special expedition to the triple asteroid would be way more expensive. Strictly speaking, they were trying to save the UN science funds all those extra expenses. May the crook of a bureaucrat who made this decision grow a hoof on his nose!” Jerry was indignant. “Do you realize that the money you have left is barely enough to pay for a few months of living in China Town, in a mini-block the size of a large coffin?” 
 
    “Yes, Robbie has informed me that statistically I fall into the category of homeless paupers. I have to rack my brain and think up something…” said Nikki, trying to sound upbeat. “Those UN bureaucrats won’t be able to put an end to our plans regarding the college… I am not giving up!” 
 
    Jerry thought sadly that the Asteroid Mowgli was absolutely naïve if she could still believe in those unrealistic dreams. Both of them were just hospital inmates, with no families, no money, no jobs. 
 
    How can two teenagers turn into millionaires within three months? How do they get admitted into the Solar System’s most elite school? 
 
    Life is not a syrupy Hollywood soap opera, there are no fairies, no Santa Clauses to help you out. You might die before someone sends you the simplest magic wand as a birthday gift. 
 
      
 
    The patients were so excited that the consumption of sedatives went up considerably. 
 
    A circus! A circus had come! It was the only one on the Moon, based in Luna City, and it often went on tours to the smaller towns. 
 
    The hospital administration allowed the circus to use the park’s biggest lawn to set up tents for the show and other entertainments. A week from now the patients will be able to ride the merry-go-rounds, to visit sweet factories, shot galleries and the biggest tent of all – the one with the circus performance! 
 
    Trained circus horses! Even better trained circus sea lions! 
 
    The circus fair began with the Charity Carnival of Animal Preservationists. Each visitor to the lawn was offered to purchase and to put on a rather pricey plastic hide of an animal – his hundred dollars would save the hide of a live animal, suffering, someplace far away, from hunger, cold and the callous attitude of those who would not make donations to the animal fund. 
 
    Nikki and Jerry approached the entrance amid a crowd of other patients. There they had a setback, for they had no money. Or, rather, they technically had some money in their accounts, but they could not access it without credit cards, and neither Nikki nor Jerry had had a chance to apply for one – neither the asteroid nor the remote observatory offered any opportunities to spend money, while Jerry’s random internet purchases were paid for from his dad’s account. 
 
    “You must buy a zebra or a lynx hide!” demanded a tiny person at the gate; he was wearing the hide and mask of a laughing donkey. “The money goes towards saving semi-extinct species.” 
 
    “We have no money,” said Jerry apologetically. 
 
    “Then take a mask of a parrot or a python!” frowned the donkey, still smiling. “Just for a tenner! Animals need food, you know.” 
 
    “Really, we have absolutely no money!” said Nikki, coming to her friend’s support. 
 
    “Why would you come here with no money?” asked the merry donkey gloomily, and let them pass inside. 
 
    The two friends wandered dejectedly amid the tents, and it gradually sank on them that the donkey actually had a point – none of the entertainments were free: the sweets and the sights were actually quite expensive; it was a charity carnival, so the prices were quite high. 
 
    The merry-go-rounds kept spinning, flashing lights and spilling happy laughter. 
 
    Clicks sounded from the shot gallery, the bells rang triumphantly, punctuated by the shouts of approval or disappointment. 
 
    The sweet shops tempted them with sumptuous sweet-smelling lacy castles; with candies that opened up like chocolate buds, displaying a creamy center; with cookies that flew like real alien saucers; with fancy fruits that stretched their gaping mouths in a smile, revealing either sugar crystals or sharp teeth within. Cold ice-cream was boiling in the bowls, hot chocolate turned into spirals, looking extremely delectable. 
 
    The edible temptations, the perennial weapons that target children’s fragile psychology, could not help making their effect on our friends, even though they had just had breakfast. 
 
    Nikki, who had never seen such a gastronomic riot before, was especially frustrated. 
 
    “Drat it,” she said pitifully, looking at the sparkling and fragrant display window that assaulted her palate even from a distance. “I wish I could at least try something…” 
 
    And then a group of animals rushed out of the shop – crocodiles and hyenas, baboons and giraffes.  
 
    “Why don’t you have either hides or masks?” shouted an elephant. “Don’t you feel sorry for the animals?” 
 
    “We do,” said Nikki, “but we have no money.” 
 
    “I think you are just pinch-guts,” remarked a baboon. “Here, I’ve bought two hides, one for me, one for my sister. And I’ve saved two valuable monkeys!” 
 
    “They have no money? Please, they’re standing right next to a sweet shop,” a huge groundhog pointed out. “Selecting the sweets!” 
 
    “Hey, leave us alone,” growled Jerry. “I tell you, we have no money.” 
 
    The animals began to roar, to whistle, insulting Nikki and Jerry. There were hospital patients under those masks, normally a bunch of quiet, amiable, sickly folks, but on today they looked quite different. 
 
    “Why are they so aggressive?” Nikki asked Jerry, her voice hardly audible in the uproar. 
 
    “The masks give them anonymity and impunity,” Jerry answered grimly. “Weak heads are powerfully affected from being anonymous.” 
 
    The beastly crowd did its share of whistling and moved on. The kindest animal, a big-butted pronghorn, turned round and shouted: 
 
    “There, since you’re so poor, here’s some charity!” And it flung a simple lollypop, a bright pink fish, towards Nikki. 
 
    Jerry gave the fat pronghorn, now galloping away, a fierce look. 
 
    Nikki was examining the charity gift. 
 
    “Looks like being poor isn’t much fun…” 
 
    Jerry could not suppress the sigh. 
 
    The girl carefully removed the crisp transparent wrap. The boy frowned. 
 
    A bell rang, calling everyone for the circus show, a weird voice, snorting and sneering, invited everyone into the tent to see an unforgettable performance. The voice neighed at the end, apparently it belonged to a horse. Do they really have talking horses? It would be great to see them! 
 
    “Pinocchio sold his ABC-book to see a circus show…” muttered Nikki and licked her fish. “But we don’t even have an ABC-book…” 
 
    A strong current rushed across the lawn: the hospital animals stampeded towards the circus tent, as so many inhabitants of an African savannah to the only watering-spot for miles. The two friends stood still, feeling a growing gap between themselves and the other visitors of the Charity Carnival. 
 
    “This lollipop tastes sour…” said Nikki, unusually subdued. 
 
    The circus fair still rattled and sparkled, but it was no longer as loud as before, it felt as though the trumpets propped up on the pillars and the fountains gushing with music and tempting announcements turned away from the penniless, hopeless clients. 
 
    Quite possibly, they did turn their backs. 
 
      
 
    A few days later Nikki came very late for breakfast. The cafeteria was empty, but Jerry was still sitting at their table, waiting patiently for the girl to appear. 
 
    “Robbie and I have dug up a Space Colonization Law,” announced the girl, beaming. “It states that if one person or more have formed a colony in space, on a previously unoccupied territory and have lived there for no less than a year, the person is automatically entitled to own a square mile of space around the colony – unless someone else lays a reasonable claim on the same territory. If a person spends ten years there, the territory is gradually expanded to ten square miles. It is very similar to the laws of the Wild West in the days of the pioneers! Since I have spent the required amount of time on the asteroid, I may be – well, why may be? – I am entitled to be called a space colonist, and thus I am the legal owner of the whole asteroid. Hip-hip, hurray! I’m very happy that I can really, legally claim my asteroid as MY OWN.” And Nikki tucked into her breakfast. 
 
    “Wow!” cried Jerry. “So, you will have your own planet, same as the Little Prince from St. Exupery’s book!” 
 
    “St. Exupery?” repeated Nikki. “I haven’t read it, but I like the name – French sounds so lovely… But the most important part is that such an asteroid can fetch around five million on the Martian real estate market. As a rule, a bank would not give you a loan exceeding fifty percent of the market value of a space territory or a piece of real estate. Still, I can get a loan of two and a half million. Plus the loan we can get on your house, it’s enough to pay for the first year!” Nikki exclaimed happily. 
 
    “Great!” Jerry could not help catching her enthusiastic attitude. “Hey, do you mean to say you dug all that up in just a few days?” 
 
    “Yes, but it’s easy if you have Robbie, he’s an experienced data digger.” Nikki patted Robbie on his case. “I’ll get in touch with Diemens immediately and ask if he would help me to officially lay claim on the asteroid – the procedure might be a little tricky because of my age… Also, my good lord, I believe it’s time to start preparing for our exams!” 
 
    “Nikki…” Jerry hesitated. “I’m sorry, but I can’t take the money from you. It’s almost half of your whole fortune… How will I ever pay you back that much, a whole million?” 
 
    “I’ll never ask it back,” said Nikki, surprised. 
 
    “That makes it even worse.” Jerry frowned. “I cannot agree to that.” 
 
    Nikki looked at his thin dejected face with sad blue eyes. Drat it! she thought. He is a weird kid, really… He would never take the money, unless I force him… 
 
    “Jerry,” said Nikki with feeling, riding closer and placing her hand on his shoulder. “I’m like a disabled person in this wheelchair: it’s so easy to hurt me, and I have ruthless enemies! I need a strong and courageous protector. You’re the only person I can trust. I do want you to go to the Einstein School with me! For me, that’s much more important than a million golden coins… Money’s nothing, when friends are priceless!” 
 
    She ran her hand through his hair, ruffled it in a special way, making Jerry’s face turn red. And then she pulled even closer, almost touching his ear with her lips. 
 
    “Jerry, please, say yes,” she whispered tenderly and insistently. “I need your help; you cannot leave me on my own!’ 
 
    Her hot breath scorched his ear, his cheek, his heart. 
 
    “Sure, Nikki…” said Jerry hoarsely. “When you put it like that… there’s no way to say no…” 
 
    “Perfect!” exclaimed Nikki, straightening up. “As for the second year, we’ll think up something later. Let’s deal with the problems one at a time.” 
 
    “You’re my age, yet you’re already so mature and independent: you’ve a got a plan for everything, you’re not afraid of the challenges…” said Jerry in surprise, carefully drawing his breath. 
 
    “Oh but why can’t you see that I had no other option? There hasn’t been anyone to take care of me for these last ten years,” said Nikki in her usual cheerful manner. “For the first few years I lived on the supplies that were there on the ship, but canned food and oxygen started to run out before I turned ten, so I had to de-frost the seeds and the fish roe, expand the conservatory, plant, make a pond, figure out and maintain the right humidity, temperature and air balance – both in the ship and in the conservatory. Also, I had to regularly revive the reactor, which kept stalling, as befits a reactor in a critical condition… By that time the batteries of the on-board robot were completely dead, so I lost my only help.” 
 
    “What about me?” asked Robbie indignantly. 
 
    “You are not a helper, you’re an advisor,” corrected Nikki. “Anyway, I had little time to brood or pity myself – only when we had sunstorms and I was forced to spend a few days in a gloomy storage unit, the part of the ship best protected against radiation. Now, that was a real bore! And apart from all the chores, the steel Robbie made me work out on a gravity machine for hours each and every day… and wear a power suit, extra rigid, so that my bones and muscles would shape properly. When I was small, I would often sob… or whine with exhaustion in the wretched rigid suit, but then I got accustomed to it all and forgot how to cry… My parents helped me to get over it all; I just hated to think I was upsetting them with my whining…” 
 
    “But you never hesitated to upset me!” said Robbie impudently. 
 
    “Oh, yes, and you’re so easy to upset; much like squeezing a tear out of a piece of flint…” snorted Nikki. “The hardest time was when a meteor shower smashed my greenhouse, the vegetation all died and I had to start everything anew. Fortunately, I did manage to save a few fishes… even though, when I ran to save my minnows from the meteor shower, I was almost killed by the stones myself. 
 
    “The oxygen was in short supply, I started fainting… So I had to wear a spacesuit for a month, using up the last air cylinders. Then the fastest-growing grass appeared, and the oxygen situation improved. Still, that grass was not edible; I had to wait for another month to harvest those first tomatoes, that first trout. In the meantime I was on a mushroom diet and I lost ten pounds, but still I made it, haven’t died yet…” 
 
    Those horrible memories managed to cheer Nikki up, if anything. 
 
    “But I haven’t been able to look at mushrooms ever since, and later I planted carrots on the mushroom patch. Still, my system has run smoothly for the past three years, leaving me with some free time to study, read, enjoy gourmet food…” 
 
    Jerry was listening to Nikki, wide-eyed. When she finished, the boy pronounced thoughtfully: 
 
    “You know, I’m beginning to have some faith in this crazy venture… I mean, if you were smart enough to deal with a nuclear reactor as a child, this should be a cinch!” 
 
    “Why had I even whined in the first place? It’s all done and over with anyhow,” smiled Nikki. “And now we have a waiter robot, which will bring us anything we desire!” 
 
    And they both laughed. 
 
    “Hey, I meant to ask you long ago, why does the robot keep bringing you wine, though it’s illegal for ‘teens’, I mean anyone under twenty? And why do you even drink it at all?” Jerry asked inquisitively. 
 
    “Long ago, Robbie almost broke his electric head,” Nikki patted her old companion, “trying to come up with a perfect diet for me. The spaceship happened to have a case of Martian Chianti, and it turned out to be a great source of some rare microelements. Robbie prescribed it to me as medicine. He said that it’s quite easy to neutralize the negative effect of alcohol, but he has no way to substitute the macromolecular stuff found in dry red wine. 
 
    “And since I was the first, eh, basically normal asteroid-grown child in the history of space medicine, Lunar doctors approved my diet and allowed the kitchen chip to serve me my habitual menu. I keep taking Robbie’s neutralizer, so the alcohol doesn’t affect me.” 
 
    “Cool! I have never met such an… unusual girl in my entire life! Well, now tell me how I’m to beat those losers I’m up against! Somehow, I’ve stopped worrying about you…” 
 
      
 
    Over the next month, there were a hundred instances when Jerry lived to regret that he had subscribed to the Einstein School project. He spent sixteen hours a day in front of a screen, covering the curriculum that Robbie and Nikki had put together for him; he would eat and sometimes even sleep there, to the quiet rustling of a tuition program. But giving up was not an option, Nikki was following the same schedule! 
 
    Quite soon it turned out that she was well ahead of him in Physics, Astronomy and Biology. 
 
    Jerry was better than her in Mathematics and much better in Cybernetics – it was his favorite subject. As for Mathematics… his dad was a mathematician. 
 
    Besides that, Nikki was quite hopeless in History, Geography and modern Literature. She lacked most common knowledge – she discovered the continent of Antarctica; she had no idea who Columbus was; she didn’t know that the word Amazon could be used for a brave female warrior, a female riding outfit and the biggest river on Earth. 
 
    Before Jerry informed her, Nikki hadn’t known that, apart from prose and poetry, modern Literature also contained sneges.  
 
    All of that was understandable, of course, because she had spent her childhood in space, but they could not expect to count on excuses at the examination. The curricula charted out by Robbie made provisions for all strengths and weaknesses of both students. 
 
    The School matriculation included some two hundred problems and questions, which were divided into nine units: Mathematics, Physics, Cybernetics, Astronomy, Chemistry, Biology, Genetics, Literature, and History. In order to succeed, you had to give correct answers to a minimal portion of the questions and to score over a thousand points. Therefore, one of the most important skills was to evaluate each task, deciding whether it was worth the time spent on it. 
 
    Half an hour was allocated for each unit, before all participants moving onto the next unit together. A simple question would fetch you just a few points, whereas more challenging ones could bring up to two hundred, however, they would require much more time. 
 
    The exam could be taken either School on-campus or in any other spot of the Solar System; however, each participant had to use a special School-provided screen, with a video system that eliminated cheating and projected the faces – either pumped with blood or utterly pale, but all equally strained – on the TV screens. 
 
    The matriculation at Einstein School had long turned into a public contest that was very popular on all planets. The students’ relatives and supporters filled up the school stadium, those who failed to get a ticket stayed glued to the TV screens, supporting ‘their team’ – sometimes just the applicants from their respective planet. 
 
    After the beginning of the contest, the hundred leaders showed up on the screen. If they managed to stay there till the end of the test, their dream came true: they were admitted into the famous school – providing, of course, that besides a good brain they possessed a hefty sack of golden coins. 
 
    This decisive test was preceded, for most applicants, by many years of coaching and by dozens of intelligence-judging contests. Kids from intellectual families and from high society would practice by taking the tests from previous years, published in separate volumes. Still, only a hundred would get through this grueling intellectual competition, the campus doors would be shut to the other hundred thousand, less rigorously trained or simply less lucky, losers. 
 
    That was the army that Nikki and Jerry decided to defeat with such self-assurance. Rather, it was Nikki who contained all the self-assurance; as for Jerry, he just fell under her bad influence. 
 
      
 
    They had only a month left before the exam but neither Jerry nor Nikki had so far managed to score the necessary number of points. Besides, so far Nikki’s results were worse than Jerry’s – the gaps in her education were too wide and many. 
 
    “Jerry,” said Nikki one day at breakfast, “I have an idea… Even though it’s not particularly in spirit of competition, or rather, it’s too much so…” 
 
    “What is it?” asked Jerry, intrigued. 
 
    “Robbie and I have analyzed the tests from previous years. It turned out that about half of the questions require erudition, while the other half requires creativity. If you solve a difficult problem, you can get extra points for your ability to see its second and even third plane of complexity. Like, last year, there was a question in Physics: 
 
      
 
    If you need to increase the speed of a satellite circumnavigating a planet, where would you point the engine’s discharge jet?” 
 
      
 
    “Well, that’s an easy one,” said Jerry. “Anyone living in the space era would know that to increase the orbital speed you have to use the engine deceleration in the direction of your movement, then the spaceship will start falling towards the planet and its speed will increase. Atmosphere deceleration will also increase the speed. And if you point the jet backwards, which looks like a natural accelerating position, the satellite will climb to a higher orbit and its speed will drop. The higher the satellite, the slower it goes. Kepler’s Law.” 
 
    “Right you are,” nodded Nikki. “Everybody knows that answer, so it will only score you two points. But if you don’t stop there, but point out which engine power you would need to overcome this paradoxical law, you can get as many as ten points. Or, here’s another intricate question: 
 
      
 
    How would the physical properties of a river change after the construction of a hydropower plant that produces a large amount of electricity?” 
 
      
 
    “Well…” Jerry said thoughtfully. 
 
    “It’s not an easy question,” agreed Nikki. “You need to figure out that the average temperature of the water will decrease slightly: the hydropower plant will slow down the current and thus decrease the friction of water against soil, as well as the destruction of the coasts and the heating of the water and the surrounding soil. If you do that much, your reward is twenty points. If you add in your estimation of the cooling of the reservoir above the plant and estimate the local heating of the river below the dam as the function of the height of the waterfall, you might score up to fifty points. Here’s another lovely one: 
 
      
 
    You’ve burned a bundle of wood in the fireplace on the ground floor, then took a similar bundle to the first floor, giving it a substantial amount of potential energy, and burned it in the first floor fireplace. Where will the release of energy resulting from the wood burning be higher, on the ground or the first floor? 
 
      
 
    “It will be the same!” Jerry burst out. “The additional potential energy of the firewood on the first floor will transform after burning into the potential energy of soot, vapor and carbon dioxide.” 
 
    “That’s the right answer,” said Nikki, “but it’s an approximation. It won’t fetch you more than four points. For a more accurate answer of ‘more energy will be released on the first floor,’ you have to remember Einstein’s mass defect for the firewood because of photon emission and also Einstein’s time dilation in the gravity field of the Earth. It causes the red shift, or the decrease of energy, of the photons in the ground floor fireplace.” 
 
    “I’m not on very friendly terms with Einstein,” sighed Jerry. 
 
    “Yet the computer loves him and will give you up to fifty points for such an answer,” said Nikki. “The lower fireplace experiences a higher atmospheric pressure, so you could also plunge into a hearty discussion of the effectiveness of burning wood at varying atmospheric density, scoring a hundred points.” 
 
    Nikki cast a conspiratorial look around her and lowered her voice to a dramatic whisper: 
 
    “Incidentally, judging by the analysis of the previous exams, it doesn’t make much of a difference if you give a right answer or not as to where the release of energy will be higher; neither does it matter whether your approach is the most efficient one.” 
 
    And she went on in her usual voice: 
 
    “The examining computer seems to appreciate your ability to think, get to the core of the problem, use unorthodox approaches that aren’t part of the standard school curriculum. There’s no way to analyze a serious problem in just a few minutes, but it’s possible to assess the creative potential of the person who does the analysis.” 
 
    “So, what do you suggest?” asked Jerry. 
 
    “We have to switch to the extracurricular topics that help to effectively score extra points. Like, we can study the beautiful Mossbauer Effect, the mechanisms of superconductivity and superfluidity… the Casimir Effect of vacuum energy… the patterns of three-dimensional protein folding… there are lots of beautiful things!” 
 
    “But that means we will need to cover way more than just the school curriculum!” complained Jerry. 
 
    “Not really,” said Nikki. “The trick is that the number of those additional profitable methods and theories is much smaller than the number of potential questions. Like, you will get a couple dozen questions on Physics, derived from a multimillion database of problems. And you have a sweet dozen of extracurricular physical effects up your sleeve. 
 
    “So you look closely at the questions and determine which relate to your trump cards. Then you apply your special knowledge to a couple of problems, and score a hundred additional points. The same goes for the other units. Gregory’s classic work, The Intelligent Eye, can be discussed in either Biology, or Genetics, or Cybernetics; the data from Kuhn’s Scientific Revolutions can be added as ‘general info’ to any subject. A few extra hundreds scored at each unit, and we are bound for success!” 
 
    “That’s a great idea! But why do you think its alignment with the spirit of competition is non-existent-slash-too-strong?” asked Jerry. 
 
    “Well…” Nikki paused, “because the essence of this trick is to score a maximum number of points by pleasing the examining computer, so to speak, rather than by offering the most efficient solution of each problem.” 
 
    “But you still have to solve the problems, right?” 
 
    “Of course.” 
 
    “And, even though you use the extracurricular information, you still offer the right solution?” 
 
    “Naturally, otherwise the computer would not give you any extra points.” 
 
    “Then you need not worry, those tricks are as old as the institution of students’ examinations. In order to score the highest points, you’re allowed to use any methods, except those that are explicitly prohibited. An examination, such as this matriculation, is actually a very competitive event. So you’re not offering anything that is somehow wrong – and I say that as an expert on human ethics,” finished Jerry with determination. 
 
    “Looks like you enjoy being an expert.” 
 
    “Well, the first time was great! Officer Gorbin started a whole investigation based on my statement alone…” 
 
    “And on the fact that I’ve destroyed a storage facility…” 
 
    “Oh, that hardly mattered at all!” And both burst out laughing. 
 
      
 
    Two weeks to matriculation. 
 
    “I’ve been to Big Teresa yesterday to re-bandage my back, and – look!” Nikki waved her bare arms. “They’ve removed the power sleeves! She believes that my arm ligaments are already strong enough. And my legs aren’t doing too badly either, but my back isn’t in the greatest shape yet. I’ll have to spend a few more months in the wheelchair…” said Nikki dejectedly. “By the way, I asked when they plan to release you. She said that, as for your medical condition, they can let you go any time. Besides, I got an impression that Teresa had a plan when she asked you to help me to get started at the hospital. I believe she thought that looking after a girl-monster would be a good remedy for your depression.” 
 
    “Really?” Jerry was furious. “So this was all a ploy?” 
 
    “I am sorry, but I think so.” 
 
    “I hate being manipulated, like a baby!” His fury mounting, Jerry sprang to his feet. 
 
    “Jerry,” said Nikki calmly, “people always try to manipulate each other, and the way adults manipulate children is quite appalling. When you are too young and brainless, you don’t notice it. As you become mature, you start hating it – the way you hate it right now. But once you really grow up, you can make your own assessments as to how much you like the things others push you into. And then you accept it in cold blood or, on the contrary, you resist. And once you have that attitude, what matters is not the fact that someone influences you, but whether this influence is in keeping with your own interests and desires.” 
 
    “Apparently, I haven’t matured enough not to hate these kind of things!” muttered Jerry. 
 
    ‘Does that mean you’re sorry we were introduced to each other?” smiled Nikki. ‘You would rather have Spotty Sam teach me how to eat breakfast and show me the park?” 
 
    “No, definitely not…” Jerry said in confusion. 
 
    “Then stop being angry, you weirdo.” 
 
    “Still,” Jerry shook his head, “you’re too wise for your age.” 
 
    “One cannot be too wise,” said Nikki didactically. “Still, people often complain about their memory and never complain about their brain.” 
 
      
 
    One week to go until the examination. They walked out into the park to get a breath of fresh air and to provide a break for their eyes, exhausted from the non-stop staring at the screens. 
 
    “I have good news,” said Nikki, waving away a huge yellow bee. “Diemens called. He’s in the process of registering the asteroid in my name and obtaining loans for both of us. He says we will be able to put together enough to get us through the first year. He’s a good man… his legal company is prepared to act as an underwriter if we run into any problems with the bank. I would imagine, it is quite unusual for a lawyer to act this way… all we need to do now is pass the tests.” 
 
    “Right, ALL we need to do!” snorted Jerry. “My head is bursting with all those theorems, physical equations and chemical formulas. I wake up from numeric nightmares – I dream of having forgotten what a divergence or a rotor is! And I need to pour water someplace with the help of divergence and stir it with the help of a rotor.” 
 
    “I’m worse off!” cried Nikki. “Instead of charming mathematical lemmas and lovely physical effects, I need to cram into my memory the dates of life of obscure presidents and the results of more obscure bloody battles. It seems that in the olden days all rulers were lunatics, and not in a good way. A tsar who had run through the guts of less than ten thousand neighbors must have felt like such a loser…” 
 
      
 
    One day to exam. 
 
    Robbie, as the examiner, had conducted several preliminary tests; often enough Nikki and Jerry failed to score the necessary number of points. But it was too late to change anything. 
 
    The financial matters were settled through the efforts of Diemens. School monitors were rented, delivered and installed. Tomorrow, at ten sharp, the test would begin. And it’s no regular exam: your image will be broadcasted throughout the Solar System! Horrifying! 
 
    On the eve of the decisive day Jerry was on edge. Nikki tried to calm him down: 
 
    “Don’t think about the TV, concentrate on the problems. They’ll switch off the cameras during intermissions, so why don’t you run over to my room for a glass of juice? All will be well, trust me.” 
 
    It did not help much. Jerry was getting more and more nervous, unable to swallow a bite at dinner. Nikki had to raise her voice: 
 
    “Hey, what’s wrong, Jerry the Lion? You weren’t afraid to fight a four-hundred-pound assassin with your bare hands, and now you’re such a mess because of a measly exam!” 
 
    At that, Jerry broke down and uttered the thing he feared most: 
 
    “What if you score all those points, and I don’t? You will become one of those… Einsteinians, and that will be the end of it!” 
 
    “That’s what bothers you…” Nikki muttered gravely. She did not think long, though. “If that happens, I won’t go to Einstein School. You’re my friend, I can’t leave you… We’ll think up something else.” 
 
    “No, no way!” Jerry was frightened. “That school is your only chance! They’ll get to you anywhere else!” 
 
    “I’ve made up my mind.” With finality, Nikki shook her ginger hair, now trimmed in a much neater way than before. “So, while you answer the questions, remember that if you don’t make it to the Einstein School, I’m not going there either. And thus everything – including my life – depends on you, Jerry the Lion.” 
 
    “Let’s go get some sleep.” The responsibility made Jerry turn pale. “We need to rest properly before the examination.” 
 
    “A fine idea!” agreed Nikki. 
 
    “Do you think I should take some sleeping pills?” asked Jerry in the elevator. “I’m not sure I’ll be able to sleep.” 
 
    “No, you need a clear head tomorrow. Let’s go, I’ll put you to sleep.” 
 
    “But how?” 
 
    “You’ll see.” 
 
    Jerry changed into his pajamas in the bathroom and crawled under the blanket. Nikki rode over to his bedside. 
 
    “I’ll sing you an old French lullaby… one my mom used to sing. It’s one of the few things that I remember. It always helps. You have to look straight ahead and close your eyes…” 
 
    “Nikki, that’s so childish!” laughed Jerry. 
 
    Yet Nikki covered his forehead and his eyes with her palm, and her touch made him lower his eyelids. Then her cool hand crawled slowly down his face, and when it rested on his mouth, Jerry touched it gently with his lips – a swift, imperceptible kiss. The hand slowed down, then left his face reluctantly. Jerry’s eyes stayed closed, while his heart pounded, and, somehow, the exam and its anxiety seemed so far away… 
 
    Nikki prompted: 
 
    “Inhale… relax your chest… your legs…” 
 
    He obeyed, still feeling the incredible trace of her touch on his face, and Nikki started to sing under her breath a merry song in a melodious and beautiful tongue that Jerry did not understand: 
 
      
 
    From Oberon in fairyland, 
 the king of ghosts and shadows there, 
Mad Robbin I, at his command, 
 am sent to view the night sports here: 
    What revell rout 
     Is kept about, 
In every corner where I goe, 
     I will o’er see, 
    And merry be, 
And make good sport with ho, ho, ho! 
 
      
 
    Jerry smiled, his eyes shut: what is he, a baby boy, to go to sleep with a lullaby? But then, listening to Nikki’s pleasant voice, he did feel the strain that had tormented him throughout the day disappear. And then he said sleepily, without opening his eyes: 
 
    “If you don’t make it into Einstein School, I won’t go there either…” 
 
    “I have never doubted that, Jerry the Lion.” 
 
    And Jerry fell fast asleep. They were both exhausted by their learning marathon. 
 
      
 
    When larkes ‘gin sing, 
    Away we fling; 
And babes new borne steale as we goe; 
    An elfe in bed 
    We leave in stead, 
And wend us, laughing, ho, ho, ho! 
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    Jerry slept so soundly that he wouldn’t have woken up if Nikki didn’t start banging on his door. In a flash, he was wide awake – it was half past eight! 
 
    They had a quick breakfast at the cafeteria: the other patients were either wishing them good luck or openly teasing the preposterous applicants who dared to apply to Einstein School, where only multimillionaire prodigies go to study! However, each and every person was in a hurry to get a seat in the main hall by a huge screen, where the Main Moon Channel was to broadcast live from the stadium and to show the anxious faces of the leaders. 
 
    Wolfing down his bacon and eggs, Jerry said: 
 
    “I had a great night’s sleep – I think you are a sorceress!” 
 
    “You bet!” Nikki, though, had dark circles around her eyes. 
 
    “How did you sleep?” 
 
    “Fine, even though you cannot remedy three months’ lack of sleep by just one night.” 
 
    Jerry’s nervousness made him hyper-cheerful, he reached the point where none of the possible problems matter anymore and one rides the wave of carelessness and euphoria. 
 
    “Your spirit’s soaring!” Nikki gave him an assessing look and smiled. 
 
    “What if we fail today?” Jerry giggled excitedly. 
 
    “Well, we still have my asteroid; we’ll purchase a combat laser and hide there!” Both burst out laughing. 
 
    They parted by Nikki’s door, after a firm handshake and the traditional phrases neither of them really knew the meaning of: 
 
    “Break a leg, Nikki!” 
 
    “Fingers crossed, Jerry!” 
 
      
 
    Streams of brightly-clothed people poured into the bowl of a stadium tucked inside a steep crater. The chattering streams broke into rivulets and whirlpools, trickled into the steep terraces, broke into separate beads that got strung back together into the threads on long benches. 
 
    The sun above the cupola was merciless; numerous spectators from all over the Solar System babbled and perspired. 
 
    Portable ACs and chilled drinks were selling like crazy. A giant cube with four screens on its four sides, where the faces of the contestants would be transmitted, hung in the center of the stadium. Currently the TV-cube showed the greatest hits of the last season; the Moon Channel seemed patriotic enough to favor local groups. 
 
    Advertisements ran down the sides of the screens; holographic billboards located on the field were also taken up by advertising: 
 
      
 
    Lunohod 300 – a car with a 10-year guarantee against sand! 
 
    Polar Riviera Real Estate – seas of water and sun! 
 
    Summer fashions – Besso’s incredible mesomorphic design! 
 
    Vacancies on the Mars mines – turn into a millionaire in two short years! 
 
      
 
    The applicants had already flooded the halls and the auditoria of the Einstein School, the only School with a capital S. All other lunar schools were simply ‘schools’. Passing the test on-location was not as convenient as at home, but there was a firm belief that the walls themselves helped contestants. Besides, many of them had been dreaming of casting a look at the legendary Einstein School, so on Matriculation Day the college campus struggled, lacking space. 
 
    The two Moon Channel hosts, Jixy and Timothy, were absorbed in the discussion of the upcoming exams. Both had the reputation of Moon’s most popular TV anchors. Today they played their traditional roles: Jixy as the benevolent optimist and Timothy as the grumbling miser. As a matter of fact, those parts suited them well. 
 
    “One hundred and twelve thousand participants!” babbled Jixy. “A record number!” 
 
    “That’s supposed to be impressive?” grumbled Timothy. “The School sets a new record every year. Poor losers!” 
 
    “The graduates of Einstein School are welcome to all universities, with no additional tests!” insisted Jixy. “Do you hear that? All universities!” 
 
    “The money they spent at this school,” sneered Timothy, “would pay them for ten universities!” 
 
    “Ninety one thousand junior high school graduates are now making themselves comfortable in front of their special, Einstein-School-manufactured screens on Earth, four thousand – on Mars, two thousand scattered on various asteroids, satellites and space stations. And twelve thousand came here for their matriculation, to test their luck and their intellect!” continued Jixy the optimist. 
 
    “Who would want to suffocate in those stuffy and noisy rooms, it’s so much better to relax back home, with a luna-cola…” creaked Timothy. 
 
    “No, Timothy, you are wrong. The statistics show that the number of successful applicants amid those who take the test at Einstein School is higher,” stated Jixy. 
 
    “Ha! Statistics! There are three kinds of lies: lies, damned lies and statistics!” Timothy kept at his cynicism. 
 
    “I’m being told,” said Jixy, “that my grand total of participants amounts to a hundred and nine thousand. What about the last three thousand? What did I do with them? Oh, but of course – damned sclerosis! Those are the lunar students who couldn’t fit into the School space. You were late sending in your applications, my beauties! Most of those lunar applicants to Einstein School are now in Luna City, China Town, then in New Peter and Moon Delhi. Ho-ho! We even have two contestants at the Lunar Hospital!” 
 
    “They must be real sick,” sneered Timothy. 
 
    “Anyway, the matriculation is divided into three sessions, ninety minutes each. The sequence of disciplines has been recently determined by drawing lots – all of us have watched that impressive procedure attended by the Lunar President and both finalists of the Lunar Beauty Contest. The muscular Lunar Tarzan almost smashed the lottery drum, while the Luna Venus has broken the record of Audience Choice!” chirruped Jixy. 
 
    “Back to business,” Timothy reminded him grimly. 
 
    “Oh, yes… as the drawn lots will have it, the first session will include Physics, Literature and Chemistry, the second one – Mathematics, Biology and Genetics, with History, Cybernetics and Astronomy for the third,” said Jixy cheerfully. “Einstein School has always laid heavy emphasis on natural science.” 
 
    “Every session is sure to include some serious stumpers!” croaked Timothy. 
 
    “The last test subject is proficiency in English, the pass or fail of which the college computer determines by the result of the first session.” 
 
    “Last year there was an applicant from France whose English was so bad the computer had mistaken it for Russian!” Tim giggled. 
 
    “The only handbook that the contestants are allowed to use is a self-compiled list of equations, chemical formulas and genome charts, the stuff you cannot possibly remember and, really, you shouldn’t need to. Plus the exact values of various constants. Only that, not a word more! Yet, our smart contestants do not need anything else: there is no doubt that they are the brainiest kids from all over the Solar System!” said Jixy pompously. 
 
    “The brainiest, my foot… I remember, when they asked this one kid the simplest thing – what’s the speed of a sputnik on the circular orbit – he was genuinely surprised: ‘How am I to know? It’s a sputnik, a man-made apparatus, it takes whatever speed it wants!’” roared Timothy. 
 
    “Why cherry-pick anecdotal instances?” said Jixy deprecatingly. “Here, I finally got the list of the most renowned contestants. O!” cried the host ecstatically. “Amid this year’s contestants is the famous Ditbit the Third, the young Prince of the legendary Ditbit Dynasty. He is, a purebred, as they say now, a handsome, athletic child-prodigy. A most promising young man.” 
 
    “The most renowned contestants are the ones whose names were frequently mentioned in mass media? Then serial killers would be the most renowned!” said Timothy sarcastically. 
 
    “Timothy, rein it in,” said Jixy reproachfully. “Many contestants are real celebrities due to their special talents. Amid this year’s applicants to Einstein School is the Golden Laureate of the Lunar Literary Contest, Princess Dzintara Shihin; all three winners of the last Robotics Championship, as well as Hao Shon, who claimed the highest award at the World Contest in Mathematics.” 
 
    “And here’s a surprise!” giggled Timothy, screening the list. “Amid the celebrities is Nikki Greenwich, the Baby-Robinson, the star of this March’s news. Did she manage to learn to read? And use the keyboard?” 
 
    “Really?” Jixy was alarmed. “That’s unbelievable! So, the asteroid Mowgli decided to apply to Einstein School! But she has undergone no standardized education; besides, she’s still in hospital!” 
 
    “So she is the contestant from the Lunar Hospital!” remembered Timothy. “She’s real sick – and you heard it here first!” 
 
    “I don’t believe she realizes what she’s aiming at,” Jixy shook his head skeptically. “Still, let’s wish her luck, and may she not get too upset if she fails…” 
 
    “Where did she get all that money? Is there a gold mine on her asteroid?” said Timothy gruffly. 
 
    “Look, it’s starting!” exclaimed Jixy. “The School Principal, the famous Professor Milic who has run Einstein School for forty years, is up on the platform!” 
 
    “About time! I’m all sweated out from this unbearable heat,” announced Timothy. “Those climatologists can never figure out proper air conditioning for the stadiums – the lower rows get freezing cold and drafts, while the higher rows get scorching heat!” 
 
    Professor Milic, sporting a huge shock of grey hair – Einstein’s hairdo seemed like a modest crew cut in comparison – gave a dazzling smile to the cameras. 
 
    “Ladies and gentlemen! Dear contestants and fans! Dear guests and TV spectators! We start this year’s matriculation. In a minute, once the clock of Einstein School’s Main Tower strikes ten, the first set of questions will appear on the screens and we will start broadcasting from the monitors. Dear contestants! Your answer to any question has to include the question’s number and end with ‘The answer complete.’; after which you will immediately get your score for that particular question and may move on to the next one. Remember that your image is being broadcasted to the examination committee room, as well as to the world TV web. Your points are summed up at the top of the screen; in the top right corner you will see the results of the leader, in the left one – the minimal score of the top hundred contestants. That will help you to know what you have to aim at. If, at the end of matriculation, your results are below the score of the top hundred, it means you have not made it. Please do not get discouraged: it’s an exam, not a shipwreck.” 
 
    Excited parents giggled nervously from the stadium. 
 
    “Last year our passing score was 1097 points; we believe that this year it might be a little higher. Still, even a few hundred points scored at our matriculation open the doors to numerous high-ranking schools and colleges, so the efforts you’ve spent in preparation won’t be wasted. The parents and fans must watch contestants from a distance. I want you to remember, however, that a red flashing sign and the loud buzz from a monitor means that a contestant needs your help, and that this help is allowed. Unfortunately, contestants collapse quite often. It’s all that strain… Well, I guess I’ve told you everything I needed to, even though I am getting old and tend to mistake my left sock for my right one…” 
 
    The audience responded enthusiastically to this joke. 
 
    “Just a few seconds left before the exam! I wish you all good luck!” 
 
    Loud bangs of fireworks sounded and bright multicolored stars sparkled above the stadium. The short salute was followed by deep silence, then the main School clock struck ten. 
 
    Nikki and Jerry’s screens came to life just before Principal Milic’s speech. 
 
    Nikki listened to him as she drank some juice, satisfying her parched mouth; meanwhile Jerry tried to stop his fingers from shaking over the control panels of the computer. 
 
    The monitors blinked and displayed a list of questions, as well as a fat zero on the top of the screen. The surrounding world disappeared for one hundred and twelve thousand contestants who were at a turning point in their lives. 
 
    At the stadium, Jixy and Timothy greeted exuberantly the first leaders who popped up on the large screen – it was quickly filling up with the faces of those who managed to answer at least one question. The pictures kept shifting, as more players joined the game. 
 
    “If you are interested in the results of a particular person,” said Jixy, addressing the audience, “you need to say his or her name or examination number, and you will see the specific participant on your TVs or portable screens.” 
 
    “I am not sure,” Timothy added sarcastically, “that the screen I see in the Northern Sector by the weirdo in the green cap can be called portable, it’s some twenty square feet in size!” 
 
    The spectators roared approvingly. 
 
    “I believe this guy is on a friendly footing with a lot of contestants,” Jixy smiled good-humoredly. 
 
    “It’s much better to have the contestants you see on the large leaders’ screen for your friends,” sneered Timothy. 
 
    “Come on, Timothy, in the first few minutes the main screen is such a mess that you won’t recognize anyone…” Jixy tried to reason with his colleague. “By the way, most contestants have gone through the first questions of the Physics unit, and the list of leaders has become a little more structured.” 
 
    “There are all sorts of leaders,” giggled Timothy. “The best sort is the two top ones; traditionally, Jixy supports number one, while I cheer the second horse. Their faces are the biggest ones on the screen, and their answers are shown there too.” 
 
    “Prince Ditbit is leading!” screamed Jixy. “He scored thirty points within the first five minutes!” 
 
    “And number two is Hao Shon, the math genius, with twenty seven points!” cried Timothy as loudly as his colleague. “Go, Hao, make this purebred prince eat your dust!” 
 
    “I anticipate a really tough struggle today!” announced Jixy triumphantly. “To witness the incredible contest of the young intellectuals stay with the Main Moon Channel. Just look at Prince Ditbit! The face of this major politician-to-be radiates self-confidence, he obviously despises all difficulties.” 
 
    “Are you sure it’s the difficulties he despises?” Timothy asked sarcastically. “Well, I haven’t finished with my classification of leaders – below the two large portraits of the leaders you see large-scale images of the top ten. Below, even smaller, are the faces of the others of the hundred wise-guys who have good chances to make it to the School!” 
 
    “Timothy, you should not forget the Popular Heroes, the ones that the audience is particularly interested in,” said Jixy deprecatingly. “You see them at the bottom of the screen. There we also show the participants who have scored a record number of points for a certain unit.” 
 
    “Here comes the first Popular Heroine, Nicole Greenwich,” said Timothy, surprised. “The only problem is she has not scored a point yet, obviously trying to figure out the keyboard.” 
 
    “It is quite natural that little Nikki is shown on the big screen,” blabbered Jixy. “We’d announced that she is participating, so everyone wants to see her…” 
 
    “They all want to see the poor orphan from the space jungles wave her clawed paws above the keyboard.” Timothy remarked, exceeding himself. 
 
    “Phew, Timothy, you are quite unbearable today.” Jixy winced noticeably. “Look at the screen: she’s a nice-looking ginger-haired girl with the smart blue eyes… I sincerely wish Nicole Greenwich good luck today.” 
 
    “And Hao beats your Ditbit!” shouted Timothy, pointing at the big screen where the pictures of the leaders changed places with the score 75-51. 
 
    “Well, it is just the beginning.” Jixy refused to lose his high spirits. “Well, what was Hao’s hit? Wow, he applied Maxwell equations to the calculation of an optimal radio antenna. Well, that is a master move… he’s a math genius, after all, whether you like it or not.” 
 
    “Look, Nikki Greenwich has scored her first five points,” Timothy said in amazement. “Does she really know anything about Physics?” 
 
    “Looks like she does,” Jixy said contentedly. “And next to her are the other Popular Heroes – Dzintara Shihin, we have already mentioned her, and two stars of the super popular TV Quiz Show “Smart Guys” – Fen-Chen and Don Longborough. And watch Ruby Ibaru, the beauty queen of South America, the teenage edition; she smiles at us from her screen!” 
 
    “She is a lovely girl,” admitted Timothy. “And yet! Let’s see if she has any brains!” he added, reverting back to his acidic tone. 
 
    “Well, after the first ten minutes of Physics, the leader is Hao Shon with an impressive 152 points,” said Jixy, going back to the exam. “The second, still quite amazing is the result of Prince Ditbit at 129 points; the Prince has shown great proficiency in the physical principles of modern weaponry!” 
 
    “Hot damn! I am sorry, my dear spectators, I could not help myself,” apologized Timothy. “Just look at Nikki the Mowgli! Her points are mounting by the minute, 52… 57… Wow! She’s up to 102 points…” 
 
    “And now she is midway among the hundred leaders!” Jixy chimed in, amazed. “110 points… Fifteen minutes to go before the end, and…” 
 
    “Gods almighty!” shrieked Timothy. “She has scored a whole 150 points for the question on the radioactivity of natural isotopes and now she leads with the score of 260 points! She is ahead of both Prince Ditbit and Hao Shon!” 
 
    The audience roared. 
 
    “It is, of course, a temporary success. A mere coincidence!” shouted Jixy, defending his favorite Prince. 
 
    “Out of this world! Look at the girl’s face!” Timothy even dropped his habitual acidity. “Her hands are flying over the control console… And look at the complex equations she is throwing at the screen!” 
 
    The whole stadium froze, staring at Nikki’s face on the main screen; at the moment it was incredibly beautiful – spiritual, with a fixed gaze and flaming hair. The impressive image caused a hum of appreciation amid the spectators. 
 
    “Oh my gods! She has scored 200 points for her answer to the question on how nonlinear waves spread in a shallow stream!” squeaked Jixy. 
 
    “Sensational!” cried Timothy in amazement. “The girl who has not attended school for a single day in her life scored 460 points in just one unit! I’ve been the host of this program for thirty two years, and I have never witnessed anything of the kind!” 
 
    “Besides, she’s never seen a shallow stream in her whole life! Yet somehow she managed to detect those nonlinear waves there?” exclaimed Jixy, outraged. 
 
   
  
 

 “You see them on a daily basis,” grinned Timothy. “They run down your belly in the shower. We do see them, but we never notice.” 
 
    “Twenty seconds to go till the end of this unit… fifteen… ten… 120 more points for the last question, on the glow of plasma, go to Nikki Greenwich, who was rescued from an asteroid less than five months ago!” said Jixy in a puzzled voice. 
 
    “That’s it!” exclaimed Timothy. “Nikki Greenwich has finished the Physics unit with an unprecedented score of 580 points!” 
 
    The fans on the stadium shouted like crazy. 
 
    “As far as I remember,” Timothy went on, awe-stricken, “the highest score so far was mere 405 points, and for many years it stood as a fantastic result.” 
 
    “Coming second is Hao Shon, 255 points, and third is Prince Ditbit… 187 points,” Jixy added dejectedly. 
 
    “Hey, cheer up!” laughed Timothy. “Have you overestimated your Prince?” 
 
    “I believe that Prince Ditbit will still demonstrate the full power of his intelligence and erudition,” declared Jixy. 
 
    “While I am looking at Miss Greenwich’s results and wondering if our general education system is worth anything,” muttered Timothy. 
 
    “Stop yapping!” Jixy waved his hand. “There, the Literature unit has started, and the scoring goes on. Ditbit is catching on Hao, while Nikki’s results seem to be at a standstill…” 
 
    “If this Mowgli is a literary genius too, I will take my son from the super expensive Copernicus School and send him to that asteroid,” grunted Timothy. “I’ll get the address from Nikki after the contest.” 
 
    “Hao’s score is going up quite fast, while Ditbit is catching up to Greenwich. Yes, Nikki seems to be slow…” commented Jixy. “And look at Dzintara Shihin, she has really sped up! She scored the modest 45 points in Physics, but now in the first five minutes of Literature, she’s earned as many as 120 points and joined the hundred leaders! No wonder: she is a poet, a novelist, a good singer and, moreover, plays guitar.” 
 
    A group of fans in the northern sector began to sing a weird tune. 
 
    “Yea, those barbaric Russian songs are widely popular in certain narrow circles,” said Timothy acidly. 
 
    “And Nikki does not seem to progress… there, she got five more points, but that’s it!” cheered up Jixy. 
 
    “Well, I’ll leave my chap with the Copernicans for the time being,” said Timothy happily. 
 
    “Hao has scored 356 points,” commented Jixy, “closely followed by Ditbit with his 345 points and… there he jumps up to 372 points for his proficiency regarding characters from space fiction thrillers; thus he overtakes Hao and he is now coming second! The leader is still Nikki with her 585 points, but the gap is now much smaller.” 
 
      
 
    Nikki peered at the list of literary questions, but they meant nothing to her. She was absolutely clueless as to the 23rd century bestseller list, the best Hollywood and Mooniwood scripts, the soap operas and the comic books. She had neither read nor seen any of the works by the contemporary novelists or scriptwriters whose literary works or movies she was supposed to describe or analyze. There! She saw a question on the adventurers in the 20th century and started telling the computer about her beloved Pirate Captain Blood. 
 
      
 
    “There, five minutes to go till the end of the literary unit, Nikki is still leading, even though she is stuck at 585 points, she is followed closely by Ditbit with 540 points, who, in turn, is chased by Princess Dzintara with 525!” Jixy carried on. 
 
    “There, Dzintara, sing your answer to a guitar,” smirked Timothy. 
 
    “Hao the mathematician has dropped to the fifth position,” Jixy pointed out, “defeated by the literary ardor.” 
 
    “Never mind, his favorite Mathematics is yet to come,” said Timothy. “There, Nikki the leader scored 19 points and finally went over six hundred!” 
 
    “Looks like she has read one entire book in her whole life!” giggled Jixy. 
 
    “And yet,” Timothy pointed out, “she has scored 604 points for the first two units, which is a School record.” 
 
    “Twenty points for the Literature unit is also a record of sorts, a record literary ignorance,” grinned Jixy. “Miss Greenwich could not even answer the simplest question about Harry Potter. She has not read the saga, the holy scriptures of the Einstein School!” 
 
    The spectators buzzed like angry bees. 
 
    “Indeed,” agreed Timothy. “It can be neither explained nor forgiven: she has already spent a few months in the lap of civilization, she might have bothered to read the great book.” 
 
    “Obviously the Lunar Hospital offers treatment but not education,” proclaimed Jixy. “By the way, strange things happened in the Lunar Hospital recently. There are rumors of a robot-gone-mad that destroyed half of the establishment; I have even heard that Nikki Greenwich had a hand in that destruction!” 
 
    “Really?” asked Timothy in amazement. “Miss Greenwich, astride a robot, smashed through the hospital?” 
 
    The audience roared with laughter. 
 
    “Well, rumors aside, let’s get back to the exam,” said Jixy. “Now we are into the Chemistry unit. After two units, the leader, Nikki Greenwich, has 604 points; number two is Prince Ditbit with 569 points. Oh, yes, Ditbit has demonstrated impressive knowledge of contemporary movie fiction! Number three is Dzintara Shihin, with 558 points.” 
 
    “How do you manage not to stumble over those horrible Russian names?” asked Timothy with sarcastic admiration. 
 
    “I manage, because, unlike you, I’ve attended a crash course ‘Contemporary Culture for Idiots’,” said Jixy didactically. “Are you lagging behind? Do you feel like a cultural outsider at parties? Call the video number CULTURE-FOR-IDIOTS!” 
 
    “The contest on the big screen is still going on,” Timothy pointed out. “Nikki Greenwich has finally joined the race and has scored 28 points in Chemistry.” 
 
    “She gave a great answer regarding the atmospheric composition of different planets,” specified Jixy, “and on the changes in the organic compounds of overripe fruit.” 
 
    “Ho-ho, she’s an expert on rotten oranges!” roared Timothy. “Ditbit is also progressing rapidly, because of his excellent knowledge of chemical weapons; the third one now is Igg Tsunsky from Earth who has already scored 189 points in Chemistry – he is the winner of last year’s World Chemical Championship.” 
 
    “What a struggle!” Jixy blurted out ecstatically. “I have not had so much fun in a long time! Only ten minutes to go until the end of the Chemistry unit…” 
 
    “Nicole Greenwich gave an excellent description of the origins of van der Waals forces and she is up to eight hundred points!” cried Timothy. 
 
    “Prince Ditbit also made a huge leap, he excels in his knowledge of gold’s isotopes!” pointed out Jixy. 
 
    “The two leaders, Nikki and Ditbit, are neck-in-neck!” Timothy rejoiced, though it was hard to pinpoint why. 
 
      
 
    Even though Jerry was completely exhausted by the end of the first session, he had only managed to score 232 points, way less than the necessary 402 – the current number in the left corner of the screen. As for the right corner, he took personal offence to the unbelievable 809 flashing at him. 
 
    The boy’s hands shook, rendering him unable to answer questions on the chemistry of detergents and the composition of car paints. 
 
    When the buzzer announced a break, he jumped out of his chair and rushed to Nikki’s room. She was gulping juice from a huge glass, trying to slow down her pulse which was still racing after the first session. 
 
    “Nikki, I’m not getting anywhere!” cried Jerry dejectedly from the door. “I’ve only scored 232 points!” 
 
    “Mmm… so what?” asked Nikki, gasping on her juice. “Ugh… my circuit is overheated… your strong subjects are still to come: Math in the second round and Cybernetics in the third. Stop panicking, you have good chances to score over a thousand points.” 
 
    “That may very well be, but…” said Jerry nervously. “You have such an optimistic outlook… What about yourself?” 
 
    Without a word, Nikki pointed to 809 points. 
 
    So that’s yours?” asked Jerry ecstatically. “Wow! You’ve taught them quite the lesson.” 
 
    “Physics saved me; as for Literature, it was a complete and utter failure.” 
 
    “Never mind, you’ve almost made it! Damn, what am I to do?” 
 
    “Lean over, Jerry,” said Nikki suddenly. 
 
    Jerry blushed, numbing, yet leaned obediently towards Nikki’s wheelchair. Softly, she pulled him closer and kissed him on both cheeks. And the second kiss almost touched the corner of his lips! 
 
    “I believe in you,” she said with confidence. Jerry straightened slowly, his face flushed. 
 
    “Well…” He cleared his throat and frowned fiercely. “Onto Math… I am going to fight!” 
 
      
 
    “A most interesting struggle!” went on Timothy. “Nikki Greenwich, the super-girl, is still the leader with her 809 points…” 
 
    “Closely followed by Prince Ditbit Junior,” Jixy pointed out. “He now has 798 points, having shown a solid knowledge of the chemistry of beauty products! The break is almost over; contestants are getting back to their screens,” Jixy went on. “The Math unit is about to begin, a most challenging and…” 
 
    “Useless,” prompted Timothy sarcastically. 
 
    “Why would you say that?” Jixy protested theatrically. “Our civilization is founded in calculus. Mathematics was even used in the manufacturing of the very chair that currently acts as your base!” 
 
    “When was the last time you’ve solved an equation or took a square root of some number?” asked Timothy with a sneer. 
 
    “Well… I am neither a scientist nor an engineer,” Jixy blurted out. “I am a regular consumer of material goods, so to say; however, they…” He pointed at the screen with the faces of the participants, “will become the intellectual elite of the Solar System, so, to them, Mathematics is indispensable!” 
 
    “Calculating the rigidity of a chair that can hold our ever-fattening bums,” Timothy added sardonically. 
 
    The audience let out a cheer of appreciation. 
 
    “Timothy!” exclaimed the buxom Jixy. “That is not politically correct! There are no fatties in our society – we only have big people and impressive figures!” 
 
    “OK, OK, let’s get back to the exam,” said Timothy, trying to calm down his overexcited colleague. “Look, we have a new face in the lower strip, where, save for the Popular Heroes, they show the champions for individual units – and it is yet another Lunar Hospital patient, Jerry Walker! 
 
    “That’s right,” said Jixy, suppressing his excitement. “Walker is making great progress: he has scored 250 points in the first fifteen minutes of the Math unit… He is now in the hundred-leaders range, although right at the very bottom of it.” 
 
    “Do you think Lunar Hospital might be doing a new type of brain surgery?” Timothy asked thoughtfully. 
 
    “I am not sure,” giggled Jixy, “that such a surgery would enable you to list the main points of the Fermat’s Theorem proof in five minutes flat, the way Jerry Walker did. He showed incredible erudition while answering the question on the properties of integers and, quite adroitly, has incorporated the legendary theorem into his answer.” 
 
    “And that brought him a hundred and fifty points,” Timothy pointed out. 
 
    “And look at Ditbit’s progress!” exclaimed Jixy. “His knowledge of statistics is outstanding, and he supplements it with multiple examples from gambling theory.” 
 
    “You are slightly wrong here. He offers examples from practical gambling!” grinned Timothy. 
 
    “But that’s where statistics and theory of probability work best!” insisted Jixy. 
 
    “And how’s our champion doing?” Timothy asked himself. “Wow! Nikki is still in the lead; she’s even widened the gap between herself and Ditbit Junior, having shown in-depth knowledge of the theory of difference schemes.” 
 
    “Oh, gods of space!” uttered Jixy in amazement. “Why would a young girl need to know those schemes? She took a fairly simple question on digital representation of analytic functions in a computer, and then she went so far as to include numeric solutions for differential equations in partial derivatives into her answer and even supplement it with the discussion of finite difference method stability.” 
 
    “Ha! The School’s Main Computer has given her 125 points for that answer,” remarked Timothy. “The girl knows what she’s doing. She has already scored enough to get into Einstein School.” 
 
    “The Math unit is almost over,” Jixy summed up. “Nikki Greenwich is the leader with 1059 points, second comes Ditbit with 895 points, no, look! Hao Shon made it to the second place at the very last moment, having unexpectedly scored two hundred points for his last question: he jumped up to 1003 points total!” 
 
    “He gave a brilliant answer to the question on curved spaces with Riemannian geometry,” commented Timothy, “and was properly rewarded.” 
 
    “Where does one find those spaces?” shrieked Jixy. 
 
    “Are you kidding, Jixy?” laughed Timothy. “We live in a Riemannian geometry space; it’s all around us.” 
 
    Jixy went on playing fool, waving his hands in the air. 
 
    “I do not see anything of the kind; those math guys are pulling our legs, wasting the taxpayers’ money and keeping the public misinformed…” 
 
    “Don’t pretend you are a wild Hillbilly Hillman,” winced Timothy. “Here come the first results of the Biology unit.” 
 
    “Look how incredibly Prince Ditbit is progressing!” gushed Jixy cheerfully. “He has extensive knowledge of contemporary medical science, and so scored a hundred points for the question on rejuvenation techniques! Once again he beats Hao. What an unbelievable struggle! Stay on Main Moon Channel, the only channel to bring you the most exciting news of the Solar System!” Jixy chimed out the channel’s commercial slogan. 
 
    “Ladies and gentlemen,” Timothy joined in loudly, offering his advertising strategy, “the Main Moon Channel is the most popular channel of the Lunar Republic! 24/7 it brings you the most sensational of international news, the most upbeat of space weather forecasts, the most tempting of tips for stockbrokers, the most bloody of war animations, the most soapy of soap operas, the most heart-chilling of crimes and the dirtiest of high society gossip! Stay with us!” 
 
    The audience laughed. 
 
    “By the way, the matriculation is still going on,” Jixy pointed out vehemently. 
 
    “Yes, let’s take a look at the screen,” said Timothy, getting back to the task at hand. “Nikki Greenwich showed expert knowledge of human anatomy, as well as of the mathematical theory of biological evolution and stays on the top of the list with 1244 points. Ditbit has finished this unit closely behind her with 1150 points. Number three is Hao Shon, but he is now well behind; Biology does not seem to be his strong point – he only scored ninety points and now has 1093 altogether. Those three high-gear applicants already seem to have enough points to make it,” pointed Timothy. 
 
    “The intensely interesting Genetics unit is beginning,” said Jixy with animation. “We will soon find out who is the best in the leading science of the last centuries.” 
 
    “Wow, Ditbit III has really sped up!” exclaimed Timothy. “No wonder, he comes from a dynasty that works hard to improve the genes of its progeny… Purebred litter…” 
 
    The audience roared with laughter. 
 
    “The Prince comes charging, full speed, and overcomes the leader Nikki Greenwich!” shrieked Jixy. “Yes! He is now fifty points ahead!” 
 
    The audience exhaled loudly. 
 
    “Well, it does make me feel better,” said Timothy in a hypocritical voice. “It had been a most embarrassing situation. On the one hand, we have the brainiest offspring of an aristocratic family who was coached by the most expensive professors, and on the other we have a lass who didn’t go to school for a single day, has not paid a penny for a tutor – and yet, there she is, barging on ahead!” 
 
    “You are a sore, Timothy,” said Jixy reproachfully. “Why don’t you celebrate Ditbit’s success – he’s manipulating the genome charts like a real conjurer! The Prince instantly jotted down the DNA of a potential military virus, put together an impressive collection of induced mutations…” 
 
    “Ditbit has so many fans that I’d rather support the little Nicole… She has scored a hundred for the question on the 3D structure of proteins and on the molecular composition of drugs.” 
 
    “She won’t catch up with Prince Ditbit,” Jixy said confidently. 
 
    “He is closing on the School record in the Genetics unit,” Timothy pointed out. “But… no, he doesn’t make it.” 
 
    “What really matters is that Prince Ditbit is the leader after the first two sessions,” Jixy commented loyally. “Let’s congratulate him with his impressive victory! His score is fantastic – 1510 points! By the way, the Ditbit Dynasty is one of the major shareholders and the honored sponsor of our Main Moon Channel, making us doubly happy to witness such a smashing success of the brilliant representative of a younger generation of that great dynasty, one of the foundations of our civilization and our democracy!” 
 
    “Gods almighty, honey’s dripping from my ears,” Timothy grumbled loudly, extracting laughs from the stadium rows. “Let me just mention that coming second is Nikki Greenwich with 1440 points. These two competitors are way ahead the others who have not crossed the 1200 points line yet, but have already left for the last break.” 
 
      
 
    Jerry burst into Nikki’s room. 
 
    “Nikki, I’ve scored 840 points! It is below the minimal leader score of 915, but now I have a chance!” 
 
    Nikki, exhausted, greeted him with a wan smile. 
 
    “Good job, Jerry. Keep going… Meanwhile it looks like I’m losing it… I almost collapsed during Genetics… my head is swimming…” 
 
    “‘Damn! It’s the lengthy strain of the gravity field – it’s too strong for you! Oh, wait a sec…” Jerry hurried to open a locker on the wall and took out a tall bottle. “Here, a revitalizing oxygen cocktail, it will help.” 
 
    “M-m-m… It tastes great, thank you.” Nikki swallowed some of the elixir and seemed to recover slightly. 
 
    “Besides, stop exerting yourself! YOU’VE ALREADY MADE IT, you hear me?” said Jerry almost angrily. 
 
    “That’s right!” giggled Nikki. “I stopped thinking about it, just kept on answering.” 
 
    “So there, and congratulations! As for me, I’ll keep on fighting for the right to become an Einsteinian.” 
 
    “Jerry, I have figured out the preferences of the Main School Computer,” Robbie’s voice sounded suddenly. “Do not hesitate to offer informal answers. If you have any personal experience in Cybernetics, quote it!” 
 
    “All right!” exclaimed Jerry and rushed away. 
 
      
 
    “Now we move on to the final stage of the 2252 matriculation!” the plump, rosy-cheeked Jixy announced solemnly. “Ahead of everyone is Prince Ditbit with his impressive score of over fifteen hundred points. Nikki Greenwich, with fourteen hundred, is now way behind him. The contestants have moved on to the History unit.” 
 
    “Yes, Ditbit’s score is increasing by the moment: he knows the background of all political events of the last century, as well as the genealogy of all the celebrities,” Timothy, lean and dark-skinned, pointed out ironically. “While Nikki Greenwich is falling farther and farther behind… By the end of the second session she looked very tired, perhaps the space Mowgli has used up all her stamina. Look at her, the History unit is on its way, yet she just sits there, sipping water.” 
 
    “Maybe she’s decided that, since she has already made it, there’s no point in exerting herself?” jeered Jixy. 
 
      
 
    Nikki, indeed, thought: Why the tarantula should I rack my brain for all those bloodthirsty rulers and military leaders? I’d rather take a break… Amid the History questions she spotted one she knew and liked, on the views of ancient philosophers regarding cosmology – there were plenty of their treatises in the files that Robbie had preserved – and nonchalantly dictated an answer, sipping the truly revitalizing cocktail and giggling at the ancient discussions on the origins of the Universe and at the idea of simultaneous emergence of the Material World and Time. 
 
    She expressed her appreciation of Heraclites of Ephesus, chuckled at Plato’s Timaeus, and even sneered a little at the God-abiding cosmogony misconceptions of St. Augustine; by then the half-hour History unit was over. 
 
    All this philosophizing gave Nikki a good break, and she was quite surprised to find out that the School Computer awarded her two hundred points for her essay. 
 
      
 
    The commentators and the spectators were even more amazed. 
 
    “Oh, gods of space!” roared Jixy. “Prince Ditbit worked like a dog, answered twenty five history questions out of thirty and scored almost three hundred well-deserved points, exerting himself! Meanwhile, THIS girl answered one dainty little question – lounging there, as if she was at a beachside bar… and somehow got two hundred for it!” 
 
    “It is most unfair,” Timothy agreed cunningly. “How come to some people, things come so easily, whereas others have to sweat their privileged butts off to achieve the same results?” 
 
    “Well…” Jixy failed to come up with a good answer. “Anyhow, the gap between the leaders has increased: now Ditbit has 1805 points, while Miss Greenwich only has 1640. The Prince has once again shown the advantage of encyclopedic knowledge over snatching bits and pieces of perfunctory learning!” 
 
    “Now the contestants battle in the realm of cyber knowledge,” went on Timothy. “It is the second-last unit, encompassing a very broad scope of human sciences: from the mechanic structure of robots to the principles of AI.” 
 
    “Ditbit, our pride and joy, is making great progress!” fussed Jixy. “He is scoring multiple points on the built-up of military robots, as well as gadgets, robocars and cyber-waiters. He is nearing on two thousand points!” 
 
    “Nikki is also doing quite well,” Timothy announced. “She has scored a tremendous number of points on the flexible architecture of artificial intellects and won the jackpot on self-organization of program modules. She is not so far behind Ditbit; indeed, she’s catching up!” 
 
    “That’s an overstatement,” Jixy said petulantly. “Prince Ditbit is still the leader, showing super knowledge of virtual cinematography and incredible erudition in cyber games!” 
 
    “What sort of nonsense questions are they offering this year? So much junk in every unit. This is not typical for the School…” Timothy said thoughtfully. “Is it due to Prince Ditbit competing this year?” 
 
    The audience shook with laughter. 
 
    “That is a horrible insinuation!” objected Jixy. “Modern culture is unthinkable without computer games and special effects in cinematography. Time itself demanded that such questions be included into the matriculation.” 
 
    “And the people demanded it, too,” added Timothy with a devilish grin. 
 
    “And the people, too!” insisted Jixy. 
 
    “The people, including the School’s Board of Trustees,” Timothy kept on. 
 
    “Well, sure… The Board as well…” said Jixy shakily. 
 
    “Where the Ditbit Dynasty holds such a prominent place that their presence sticks all the way out of these examination charts…” Timothy went for the gut. 
 
    Some of the spectators became hysterical with laughter; as for Jixy, he seemed on the verge of collapse. 
 
    “Well, let’s get back to the… ahem… basics,” said Timothy magnanimously. “Look, Nikki is catching up with the Prince: the gap is now 95 points, rather than 165.” 
 
    “And here’s another piece of news,” said Jixy in a weak voice, still trying to recover. “Jerry Walker, who had fallen out of the top hundred by the end of the second session, is back on the main screen with a record score for the Cybernetics unit.” 
 
    “That’s right!” said Timothy happily. “Looks like the two sickliest contestants are going to make it to Einstein School, for their minds seem to be the healthiest… This chap scored two hundred points on a fairly simple and straightforward question regarding the imperative of the processor, the so-called Asimov Laws of Robotics. How did he manage that, you ask? He states in his answer that the laws can be bypassed, and even refers to a specific case where he was called in as a technical expert… he claims that his expertise resulted in a legal case and a police prosecution… he even gave the reference number! Well I never!” 
 
    “That’s preposterous!” sneered Jixy. “Why would a private company or a governmental agency enlist a teenager as an expert?” 
 
    “Yet, the Main School Computer does not think that it is preposterous,” said Timothy acidly. “Otherwise it would not grant Walker two hundred points. So Jerry Walker, with his 1152 points, is back in the top-100 list; in fact, he’s smack in its middle!” 
 
    “Still, the one ahead is Prince Ditbit,” Jixy declared proudly, “with his 2105 points.” 
 
    “Coming second with 2050,” Timothy pitched in, “is Miss Greenwich, the pushy snob, the Cinderella who has neglected the lures of civilization for so many years. Nikki Greenwich has not spent a day in a regular school, and her prodigiously high score is an insult to our entire education system. Coming third is Hao Shon, he has 1590 points, and there’s still one unit to go.” 
 
    “I believe,” Jixy said sternly, “that Prince Ditbit’s supremacy is good enough proof of the efficiency of our school system.” 
 
    “Sure, sure,” said Timothy with glee, “and still I would like to see the results of the exams where, instead of questions about characters from space soaps and virtual ‘thrashers,’ we would have ones on how to survive on an asteroid with no food supplies? Or how a child would fix a thermonuclear reactor after its electronics has failed?” 
 
    The audience hummed. 
 
    “Now we move on to the decisive Astronomy unit,” said Jixy, waving his opponent’s words away. “It combines Astrophysics, Space Mechanics and Spaceship Construction.” 
 
    “Naturally, our Prince takes off at full speed,” remarked Timothy, “showing great proficiency in the types of space ships, including the deluxe private space yachts. I wonder,” said Timothy the Simpleton with the utmost genuine amazement, “how did he come to know so much about these yachts?” 
 
    And his question received the appropriate whistles and laughs. 
 
    “The Prince’s supreme erudition in the entire range of examination tasks is beyond any doubt!” exclaimed Jixy, even though with certain strain. “His tired handsome face shows his complete satisfaction with his own result…” 
 
    “Nikki scores fifty points for the celestial mechanics solution concerning Lagrange’s equilibrium points, where Jupiter holds Trojan asteroids,” Timothy pointed out. “Now she outlines the origin of the Moon… I do not seem to understand her answer… And I am not the only one – the School Computer does not accept it and gives the Mowgli zero points.” 
 
    “Right you are, colleague, right you are,” Jixy sneered. “Prince Ditbit with his 2300 points is approaching the finish line. Now he is describing the origins of an asteroid belt…Oops! The Prince believes it to be the result of disintegration of a planet… Alas, this answer is also rejected by the computer.” 
 
    “Right you are, colleague, right you are,” giggled. Timothy. “Nikki is catching up with the Prince; she’s already scored 2250 points…” 
 
    “She won’t catch up,” croaked Jixy, strained. 
 
    “We’ll see,” Timothy exhaled, nervous. 
 
    With the matriculation getting closer to its end, the noise and tension of the audience mounted considerably. 
 
    “The last minutes… Prince Ditbit is answering the question on the causes of sulfur volcanoes activity on Jupiter’s satellite Io,” commented Jixy, his energy almost depleted. “This is a well-known phenomenon caused by Jupiter’s tides… Let’s see how many points the Prince will score…” 
 
    “Nikki seems stuck on the cosmology of the Big Bang,” Timothy muttered wearily. “She dictates her answer quickly, even writing out some equations by hand…” 
 
    The spectators became louder and louder. 
 
    “The Prince has completed his answer about Io!” shouted Jixy. “O-o! Curse the computer, this answer is also rejected: no, the eruptions on Io are not caused by radioactive heat! Here comes the siren – the end of matriculation! And still – hip hip hurray! – Price Ditbit wins with the fantastic score of 2300 points. Nikki Greenwich is hopelessly behind: she still has only 2250 points. A big gap, a huge one, testifying to the incredible quality of Prince Ditbit III’s preparation. Take that, Evil Tim!” 
 
    Timothy was silent. The stadium buzzed disappointedly. 
 
    “There, look!” shrieked Jixy ecstatically, squatting and hopping in his cubicle. “The main screen shows live the auditorium where Prince Ditbit took his exam. Girls run up to him with bouquets of flowers, he is surrounded by journalists, the TV guys have arrived with their equipment: Prince Ditbit is the School’s champion of this year! His name will be chiseled on the bronze Champions’ Board that decorates the lobby of Einstein’s School. Gods almighty! That’s real fame! He’s an international celebrity! With a sure step of a winner, Prince Ditbit has entered history!” 
 
    “Jixy, wait!” shouted Timothy suddenly. 
 
    “What’s up?” asked Jixy, astounded. 
 
    “It’s not over!” 
 
    Uproar resounded from the stadium. 
 
    “What do you mean, it’s not over? The siren sounded five minutes ago!” said Jixy, puzzled. 
 
    “The last answer was submitted five minutes ago, but the computer is still calculating the results!” hollered Timothy. “Look, the red pending light is flashing by Nikki Greenwich’s name! It means that the computer is still evaluating her last answer!” 
 
    “Aaaah!” the fans screamed in unison. 
 
    A flock of wild geese took off from the Nordlake and, with alarmed shrieks, left for the remote woods – far away from these psychos.  
 
    “But… that’s not possible,” muttered Jixy helplessly. “Why would the School super-computer take six minutes to evaluate a teenager’s answer? It has never spent more than a fraction of a second on any. It must be some glitch in the system… There, I see the IT head is trying to take the situation under control, he’s sending a request… the principal also hurries to figure out what’s going on. They’ll settle this in a minute.” 
 
    And that’s when the audience gasped – Nikki’s score on the main screen went up by three hundred points and jumped to 2550. 
 
    “AAAAH!” shrieked Timothy, crazed. “She’s the winner! Three hundred points for one question! Unheard of! No one has ever scored more than two hundred for one question! YOU HEAR ME – NEVER!!!!! Nikki Greenwich has scored 2550 points altogether! That’s the top record of the School, the previous one being 2430 points… But that champion never made it to Einstein School – he spent the rest of his life in a mental clinic, poor devil.” 
 
    “It’s a glitch, a bug!” screamed Jixy. 
 
    ‘No-no, it’s perfectly right!” exclaimed Timothy. “There’s head of IT, together with Principal Milic – he confirms the results! This is how the Main School Computer substantiates his evaluation of Nikki Greenwich’s last answer: ‘The boldest and the most elegant cosmological idea of the past three centuries.’ The image of the leader on the screen is replaced – Einstein School Champion is now Nikki Greenwich! Sensational! Ha-ha, look how all the reporters scramble away from Ditbit and rush off in search of the new Champion! The bronze board will never see the name of the Prince! 
 
    “This is scandalous…” whined Jixy. 
 
    The audience was in frenzy and uproar. In the woods, on the most remote meadow, the geese cackled and flapped their wings harder, while the deer, their white tails up, panicked and rushed through the shrubbery – away from the roaring stadium. 
 
      
 
    Jerry burst into Nikki’s room, dancing a wild dance, and shouted in delight: 
 
    “We’ve made it! We’ve made it! I scored 1310 points! And you’re ahead of them all!” 
 
    Nikki looked at him wearily, but happily. 
 
    “Nikki, did you get into your crazy, yet incredibly brainy, head exactly what you have done?” asked Jerry, still hyped. 
 
    “Not really. What have I done?” 
 
    “You are the School Champion; you have just broken their record! You’re an international celebrity! The media guys will rip you to pieces!” 
 
    “They will? That doesn’t seem pleasant,” said Nikki in a careless voice and patted the brown back of her Brave Dog, marching in front of the screen with a smug, who-would-ever-doubt-you-are-the-best kind of look. “Thanks for all your help, Brave Dog!” 
 
    “Besides, you made a lot of puffed-up celebrities look ridiculously small, which, I believe, means you’ve made yourself quite a few enemies.” 
 
    “That seems even less pleasant. It was a fair contest, why should anyone feel insulted?” asked Nikki with a light shrug. 
 
    “That’s the whole thing, you have won a contest that was not particularly fair, one you were not supposed to win,” chuckled Jerry. 
 
    “Well, let’s deal with that later. The main thing now is that we’ve both made it, just the way we planned!” exclaimed Nikki. “Congratulations, Jerry! Diemens will take care of the money, and we can move to the school campus and start a new life. Robbie has already figured out that we’re allowed to move to our school quarters long before the beginning of the school year. So go and start packing! We’ll move tomorrow and celebrate our victory there. Would it be OK if I order a cab for 10 in the morning?” 
 
    Jerry looked at the girl, his eyes shining, and said slowly: 
 
    “Of course it would. Thank you, Nikki.” 
 
    And then, suddenly, he got down on one knee and kissed the skinny wrist lying on the handle of the wheelchair. 
 
    Then he dashed outside. 
 
    The girl and the Dog, both astonished, watched him go. 
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    In the morning their breakfast was far from peaceful, as hospital residents crowded them and, with genuine pride, began to congratulate the two winners, especially Nikki the champion who had set the new entrance record. 
 
    Nikki and Jerry eventually stole away to get a few minutes to run to the park of the Lunar Hospital and say goodbye to Tammy and Tommy. Nikki threw her hands around the neck of her favorite doe, her face clouded. Then she looked around, at the trees and the lake, and said: 
 
    “I will never forget this wonderful park…” 
 
    “Nor I…” said Jerry, even though he did not feel particularly sad and his eyes shone excitedly. The boy was thrilled about their move to the legendary Einstein School. 
 
    A cybercab was waiting for them at the parking lot. Big Teresa helped them to load their belongings and gruffly instructed them to contact her if they had any problems or difficulties. The cab moved to the air gate, and that’s when the excitement hit Nikki as strongly as it did Jerry. 
 
    “Onwards we go,” she said, leaning back in her seat. “I’ve so rarely moved in my life…” 
 
    The gate opened towards the sun, and they took off. The flight to the School took forty minutes. Nikki spent them glued to the window, admiring the lunar craters below and, of course, the view of the Earth, where oceans and continents glimmered through the white clouds. Jerry focused the cab’s optical amplifier on the Atlantic coast of North America, which was gradually swept by the wave of the ocean dawn, and pointed out: 
 
    “Look, there is Chesapeake Bay. My home is not far from there, to the West… I mean, if I’m able to keep it…” 
 
    As Nikki looked on at the Earth through the eyepiece, her hair touched Jerry’s face, making breathing hard work for the boy. 
 
    “We will try to keep our homes… we’ll figure something out,” said Nikki, casting a quick look at Jerry. “I don’t feel like selling my asteroid either.” 
 
    She ruffled her hair. 
 
    “Herdsman’s ears! I’ve forgotten to dye it!” said Mowgli petulantly. 
 
    “You dye your hair? Why?” asked Jerry in astonishment – he was not too well versed in the secrets of female beauty. “Do you mean that you’re not a natural redhead?” 
 
    Nikki gave a heavy sigh, tugged at one of her long strands and handed Jerry a couple of hairs. 
 
    “I cannot figure out which color they really are,” admitted the boy after a close look. “They seem to be transparent at the roots, almost like optic fiber!” 
 
    “That’s right,” said Nikki gloomily. “So now you know, I am indeed a girl monster. My hair looks like that… like glass… since I was ten; before that it had just been fair. Robbie calls it the protracted space pressure effect.” 
 
    “If your hair is grey, or glass, or something else, it does not mean you’re a monster,” smiled Jerry. “I am not sure it is a big enough reason to dye your hair.” 
 
    Nikki had her own, purely feminine opinion, but she did not reply, still transfixed by the view out the window. Soon enough a glittering dome with five tall towers started looming on the horizon. 
 
    The biggest and the slimmest tower pierced the dome in the center; it was surrounded by four squat ones. The rest of the castle and the woods around it were covered by the dome’s transparent lens. 
 
    The two friends had arrived to the famous Einstein School! 
 
    The cab landed smoothly in a red helipad by the Main Tower. The helipad also served as an elevator and an air gate; it began to glide down under the dome. An impressive view on the inner space of the castle opened up, but the two friends had almost no time to take a proper look before the cab touched down by the gate of the School’s Main Tower. 
 
    When the cab door opened, Nikki and Jerry shrank back from a dozen bright flashes of video cameras. 
 
    They could not even get out of the car – the crowd of journalists pressed on the vehicle. Finally a respectable-looking man with piercing blue-grey eyes elbowed his way to the cab; it was Diemens the solicitor. He cried out, trying to overcome the noise and the questions coming from the reporters: 
 
    “Good afternoon, Miss Greenwich! These people have been waiting since yesterday in the hope of getting an interview, but you can do whatever you like. I will call the security and they will clear a passage for you.” 
 
    Nikki squinted her own blue eyes at the lawyer and at the journalists with their video equipment. 
 
    “Good afternoon, Mr. Diemens. It is great to finally meet you in person,” Nikki said cordially. “As for an interview… I had not expected anything of this kind, but I don’t want to upset the people who have been waiting for so long, even less to fight my way through them with the help of security…” she added confidently. “I will answer their questions, but could we do something to make it possible for us to leave the cab?” 
 
    Diemens turned to the crowd of journalists and, after a frantic discussion, they pulled back, forming a circle some ten feet wide; Jerry and Nikki stepped out of the car into its center. 
 
    Diemens volunteered to orchestrate the spontaneous press-conference, and questions started pouring one after the other: 
 
    “Higgs from Lunar Enquirer. Miss Greenwich, why have you decided to come to Einstein School? How long did it take you to prepare for the exam, and how did you manage to pass it with such ease?” 
 
    “To be perfectly honest, I was absolutely fascinated by the winged people in the School promo video! I then developed an optimal exam strategy, studied along these lines for three months, and my strategy took me well beyond my own expectations. But, believe me, it was not at all easy, I almost dropped dead during Genetics…” 
 
    “Gibson from Sports Crater. Nikki, I share your fascination with the flying athletes, but, to my deepest regret, right now I see you in a wheelchair…” 
 
    “I’ll fly, Mr. Gibson!” said Nikki without a shade of doubt, and the journalists buzzed incredulously. 
 
    “Chi Lo from Moon Sakura. I am sorry, but I still fail to understand how you managed to answer all those difficult questions, when you have not received a systematic education? Would you share your secret?” 
 
    “I was tutored by my cyber friend Robbie. He lost part of his memory in the crash, but he kept all the classic textbooks on Physics, Mathematics, Biology and Astronomy, so I used them in my education. Ten years in the practical school of survival – that’s my secret. Cold and hunger are incredibly gifted teachers! Try it yourself and you’ll find out in no time.” 
 
    The journalists giggled. 
 
    “It still blows my mind,” kept insisting the Moon Sakura reporter. “How could you deal with the practicalities on the spaceship, and still find time to study? Our children here look like colts being ridden to death, and still they do not manage to accomplish even a fraction of what you have accomplished, judging by your performance…” 
 
    Nikki shrugged and then smiled to the beautiful Japanese lady. 
 
    “As a rock garden helps to concentrate and forget  all the hustle and bustle, so you should easily understand how the rocky landscape of an asteroid really helps to stay focused. Each day is a small life!” said Nikki, and then asked Robbie: “How do people spend their time?” 
 
    Robbie began to itemize: 
 
    “An average day’s breakdown: seven hours are spent on sleep, two and a quarter hours on talking on the T-phone, two hours on watching TV and browsing the Web, two hours on business negotiations, almost two hours on shopping, one hour and forty five minutes on personal friends, one and a half hours on food and restaurants, one hour is lost in traffic, one hour is devoted to computer games, one hour to partying, one hour to football, baseball, movies and shows, one hour to SPAs and other sports, then golf…” 
 
    “Wow!” cried Nikki in genuine amazement and looked at Chi Lo with respect. “And you still find time to work?” 
 
    “Yuri Zitzer, Science Life. Why did the School computer reject your answer on the origins of the Moon? Do you know where you went wrong?” 
 
    “I believe the computer was wrong,” shrugged Nikki, paying no heed to the outburst of incredulous laughter caused by her words. “I was under the impression that I was talking about well-known things and did not give a detailed explanation of my inferences. That’s why the computer could not asses my answer properly. I believe it just checked my statements against the commonly accepted theory. Once I give a more detailed description of this model, it might re-consider its decision…” 
 
    “Fokker from Popular Mechanics. So you – a youngster! – believe that we still do not know how the Moon was shaped, even though we’re on it now?’ asked a skinny journalist with a bilious face sarcastically. 
 
    “I dare to suggest that, indeed, you don’t know,” answered Nikki in an equally sarcastic, even defiant tone. She hated to be looked down upon simply due to her age. “If you spent three hundred years believing that the Moon broke away from the Earth after a catastrophic collision with another planet, it does not mean that the theory is right; it just testifies to the hereditary… eh… limitations of Lunar scholars, as well as to the omnivorous nature of the mass media community and of the general public.” 
 
    The journalists buzzed loudly. 
 
    “Jane Poppins from Young Astronomer. Nikki, could you explain your cosmologic idea in more detail?” 
 
    “Hm… It’s a long story. If we start with the problem of singularities… Would it be better if I send you my comments by mail?” 
 
    “Great! Could Young Astronomer publish them? 
 
    “Sure, if you want to.” 
 
    “Pippet from Hot News. Let’s get away from this boring nonsense. Your friend Jerry Walker is standing next to you. Our readers are most anxious to know more about the romantic dates that, I am sure, you’ve already had. Don’t you think you’ve made your choice too hastily, since you have not met too many other guys? Does your disability interfere with your love life?” 
 
    Jerry clenched his fists, and Nikki’s face showed incredulity and disgust. 
 
    “Mr. Diemens,” she addressed the solicitor icily, “if an adult male approaches an underage girl with this kind of stinky questions, can it be qualified as sexual harassment and pedophilic behavior?” 
 
    “Definitely,” nodded Diemens unemotionally. 
 
    “Then I would like you to open a legal case,” asked Nikki, “against Mr. Pippet and his newspaper, sue him for the biggest sum possible and hand it over to any charity foundation that supports the victims of pedophilia.” 
 
    The journalists hummed approvingly and chuckled, while Mr. Pippet, with an angry twinkle in his eyes, scowled like a rat and stepped back. 
 
    “Billy Jinoid, Main Moon Channel. Could you comment on the rumors concerning the dramatic events at the hospital, as well as the arrest and the subsequent death of their security head?” 
 
    “I was assaulted at the Lunar Hospital…” Nikki paused, choosing her words carefully; the army of reporters howled, flashes sparked again. “By a repair robot. I don’t know anything about the death of Jones the security guard, except that I’m quite sure it’s related to the assault, for Jones was a part of it… I believe there is a person who knows everything about this assault, about the death of the head of the Hospital’s security, as well as about the crash of the Stranger… And I have a message for that person.” 
 
    Everyone froze: the silence was only broken by the buzz of the automatic recorders hovering over Nikki’s head and by the constant clicking of the cameras. 
 
    “I do not know the road you take, but I am sure it leads to a precipice,” pronounced Nikki slowly and earnestly. “You’d better stop.” 
 
    Her last words dropped like a stone into the still water, splashing with an outburst of cries: 
 
    “Who is that person?” 
 
    “Was that a warning or a threat?” 
 
    “Why did the Stranger crash?” 
 
    “How could the robot attack you?” 
 
    “I am sorry, I’ve said everything I wanted to say on the matter,” Nikki told them firmly. A buzz of disappointment followed her words. “I still don’t know how these events are connected. Once I discover the connection, I will let you know immediately. If someone figures it out before I do – please, let me know. This person and his organization are acting undercover, which means that they are cowards and, consequently, they are not omnipotent. That means they can be stopped, meanwhile mine – and our! – best weapon is transparency. I say ‘our’ because this whole story seems way beyond a personal conflict…” 
 
    Nikki paused and added evenly: 
 
    “Just in case: I do not suffer from any condition that might lead me to suicide. If ever you get that piece of news, it would just mean that the next assault happened to be more successful.” 
 
    “Van-von-Varden, Household Psychologist…” came a pleasant baritone. “As an experienced psychologist, I can easily qualify the mysterious assault as a typical recurrence of paranoid narcissism augmented by the tendency to make up non-existent sensations in order to attract attention. It is obviously connected with your extensive isolation in space. I’ve cracked your secret, Miss Greenwich, admit it!” 
 
    “Interesting theory,” chuckled Nikki. “Tell me, is it true that narcissism is conducive to self-destruction and suicidal trends?” 
 
    “Naturally not!” said the baritone emphatically. “Those are two opposite behavioral stereotypes. By Psyche, you are totally ignorant in psychology!” 
 
    “Well, since you are such a renowned expert and you prefer to publish true facts rather than non-existent sensations, I suggest you get in touch with the Lunar Hospital. In the course of that imaginary assault, I had a very real five-inch nail fired at me from a heavy-gear nail gun, which got stuck under my shoulder blade,” said Nikki sarcastically. “I give Doctor Teresa Kafasso my permission to disclose all details of that injury. And after that Household Psychologist can publish a very true sensation: you’re not a qualified psychologist, rather the sensationalist dummy yourself!” 
 
    Laughter and even expletives came from the crowd. 
 
    “Mira Svitkins, special for Girls’ Get-Together…” vibrated a high-pitched excited voice with an ecstatic undertone. “As a woman, I feel… I plainly see in your yesterday’s dramatic struggle with Ditbit the reflection of a strong emotional attraction. Perhaps meeting him in person has long been your secret dream – the way it is for most teenage girls! – and this heated contest was your very own way of getting closer to the legendary star, a passionate attempt to catch his attention?” 
 
    A pause: Nikki’s answer was expected with much interest. 
 
    “I’m sorry, who’s this Ditbit?” asked Nikki, perplexed. 
 
    A second later, the press-conference erupted in mutual laughter. It rippled through the crowd of the pressmen, turning into a roar. Someone dropped a microphone, а cameraman from the Second Moon Channel collapsed on the floor, still trying to hold the camera in his shaking hands. 
 
    The First Channel cameraman seemed to be a tougher guy; while laughing, he managed to keep on filming the roaring crowd. By Caliban, this is going to be a sensational piece! he thought, having in mind that a salary increase wouldn’t come amiss. 
 
    The solicitor used the opportunity to announce the end of the press-conference, and escorted Nikki and Jerry to the School’s Main Tower. 
 
    “Nikki, who was that?” Jerry asked Nikki in an undertone. 
 
    ‘“Perry Mason!” she whispered back with a smile, immediately understanding the question. “Thank you, Mr. Diemens,” she said, turning to the solicitor who was walking by her side, “for meeting us here, as well as for your invaluable help in obtaining that loan… and for sorting out all those horrible legal complications… Jerry and I would be lost without you!” 
 
    “That’s right!” said Jerry, in full agreement. “Thank you so much!” 
 
    “It was my pleasure to help you, and I will be honored to do the same in the future,” said the lawyer with a smile. He was obviously pleased by the genuine appreciation of the two. “I knew your parents well, Miss Greenwich, and you can fully rely on me. I would also like to say that I am not going to charge anything for my services – at the moment both of you are in a pretty tight financial situation… I will be happy to offer my services on credit, an interest-free one… Miss Greenwich, feel free to contact me if you have any other issues, I will be happy to do my best to help you.” 
 
    “Does that mean that you are willing to help us free of charge?” asked Nikki without even trying to conceal her astonishment. 
 
    “Money has long stopped being my main priority, I am quite comfortably well-off,” said Diemens with a mischievous smile. “And you are a most interesting client, so it is my pleasure to be of assistance. Besides, my intuition tells me that things are going to become even more interesting.” 
 
    Another party – the principal of the School, Professor Milic, together with several other teachers – was standing by the imposing stained glass door of the Main Tower, ready to welcome the newcomers. Behind their backs hovered a small crowd of students who, for one sad reason or another, were spending the summer vacations at school. 
 
    “Miss Greenwich, Mr. Walker!” Principal Milic with his impressive halo of gray hair stepped forward. “My most heartfelt congratulations on your exam success, I am happy to welcome you to Einstein School! Let me introduce the professors who share the pleasure of this meeting,” pronounced Milic pompously and went on with the introductions: 
 
    “Professor Dermurray, he teaches Physics and Planetology here.” 
 
    “How do you do?” A squat, brown-clad gentleman with a red angry face and a short grey mustache nodded officiously. 
 
    “Professor Mysoft, Cybernetics.” 
 
    “Delighted to meet you!” a slim young lady in a long green dress said in a clear voice and smiled. 
 
    “Professor Gutt, Cosmology.” 
 
    “Most welcome!” said a tall bony professor in out-fashioned spectacles and a navy blue suit, and greeted them with an energetic nod. 
 
    “Professor Franklin, Genetics.” 
 
    “How do you do, my darlings,” said a short buxom lady in purple. 
 
    Nikki and Jerry acknowledged each greeting with a smile and a nod, without even trying to squeeze a word into the flow of the principal’s speech. 
 
    “As for the students, I hope you will meet them later.” The principal waved his hand dismissively in the direction of the small group. “Now please step into the Main Hall,” he made a welcoming gesture, “and our assistants will help you with your luggage.” 
 
    At that point Diemens, who was now sure that Nikki and Jerry were in good hands, said his goodbye and went back to the parking lot. 
 
    Two huge robots showed up, looking very much like two multi-legged centaurs. They placed Nikki’s huge coffers and Jerry’s small bag on their flat backs, and the whole party, including the whispering students, went through the elaborately decorated doors into the Main Hall. 
 
    Nikki was stunned: they came to the ground floor of a huge tower, and yet the hall was permeated by the rays of sun coming from somewhere high above. 
 
    The principal led the two friends to the wall. 
 
    “My most esteemed Miss Greenwich!” he said solemnly. “This bronze plaque bears the names of each of the School’s champions. As you see, your name has already been added, together with this year and your score – 2550 points. You are not just a champion; you are a record-breaker, so there is a miniature flag of Einstein School, a black-and-golden crescent against a dark blue background, made of multicolored diamonds, next to your name. This flag will be moved if anyone ever manages to surpass your amazing result.”  
 
    “The previous record… ahem… that of poor Ali Goldberg… has held for more than forty years. The silver plaques,” Milic included Jerry into the circle of his smiles, “bear the names of the best students, based on the results of the five years of studies. The golden plaques feature the names of the most successful and eminent graduates, the names of the Nobel and Albert Prize winners, of the kings, presidents and prime ministers.” 
 
    ‘What about the names on the marble plaque?” asked Jerry who was tired of keeping his mouth shut amid the principal’s exuberant eloquence; he felt it was high time to give his tongue some exercise, or else he would forget how to use it. 
 
    “These are our sponsors and trustees, a constellation of most notorious and noble names!” The principal sounded unbelievably suave. 
 
    A stool and an old leather hat were brought into the hall. 
 
    “There’s the Hat!” said the Director, cutting short his protracted speech. “You will now undergo a traditional ritual determining the Order and Tower you will belong to for the next five years!” 
 
    “What sort of ritual?” asked Nikki, perplexed. 
 
    “Oh! It is a well-known procedure, but… I realize that you might have not heard about it, so I will be happy to explain it in detail…” 
 
    “Professor Milic!” cut in Professor Dermurray. “I am sorry, but I would like to ask for your leave, I have some urgent business to attend to.” 
 
    “Naturally, Professor Dermurray,” said the principal in a displeased tone. “Naturally… Even though the Old Hat Ceremony is not over yet… but I do understand…” 
 
    After a curt nod, Professor Dermurray left, waving his arms furiously. 
 
    Nikki followed him with her gaze and thought that Professor Dermurray seemed to be highly displeased with what was going on. 
 
    “Well, anyway…” went on the principal, “our school was founded by the early settlers on the Moon, and amid those there were many fans of the Harry Potter saga. In many respects, our school copies the Hogwarts School of Witchcraft. On joining the school, all students are divided into four Orders: the Owls, the Stags, the Leopards and the Dragons. The decision is based on each student’s character. That’s why, unofficially, our school is often called The Moonhog or Lunar Hogwarts, while the name of Joan Rowling is traditionally held in utmost respect! 
 
    “The Order of the Owls is for those whose dominant feature is intellect. The Order of the Owls produced many scholars!” Professor Milic raised his grey halo proudly. “That’s where I studied a long time ago. 
 
    “The Order of the Stags is for the students who are particularly hard-working, dedicated and peace-loving. The Order of the Stags produced a number of renowned physicians, teachers and Green Movement activists. 
 
    “The Order of the Leopards is for the young people with… ahem… combatant spirit. This Order was the alma mater for the notorious captains of the spaceships, athletes and military leaders. 
 
    “The Order of the Dragons is for the ambitious and career-oriented, as well as for those who have high self-esteem and believe in their own exclusivity. Most of our most famous politicians,” the principal pointed at the gold plaque, “come from the Order of the Dragons.” 
 
    “And who assigns students to the Orders?” asked Nikki with interest. 
 
    “The Old Hat!” The principal nodded at the stool and at the pointed leather hat. “You put it on your head…” 
 
    Where else does one put a hat? thought Jerry in irritation. 
 
    “Normally we conduct this ceremony on the first of September,” the principal carried on, “after all the students arrive to the School. But since you are the first arrivals this year, we decided to have an unofficial ceremony just for you… Later you will go through the initiation together with everyone else, in a formal way, to carry on the tradition… Do sit on this stool… Oh…” the principal stumbled, looking at Nikki’s wheelchair. 
 
    Jerry decided to smooth over the awkwardness by stepping boldly to the stool and putting on the Old Hat. A loud mystic voice came from the vaults of the hall: 
 
    “Gerald Walker, Order of the Owls!” 
 
    Everyone applauded, and the students cheered. 
 
    Jerry jumped off the stool and handed the Hat to Nikki. With obvious apprehension, she put on the ragged, patched leather headpiece. The same voice declared: 
 
    “Nicole Greenwich, Order of the Leopards!” 
 
    Looking upset, Nikki pulled the hat off her head. 
 
    “May I also join the Owls, together with Jerry?” 
 
    The principal shook his head desolately. 
 
    “Absolutely not! Between us, the students have already been assigned to the respective Orders, twenty five persons each. That’s the number of rooms for the freshmen that we have in the tower of each Order. It is impossible to transfer you to a different Order, for it would mean moving another student to your Order. Actually, this division between Owls and Leopards and the other Orders is a mere convention… Strictly speaking, the decision is made by the Main School Computer, and it is based on your performance at the exam. The Hat Ritual is just the way to make its decision public.” 
 
    “I do not like this decision!” Nikki said angrily. 
 
    “Then I must remind you that, on entering our school, you have agreed to follow our regulations and respect our traditions.” Professor Milic frowned. “This means you have to comply!” 
 
    Nikki flashed back such a fierce look that the principal added, with an awkward smile: 
 
    “I see the Hat had reason to assign you to the Leopards…” 
 
    Professor Mysoft stepped forward. 
 
    “Miss Greenwich!” she said with a friendly smile. “This division is a mere tradition, it only determines the tower where you are going to live, and which team you will belong to in sports competitions. Your guests from the other Orders are always welcome to the Leopards’ common room.” The professor nodded understandingly. “When we put together the study groups, we base our choices on academic inclinations that have nothing to do with the Orders. Besides, you should keep in mind yet another important tradition of Einstein School: at the café you will be seated at a table for four, and it is up to the students to select their permanent table mates, even though there is an important clause: there should be a member of every Order at each table. Thus, your table mates will be an Owl, a Dragon and a Stag, with no other Leopard among them. The tradition was introduced to ensure that students from all of the Orders could meet each other and become friends.” 
 
    Nikki listened to this friendly explanation, and her face softened. 
 
    “Hey, Nikki, will you invite me to your table?” asked Jerry with a smile. 
 
    “I do invite you,” said Nikki, who finally accepted the decision of the Old Hat. 
 
    “Great!” beamed Professor Milic. “Now you will be escorted to your towers. Since you are the first to arrive, you can select the room with the best view. Otherwise, of course, they are identical. 
 
    “Miss Greenwich, Mr. Walker,” said Professor Milic ceremoniously while taking his leave, “tonight a special dinner in your honor will be hosted in the reception hall of the castle; we will all be seated at the same table.” The principal flashed a smile. 
 
    Nikki and Jerry, accompanied by the porter robots, walked through the tall doors of the Main Tower and stopped in the square bathed in the sunlight and paved with red bricks in the old English style. In the center of the square stood a sophisticated lunar-cum-sun dial made of bronze. Wide paths ran from the dial to the corner towers. 
 
    Jerry looked at Nikki and pointed at the T-phone. 
 
    “Give me a call?” 
 
    Nikki nodded. 
 
    Then they were surrounded by the students who had followed them outside. A very beautiful girl with chestnut hair said resonantly: 
 
    “Finally the speeches are over! Hello, Jerry! Hi, Nikki! I am Marina Blackwall, from the Order of the Owls.” 
 
    The other students began to introduce themselves. The tallest boy with a bony intelligent face turned out to be Smith Jigich from the Leopards. A red-headed wisp of a girl and a tall brunette, who gave Nikki a very strong handshake, were from the tower of the Stags. 
 
    The fiery-headed freckled doe took a close look at Nikki and whispered into her friend’s ear: 
 
    “She’s not a real redhead, it’s dyed!” 
 
    Nikki overheard and frowned. 
 
    A blond plump guy turned out, against all expectations, to be a Dragon – apparently, he dreamed of eventually becoming a president or a prime minister. 
 
    His friends did not even introduce themselves; they watched Nikki arrogantly and unceremoniously, openly sharing their comments: 
 
    “You can immediately see that she is a commoner,” said a tall youth with an equine face arrogantly, showing his large teeth. 
 
    “Let me remind you, Count Redinburg, that she is the champion of the School,” a sturdy ruddy chap pointed out. 
 
    “So what? All those math tricks are circus stuff,” sneered the Count. “Elegance and style, taste and charm, these things take generations to evolve… She could be three times champion, but she will never be fit for the high society… for our milieu…” 
 
    “Wouldn’t you need to ask whether I want to be one of your kind first?” retorted Nikki and frowned. 
 
    “Nobody has the slightest intention of asking you, my dear,” scoffed Count Redinburg. “No one cares for your opinion.” 
 
    “Hey, you, aristocrat.” Jerry stepped forward, straightening his back. “How about I treat you to a couple of democratic punches, refresh your sense of propriety?” 
 
    “Fistfights are not practiced here, lad,” declared the Count pompously. “We engage in duels!” 
 
    “Nikki, don’t listen to those snobs,” a dark-haired girl from the Stags said angrily. “They’re just showing off!” 
 
    A graceful youth dressed in black stepped out of the Dragon group. 
 
    “You are a jackass, Count,” he dropped casually. “That’s why you are unable to appreciate the charm and freshness of an intellectual mind. While in our family we have always believed that intelligent eyes make a woman look most attractive.” 
 
    “I’m sorry, Duke John!” muttered Count Redinburg peevishly. 
 
    The Prince was not listening, he walked by Jerry heedlessly, as if Jerry was a roadside pillar, approached Nikki and bowed gallantly: 
 
    “Miss Greenwich, I haven’t yet to introduce myself. John van Donalds.” 
 
    “Nice to meet you.” Nikki hesitantly offered her hand to the strange young aristocrat, who was still a boy, but already carried the piercing gaze of an adult. 
 
    He took her hand gallantly, and then, with an elegant bow, kissed it instead of shaking. Nikki blushed with embarrassment; the crowd of students went abuzz. 
 
    “I hope to get to know you better, Miss Greenwich,” said the boy distinctly and slowly. “May I request the pleasure of calling you… Nikki?” 
 
    “You sure may, Duke John,” said Nikki, more and more intrigued by the aristocratic co-ed. Jerry, his face grim, watched this exchange. 
 
    “Oh, Nikki, in the name of gods!” grinned Duke John. “Forget these titles. For me, it is just a social game favored by grown-up kids… all those trimmings for a fat wallet. Have you ever tried riding a snow scooter, Nikki? And what about sleighs? Or skis?” 
 
    Nikki shook her head, looking at the pale aristocratic face of the boy, framed by the long strands of raven hair. 
 
    “My moon castle has not been fully decorated yet,” said the young Prince casually, “but all will be ready by Christmas, including a snow-covered valley for downhill skiing, so I invite you to visit me for a few days and ski.” 
 
    “You really have a castle?” asked Nikki, her eyes round with excitement, and then asked naively, “Does it have towers?” 
 
    “It sure does, my dear Nikki,” smiled Duke John. “A castle is not a castle without towers!” 
 
    Jerry did not like either the Prince or his ironic tone. 
 
    “Thank you… John,” said Nikki. “I’ll… think about it. However, I am not sure I will be ready to go skiing by Christmas.” 
 
    The Prince bowed silently and started walking towards the Dragon Tower. Count Redinburg and the other Dragons trotted behind. Jerry watched the group of aristocrats with distaste.  
 
    Marina called him urgently: 
 
    “Jerry, would you like me to take you to our tower?” 
 
    Nikki looked at the fabulous Marina and, suddenly, noticed that her nose was a little snubby and she was slightly lopsided as well – and, on top of it all, she found the girl unpleasantly coquettish.  
 
    Nikki turned her head and met Jerry’s eye. He gave her a little wink. 
 
    “Come with me, Nikki, I will show you our tower.” Smith Jigich lowered his face with clear-cut features towards the girl; his muscles bulged under a tight T-shirt. Nikki looked at the frowning Jerry and winked too, turning her wheelchair to follow Smith. 
 
    The path took them by well-mowed lawns with tables and benches, shaded by huge ancient oaks with long gnarled branches and knotty roots. 
 
    “A lot of students like to work in the park,” said Smith pointing at the lawn. “They often sit here, or just lie on the grass. You do get bored with your room and the classrooms. Outside the castle walls there is an old forest; it’s even better there, for there are lakes, brooks, rocks.” 
 
    “Are there any deer?” asked Nikki. 
 
    “A whole herd!” exclaimed Smith. “And the leader is a real white stag, a rarity of an animal!” 
 
    “Wow!” Nikki’s eyes glittered, and she forgot the arrogant Count Redinburg, the unpleasant experience had jarred her. 
 
    The ten-floor Leopard Tower was rising higher and higher at the end of the path; it was built of grey rough stone (or a successful imitation) and crowned by a steep glass roof with gilded lattice and a tall pinnacle. The flag of the Order of the Leopards hung listlessly by the entrance: a prancing black leopard against a yellow background. 
 
    All four Order towers were connected by lower, five-storied buildings forming a rectangle around the castle park. 
 
    In the center stood the Main Tower which contained administration rooms and the living quarters for single professors. 
 
    A transparent dome that secured the atmosphere was located on the floor of the five-storied buildings, only the tips of the School towers mounted above that floor. 
 
    “Levels six to ten are residential ones,” Smith explained on the way. “This year the freshmen live on the tenth floor, a month ago the graduates moved out of there. The third-years, that’s us, live on…” 
 
    “On the seventh floor,” Nikki calculated immediately. “And the undergrads live on the ninth floor.” 
 
    “Right!” said Smith with admiration and opened the tower’s heavy door for her. “Here’s our mess room!” 
 
    Nikki entered a large cool room decorated in the style of an old castle: walls made of large crude slabs of stone were covered with tapestries; a huge fireplace towered in the center, a circle of the same grey stone. Leather-bound armchairs and sofas were scattered around it. 
 
    The corners of the mess room were taken up by tall cabinets displaying an assortment of curia – seashells, stones, statues, printed books in ancient gilded binding. Nikki did not spot a single screen – they were obviously incompatible with the general atmosphere. And, after all, once in a while you need to take a break from TV and computers. 
 
    Apart from the main entrance, there were several other doors in the room. 
 
    “There are no classrooms on the first floor,” Nikki’s guide went on. “This is the café, it’s under the math block.” Smith nodded at the door on the left, and then pointed right: “And that’s the swimming pool, it’s under the humanities block. On the other side of the castle is the medical floor, inside the biology block, and underneath the cybernetics block there’s a 24-hour Space Beetle Bar and a beauty parlor.  
 
    “What about this door?” Nikki nodded at the far-away massive double door piece made of wood and cast metal. 
 
    “Let’s go, I’ll show you,” Smith said willingly. 
 
    He pulled at the intricate iron handle and revealed a wide gap, its upper end filled with blooming green branches. A path ran straight from the door, and soon disappeared amid the trees and thick shrubbery. 
 
    “It’s our forest!” said Smith with pride. “Would you care to take a look?” 
 
    Nikki longed to, but made an effort and refused. 
 
    “I’ll do that later. How do I get to the tenth floor?” 
 
    “Here’s the elevator.” Smith took her to yet another door. There was a winding staircase right by it, going up. 
 
    The elevator went up, and Smith began talking about the other floors of their tower. 
 
    “On the second floor we have a small hall, seating a couple of hundred people; it’s for movies, concerts and meetings of our Order. The third and the fourth floors are for independent studies: the quiet theoreticians prefer the third floor, while the forth one is run and ransacked by the experimentalists. The fifth floor is the technical one, emergency spacesuits are stored there, as well as the sports equipment – the wings, scooters… 
 
    “Wings?” exclaimed Nikki, and her heart began to pound. “May I have a look?” 
 
    “Sure!” Smith beamed. “I am the third-year Leopard champion in aerobatics!” 
 
    Smith stopped the elevator on the fifth floor, and they entered a large room filled to the brim with a variety of strange-looking gadgets and apparatuses.  
 
    “These are mine!” said Smith with pride, pointing at the black wings with grey wedges that looked very much like a flying bat. There was a gap in their center, big enough for a human to fit in. 
 
    Nikki, enchanted, pattered the tightly stretched surface, it responded with the soft friendly humming vibration. The sound was quite musical. Now Nikki knew how the wings would sing in the windy heights… 
 
    “Is it difficult to learn to fly?” she asked, in a whisper. 
 
    “Almost anyone can just fly.” Smith could not stop himself, casting a quick glance at Nikki’s wheelchair. “To fly well is much more difficult.” 
 
    Nikki noticed that the shapes and the structures of the wings were all different – apparently, every pilot chose or designed their own, according to their liking. She sighed and hurried to the door, to avoid further disappointment. 
 
    On the tenth floor she left the elevator, cast a quick look around and said: 
 
    “Thank you very much, Smith, I will manage on my own from here…” For some reason, she wanted to enter her new home alone. 
 
    Smith wiped the disappointment off his bony face and took out his T-phone: 
 
    “Here’s my number.” He pushed a button. “Call me any time if you need anything.” 
 
    “Sure.” Nikki smiled at him. The centaur with her coffers rolled out of the elevator and stopped too. 
 
    The doors of the elevator clicked shut; Smith was gone, while Nikki took a long, careful look around. She will be spending her next five years here – unless something cuts her stay short. She found herself in a round hall, thirty feet in diameter, with sofas, tables and screens on the windowless walls. The room opened into a large passage that led to a single window – a large lancer one. 
 
    Nikki rolled out onto the balcony and took in the magnificent view of the castle’s inner space, covered by the almost invisible dome. She looked at the green lawns and the mighty trees, at the Main Tower with its golden clock and the flag of the School, threw her head back and yelled ecstatically. 
 
    There were two more doors in the hall: one was marked by a symbol of a running boy with a kite, the other one with a girl standing in the wind, with an umbrella, in a large loose skirt. 
 
    Still smiling happily, Nikki opened the door with the girl symbol. The windowless corridor lit up by the torch-shaped wall lamps, with wisps of artificial flame, which curved to the right and led to a dead end. The inner right wall separated the corridor from the round central hall and the elevator. There were a dozen doors in the left wall. 
 
    Nikki went back to the elevator and, having knocked first, looked into the boys’ corridor. It ran along the other side of the hall and also led to a dead end. There were more doors here, about a dozen and a half. 
 
    The girl then figured it out: the partition at the end of the corridor could be moved; each year it would divide the circular corridor in a different way.  
 
    Judging by this year’s location of the partition, ten Leopard girls and fifteen boys with the similar types of character had joined the Order. The doors in the circular corridor led to the student’s rooms that, apparently, extended all the way to the outer wall of the tower. The rooms were obviously sectoral, widening towards the outer end – how else would you cut a round cake-tower so that each tenant got a window? 
 
    Nikki returned to the girls’ corridor, thought for a while and pushed the door of the room marked seven. The door opened into a narrow, yet widening hall with a closet where a spacesuit was hanging already. There was another door in the opposite wall, it led to a larger room with the door of the bathroom on the left, and something like a small table with a mirror and an electric coffee machine on the right. Nikki glanced inside the bathroom and whistled in amazement. 
 
    Another door led Nikki into a spacious room with a window that took up the entire wall. Here were a bed, a built-in closet, a table with a monitor and a working chair. In the corner, by the window, there was a small coffee table and two low, easy chairs. 
 
    Nikki rolled over to the curved outer window-wall and gasped in amazement, in front of her was a green forest with a lake; large white birds and smaller grey ones glided above the water. 
 
    Further to the left there was a tower with a golden pinnacle and a flag that featured a silver Owl with widespread wings against a light blue background. The glass roof of the science block between the Owl and the Leopard towers revealed sophisticated instruments, complex three-dimensional geometric figures, potted plants and numerous tables with monitors. 
 
    Looking left, Nikki saw part of the inner courtyard with benches under sycamore trees. 
 
    She called Jerry from her T-phone. 
 
    “Have you chosen a room?” asked Nikki. 
 
    “No… I am still being shown around the tower,” answered Jerry with a touch of embarrassment. 
 
    “Call me when you get to choosing,” said Nikki tepidly and hung up without waiting for his answer. 
 
    Then she showed the patient robot where to put her stuff. Once the luggage was safely stored in the closet, the centaur rolled off, moving adroitly his dozen legs-on-wheels. 
 
    The T-phone chirruped.  
 
    “Whew,” said Jerry. “I hardly got rid of her.” 
 
    “Do you see me from the window?” asked Nikki, rode closer to the glass and waved. 
 
    “No, all I see is the forest,” said Jerry. 
 
    “Try to find a room with the view of the Leopard Tower,” suggested Nikki. “From my room, I see the forest, the Owl Tower and even the courtyard.” 
 
    Jerry’s tiny figure popped up in a window of the Owl Tower; he waved. 
 
    “Perfect!” cried Nikki happily. “We will be able to establish visual and laser communication!” 
 
    “What do you plan to do next?” asked Jerry. “We still have more than three hours to kill before reception.” 
 
    “I’ll get settled and rest a while…” said Nikki evasively. Then she hung up, made another call and took the elevator somewhere. 
 
    Ten minutes before the reception Jerry called Nikki. 
 
    “Are you ready?” he asked. 
 
    “Could you come and pick me up?” said Nikki. “Floor ten, room seven.” 
 
    When Nikki opened the door, Jerry thought he walked into a wrong room. 
 
    Standing inside and looking at him was a tall –girl – almost his height! – a complete stranger in a light-blue high-collared evening dress. Her hair emitted a strange glitter in the gloom. 
 
    “Nikki?” asked Jerry, awe-stricken. 
 
    She smiled. Her hair drew his eye like a magnet. Nikki had spent the last three hours at the School’s beauty parlor, where Louise, the hairdresser, whistling with professional delight, washed the orange dye off Nikki’s crystal hair, spent two hours styling it and then gave Nikki a lot of practical tips, as well as helping her select a dress that matched the color of her eyes. 
 
    Nikki waited excitedly for Jerry’s reaction. 
 
    “I’ll-be-damned!” exhaled Jerry in awe, looking at her eager, lovely face framed by the wealth of semi-transparent locks. 
 
    Nikki gave a sigh of relief and invited him into the room where the vacant wheelchair was waiting. It was the first time Jerry saw Nikki standing, which also made a special impression. 
 
    In the room, the sun’s rays illuminated the girl’s hair, her transparent locks turned into glimmering silver streams punctuated with multicolored sparks. 
 
    “By Mimas!” said Jerry, still staring at her in admiration. “Why would you hide this crystal marvel under that orange paint?” 
 
    “Oh, stop it; let’s go to dinner,” said Nikki, thoroughly pleased. 
 
      
 
    When they got to the reception hall, they were greeted by the delighted howling of the students who had filled up the table shaped as a large circle. The delight was, obviously, caused by Nikki, who looked absolutely stunning: in her elegant blue dress, with a fantastic crystal hairdo, she sat with natural grace in her wheelchair, as if it were a throne. 
 
    The principal met them gallantly midway to the circular table and invited them to sit to his left. Sitting next to them were the teachers whom they had already met and several strangers. Professor Milic tapped on a resonant glass, calling everyone to attention – or at least to silence. 
 
    “I would like to, in the name of all those present…” The voice of the principal rose to solemn heights, “give a hearty welcome to…” The principal made a meaningful pause, “the head and the oldest member of the School’s Board of Trustees, Mr. Higgins and his esteemed wife, Mrs. Higgins!” 
 
    An imposing gentleman sitting to the right from the principal nodded condescendingly to acknowledge the polite round of applause, while the mature lady with an abundantly exposed back who sat next to him flashed a Hollywood smile. 
 
    “I am also honored to introduce to all those present the new champion and the record-holder for Einstein School, Miss Nikki Greenwich!” 
 
    A much heartier round of applause resounded from the students’ side of the table; there were even some enthusiastic shouts. 
 
    “During the matriculation she demonstrated unbelievable talent and courage, having scored a record number of points in Physics and Astronomy, as well as showing commendable knowledge of other subjects. Even in History, Miss Greenwich distinguished herself through her minute knowledge of the texts of ancient philosophers and scored two hundred points for a single answer!” 
 
    More applause and shouting; in response, Nikki timidly bowed her beautiful crystal head. 
 
    “I would also like to introduce Mr. Gerald Walker, our new student who has highly impressed the School Computer with his proficiency in Cybernetics and Mathematics.” 
 
    Jerry was also greeted with loud applause and whistles.  
 
    “I would like to point out,” went on Professor Milic, “that, despite his young age, he already found a practical application for his knowledge, acting as a technical expert at the investigation into a major crime and discovering a serious error in the construction of certain types of robots!” 
 
    Excited buzz and more applause forced Jerry’s face to redden. 
 
    “Now I suggest that we all start our dinner. You have the menu in front of you,” said the principal, addressing Nikki and Jerry. “All you need to do is to dial the number of your selections on your T-phones, and they will be brought to you immediately. If in doubt, you can summon a service robot by pushing a button on the table.” 
 
    The principal took his seat, turned to the head of the trustees and started a polite conversation with him. 
 
    Rustling of the old-fashioned paper menus adorned with golden vignettes came from all around the table; the diners began to talk, keeping their voices low. To Jerry’s left, with her young lovely face aglow, sat Mysoft, Professor of Cybernetics whose dress was the color of maple trees. The professor promptly ordered a quiche-Lorraine and leaned over to Jerry and Nikki. 
 
    “If you need my suggestions,” she said in a friendly voice, “do not hesitate to ask, I would be happy to help. I am a connoisseur of the School cuisine.” 
 
    “I would like some smoked eel,” said Nikki after scanning the menu; she was particularly interested in trying new types of seafood. 
 
    “An excellent choice,” nodded Professor Mysoft approvingly. 
 
    Nikki added a salad to her order, and then, after a small hesitation, her regular glass of Chianti, though without much hope – she did not expect the local kitchen chip to be aware of her special needs.  
 
    Jerry had no need for the professor’s advice: he ordered roasted pork medallions, garlic bread with hot goat cheese and a non-alcoholic beer that the students were allowed to drink. 
 
    While waiting for the food, they started a friendly conversation with Professor Mysoft: Nikki liked her the moment they met by the Main Tower. 
 
    “You have done exceptionally well in Math,” said the professor to Jerry, “and your answer in Cybernetics was above all praise. The robot that violated the Main Imperatives of the processor was the one that attacked you, Miss Greenwich?” 
 
    Nikki nodded. 
 
    “A nasty story,” said Professor Mysoft with a shudder. “I still cannot understand how you managed to survive. I know well the design of that armored giant – it is intended to be used in highly aggressive surroundings. It’s often called a two-legged tank. If it was somehow programmed to chase you, you could only be saved by a miracle.” 
 
    The girl shrugged; she did not feel like going into the painful details of the attack here, at a festive table, in the anticipation of a lovely dinner. 
 
    “I think,” said Mysoft to Jerry, “that you should write a contribution to the Einstein School Research Journal on the bypass of the robots’ Main Imperatives through re-programming of auxiliary video chips.” 
 
    “Me?” said Jerry, startled. “A contribution, to a scientific journal?” 
 
    “Sure,” nodded Professor Mysoft. “I will help with the technicalities.” 
 
    “Thank you!” Jerry turned pink with pleasure and embarrassment. Nikki shared his delight and felt even better disposed towards Professor Mysoft. 
 
    The loud voice of Mr. Higgins, who was accustomed to being the center of everyone’s attention, then interrupted them. The trustee said in a condescending tone: 
 
    “This is going to be your first year at the School, Professor Mysoft?” 
 
    “Yes, Mr. Higgins,” confirmed Mysoft. “Apart from the five years that I’ve spent here as a student, at the Order of the Owls.” And she smiled, more at Jerry and Nikki than Mr. Higgins. 
 
    “I might mention that the decision of the Board of Trustees to grant you this position was by no means unanimous. Quite a few believed – and still believe – that you are still too young to be a professor…” said Mr. Higgins imperiously. 
 
    “As far as I know,” said Mysoft, turning slightly red, “I had the highest professional rating amid all the candidates for this position. I was the only winner of the Winer Prize. And I am very happy that the School’s Academic Board has chosen me, and…” She inclined her head slightly in the direction of Higgins, “that this decision was approved by the Board of Trustees.” 
 
    “It was only approved by a small majority… by a very small majority,” declared Mr. Higgins, who obviously enjoyed looking at Professor Mysoft’s face turning a deeper shade of red. “I sincerely hope that the Academic Board has not made a mistake and has not overestimated you and the Prize of that… what’s his name… Winer. And please keep in mind that I will watch closely whether you prove worthy of this most responsible position,” finished Higgins, almost threatening, and it became apparent that he had voted against promoting this young and nonconformist lady to the rank of Professor. 
 
    The dialog was painful not only for Professor Mysoft, but for all of the teachers and students, yet no one dared to contradict the arrogant Head of Trustees. 
 
    Fortunately, the waiter-robots rolled into the room, bringing orders, and everyone stirred in relief. To Nikki’s amazement, a lovely little centaur with a long neck and green bulging eyes dutifully brought her a glass of Chianti on his tray-back: apparently, Big Teresa had gotten in touch with the School Service Computer; Nikki remembered the stern doctor with a warm feeling. 
 
    She sipped some wine and tucked into the smoked eel. It was more tender than any fish she had eaten before. The salad leaves with ripe blue cheese, crunchy slices of fried meat and olive oil were also quite good. 
 
    “Miss Greenwich!” Mr. Higgins’ voice came sharp as a whip. “May I ask what in your glass?” 
 
    “Martian Chianti,” Nikki said easily, inhaled its lovely aroma and swallowed some more. “It comes from the vineyards of the northern part of the Grand Canyon, two years old. It’s quite good, I suggest you try it.” 
 
    The students gasped, then began to whisper, then hushed, expecting the clap of thunder. The teachers cast incredulous glances at Nikki, Mr. Higgins and Professor Milic. 
 
    “Principal Milic!” Mr. Higgins went purple and puffed up as a toad. “You have minors consuming alcohol on your School premises! Right in front of the Head of the Board of Trustees, right in front of the principal! This is not just an open insult and a breach of all regulations, it is… it is…” Mr. Higgins’ words failed him in his fury. “It is a crime! A serious penalty is stipulated by the Lunar Code for this grave offence!” 
 
    “Mr. Higgins,” said Professor Milic nervously – same as the kitchen chip, he seemed to be aware of Nikki’s special tastes. “We have a unique case here…” 
 
    “Nonsense! Are you trying to justify this most objectionable conduct!” 
 
    “This… beverage has been included in Miss Greenwich’s diet by the special prescription of doctors at the Lunar Hospital,” Professor Milic went on persuasively. “The law makes exceptions for such cases, so there has been no violation. 
 
    “However, I would like to emphasize,” went on the principal, turning his stern face towards the other students, who were looking at each other wide-eyed, in a mixture of delight and amazement, “that this unique exception has been made specifically for Miss Greenwich, because of her… most unusual background. As for all other students, they are still strictly prohibited to consume any kind of alcohol within the walls of our School.” 
 
    Nikki did not feel like joining in the conversation, as long as no one addressed her directly. 
 
    “Please, do understand,” the principal pleaded with the Trustee, “that any attempts to eliminate… this particular beverage from Miss Greenwich’s diet may be regarded as a deliberate violation of her medical routine, which in turn may be regarded as another violation of the law… a fairly serious one…” 
 
    Mr. Higgins now resembled an insulted shark that had a tasty fish snatched out of its mouth at the very last moment. His purple face turned an ever deeper shade; however, he did understand that the doctors’ prescription was a powerful argument, so he tucked gloomily into his food. A bellied glass of the best lunar cognac stood next to his plate.  
 
    Ill-concealed chuckles came from the students, while teachers lowered their faces over their plates, offering broad smiles to the beefsteaks, shrimp and fish filets therein. 
 
    An awkward pause ensured, which was broken abruptly by Mrs. Higgins, who decided to use her social skills to ease the situation. 
 
    “Professor Milic, this morning I’ve noticed, with great aggravation, that the dwarf lunar magnolias planted by the Main Tower are in a deplorable – I daresay critical – condition! It is one of the rarest endemics, I went to great pains to procure those plants!” she told the principal fretfully, spicing her speech with a fashionable French accent. “They are being tended by the robots, aren’t they? Absolutely unacceptable! Absolutely unacceptable! Only a human eye is a fine enough instrument for such a demanding task as looking after those delicate plants!” 
 
    “I will personally inspect your most valued gift and make all necessary arrangements, Mrs. Higgins,” said Professor Milic hurriedly. Even though Nikki had very few doubts left that the magnolias were actually thriving, while Mrs. Higgins was suffering from an attack of what the mourning psychologist had called paranoid narcissism… 
 
    “Besides, Professor Milic,” went on the worthy lady, her voice getting stern, “I could not help noticing that certain students, especially females, allow themselves most extravagant dresses, hairstyles, etc.” She cast a meaningful glance at Nikki. “This should definitely be discouraged! High morals should be maintained at all times and at all costs!” 
 
    Her glance focused on Nikki’s glass, then shifted to the principal, who started to fidget. 
 
    “Of course, of course,” he agreed, with a polite smile frozen to his lips. 
 
    Nikki, unperturbed, savored her smoked eel, but then the Head of Trustees Higgins popped up again – he was apparently not feeling right after the Chianti fiasco. 
 
    “Miss Greenwich, I have seen on TV the press-conference that you have so discourteously arranged on the school grounds this morning. That interview made a most unfavorable impression. I must insist that, in the future, before arranging anything of the kind, you obtain a permission of the principal or the Board of Trustees. Besides, your strange and even provocative statements regarding all those… assaults and assassinations…you irresponsibly instill unpleasant criminality and disturbance into the quiet academic atmosphere of our School; the atmosphere saturated with sweet childhood emotions, the spirit of learning and creativity!” 
 
    “Mr. Higgins,” said Nikki, breaking away from her food reluctantly, “you seem to be badly misinformed. I never invited the press to the School; they came here to cover the matriculation. As for my provocative statements… Robbie, does the School Charter say something that limits the rights of the students to publicly express their opinions on school grounds?” 
 
    “No,” answered Robbie from the pocket of her wheelchair. “Your press conference was not a violation of the School rules. Besides, you may invite the journalists here at any time, as your personal guests, as long as it does not interfere with the learning process.” 
 
    “So there you go, Mr. Higgins,” said Nikki calmly. “The Moon is a very democratic planet, so I intend to base all my pronouncements on the freedom of speech and on my right to state the truth. For it is the truth that there are some powerful forces at work that pursue their own clandestine interests and brush all obstacles out of their way. I am sure that you, as one of the most notorious representatives of this society, know full well that there are people in this society who are capable of destroying a spaceship with its crew and escaping unpunished. Even I somehow got in their way, which is why they sent a half-ton robot with a plasma cutter and a heavy nail gun to hunt me down. It will be a long time before I can wear a fashionable dress with an open back.” Nikki, in her turn, cast a meaningful look at Mrs. Higgins’ dress, “all because of my… encounter with that robot. And that definitely won’t be the end of the story…” 
 
    “You mean to say,” said Mr. Higgins indignantly, “that you are hiding here, inflicting potential danger on the other students!” 
 
    “I don’t think that the students are in any way endangered by my presence,” shrugged Nikki, “but I won’t deny that I pawned all my property to get to the School that guarantees its students the highest degree of security – that’s what is stated on the official website of this School. It is my principle to trust written statements; at the same time, I hate unwritten rules and undercover intrigues. Should the School Charter state that any girl persecuted by an adult assassin is expressly forbidden to join the School, I would have certainly taken that into account and looked for some other place! 
 
    The students giggled. Nikki, who considered the case closed, went back to her food. Alas, that was naïve of her. 
 
    “You’re still too young to make such independent statements!” persisted Mr. Higgins, his face still red. “You are socially immature! You still have a long way to go before you turn into a respectable member of the society: you need to learn a useful trade, as well as a way to make money – to toil for your bread, so to say!” 
 
    Nikki was dreadfully sick of this Mr. Higgins character. 
 
    “At my immature age,” she said sharply, “I have single-handedly sustained an independent space colony for ten years, and thus earned five million golden dollars. I still have blisters from the physical labor.” She showed him her firm palms, turned upwards. “And what about you, Mr. Higgins, how much had you earned at my age, or, let’s be generous, by now? Can you show me your blisters?” 
 
    “I earn my money with my head, not my hands!” hissed Mr. Higgins, his face purple; no one had ever spoken to him with such impudence. “For half a century I have been running one of the Moon’s oldest banks!” 
 
    He tried to regain his composure, as well as his arrogance. 
 
    “I would like to point out that we, the School’s Trustees, make ample annual donations to the School Fund; thus I expect you show the utmost respect to the people who have given you a chance to attend this elite and highly esteemed establishment!” 
 
    Having said that, he pushed up his plump chin, while his wife, to show her solidarity, straightened her skinny, bare back. 
 
    “Robbie,” said Nikki icily, “how much has Mr. Higgins donated to the Einstein School foundation?” 
 
    “Three and a half million, over the course of forty two years’ worth of term as a member of the Board of Trustees,” Robbie declared promptly. 
 
    Higgins turned an even deeper shade of red and began to gasp, still resembling a shark, but now one being dragged ashore. 
 
    “That’s not too much,” chuckled Nikki. “I will have to contribute seven and a half million to the School funds within the five years of my studies. Robbie, how much does the School spend on one student?” Nikki asked carelessly, without turning her head. 
 
    The students began to buzz. 
 
    “About seven hundred thousand per year; not including security, those expenditures are classified.” 
 
    The buzzing increased in volume, and Professor Milic began to turn his head nervously. 
 
    “There you go, Mr. Higgins,” said Nikki looking at the Trustee. “This college is quite a profitable business, and its existence does not depend on your contributions. Meaning I am under no obligation to you – I am paying for my tuition, bringing Einstein School more profit than all your donations combined. By the way, Robbie, how much money has Mr. Higgins made so far?” 
 
    “That is a tricky question,” said Robbie. “The bulk of Mr. Higgins’ personal wealth is made up of the majority stake in the Higgins Moon Bank that he inherited from his father. The market value of this stake has more than halved over the last forty eight years, from five hundred ten to two hundred thirty million dollars.” 
 
    The diners gasped, then buzzed, while Mrs. Higgins stared in panic at her stone-still husband. 
 
    “Ha-ha-ha!” came Nikki’s merry laughter. “So the mentor of the immature youngsters has not made any money himself; but he does have plenty of experience losing it! Why then would he give to the School those of his father’s millions that he took such great pains not to waste? No need to answer that, Robbie; it is more than obvious that the social status of a member of the Board of Trustees for Einstein School brings a banker numerous advantages. I still wonder, how can people with such brains dare teach life wisdom to others?” 
 
    “You need to be trained good manners, Miss Greenwich, before you are allowed to sit at the table with real ladies and gentlemen!” cried Mr. Higgins in outrage. 
 
    “I hope,” said Nikki, raising her brows arrogantly, “that part of this training will be devoted to explaining how and why gentlemen who make insulting remarks to wheelchair-bound ladies still consider themselves gentlemen?” 
 
    “Let’s get out of here, darling!” Mr. Higgins jumped up, stretching his hand in his wife’s direction. “I cannot remain in this company any longer. As the oldest Trustee of this School, I am absolutely sure that we will soon see the last of this Miss Greenwich!” 
 
    “Possibly,” said Nikki, unperturbed, “But I would not advise you to start working on my expulsion single-handedly. For you are too vulnerable… Your clients will be much surprised when they find out from the press that the director of their bank, lackluster as he is, instead of looking for the best investments of their funds, proved… eh… so inadequate that he turned his energies towards taking personal revenge on an orphaned, disabled girl… I cannot predict as to how your jittery clients will react and what will happen to your bank. But I believe that you, experienced as you are in business, know the consequences much better!” 
 
    Mrs. Higgins, going as pale as a bed sheet with a family coat-of-arms, cast a horrified glance at Nikki and hastily followed her outraged husband. 
 
    Once the door slammed behind them, the long-constrained laughter of the students filled the hall space full to the brimming ceiling, and most professors joined in. The principal was the only one to sit there with a rueful face, while Professor Dermurray looked even more sullen than usual. 
 
    “It looks like you are going to bring new complexity to our life, Miss Greenwich,” said Professor Milic with a sigh. 
 
    “Life is inherently complex, sir,” replied Nikki philosophically, returning to her unfinished eel, which was now cold – that quarrelsome Higgins be damned! 
 
    When the reception was over, Jerry saw Nikki to the elevator of her tower. 
 
    “Who was that, at the very end, the connoisseur of etiquette?” he asked before the elevator doors slid shut. 
 
    “Arabella Bishop from Captain Blood,” said Nikki with a yawn. “Goodnight, Jerry.” 
 
      
 
    Nikki woke up, opened her eyes; it took her a moment to realize where she was. Once she did, she was swept with delight. It’s her new wonderful room at Einstein School, and she’s going to spend five years here! The heavy old-fashioned curtains – she liked them a lot – flew to the sides, and bright sunlight saturated the room. 
 
    The girl was amazed at the color of the School sky. In her greenhouse on the asteroid, the dome had been transparent with neutral coloring and the sun moved fast along the black sky of her loneliness. The aged celestial plastic at the Hospital shimmered like a dull mother-of-pearl. The School dome not only adjusted the light according to Earth-time, setting up the daily rhythm of life at the School, it also dispersed the sunlight in the same way as the atmosphere, acquiring the same tint of heavenly blue. 
 
    Nikki noticed small lighter wisps on the dome: they shed transparent shadows on the forest. 
 
    “What are they, Robbie?” 
 
    “Imitation of the clouds,” explained her friend. “Certain kinds of trees should not be overheated, so the dome monitors their temperature. During sun storms, it gets completely overcast.” 
 
    The girl had never seen clouds before, even imitations, and was now studying them eagerly. 
 
    Yet, it was time to start the day. Nikki got out of bed slowly, trying not to make any sharp moves, went through the set of exercises prescribed by the doctors for her back and neck, and proceeded to the shower. 
 
    The shower turned out to be out-of-this-world, the girl could have spent ages enjoying the hot powerful jet. Yet, her empty stomach reminded her that it was time to have breakfast. Nikki got dressed and, with revulsion, settled into her wheelchair – by now she was sick of it. 
 
    Jerry was already at the café, he waved when he saw her. They got a table by the window in the castle’s outer wall. A great view of a lawn and the edge of the forest raised Nikki’s spirits at once. She was dressed in simple black overalls, yet her unusual hairdo made her stand out amid the few students scattered through the hall. 
 
    With great interest, Nikki studied the regular menu of the college. She found it excellent, though it did not mention smoked eel. It made Nikki feel even better about having tried the eel at the special, reception dinner, and even more frustrated about the interruption that had prevented her from fully enjoying it. 
 
    They placed their orders and sat waiting for the centaur robots to bring the food. The waiting time was by no means wasted: formulas and three-dimensional models of molecules sailed across the tabletop, followed by quotes from great thinkers and fragments from various textbooks. If you touched one, you would hear a didactic voice that soon became quite annoying: 
 
      
 
    Muonic Hydrogen is a compact atom of Hydrogen that, instead of an electron… 
 
      
 
    “Have your checked your college e-box yet?” asked Jerry, secretly marveling at Nikki’s fresh complexion and crystal locks. 
 
    “Yes, it already has a few dozen messages from freshmen,” said Nikki. “They all want to share my table. Looks like the choice of your meal partners is an important ritual here.” 
 
    “We will have to spend two or three hours a day in their company,” agreed Jerry. “And we’ll discuss all sorts of things, get the news from the other Orders, establish the necessary contacts and friendships…” 
 
    “Well, what are we going to do with this whole crowd that wants to share our table?” exclaimed Nikki. 
 
    “A whole crowd is to be expected, since you are the champion and the record holder; sharing a table with you would be considered a great privilege,” laughed Jerry. “Especially after yesterday’s hilarity… It is my good luck that I’ve managed to make it ahead of the line.” 
 
    “Send a thank-you note to Big Teresa,” smiled Nikki. “But still, how are we going to choose our tablemates? I do not know any of them, should we let Robbie read the whole list, and then we will think it over?” 
 
    “I will read the list of your correspondents, starting with those who have scored the most number of points.” Robbie, pedantic as ever, immediately began to work on Nikki’s request. “Number one is Hao Shon. Number two is Dzintara Shihin. Number three is…” 
 
    “Wait, they have not as yet been assigned to the Orders!” exclaimed Nikki. “How are we to decide?” 
 
    “I am more or less familiar with the assignment algorithm,” Omniscient Robbie muttered contemptuously. “I will give you the two-sigma, or ninety five percent, guarantee as to where these students will be assigned. Hao Shon will join the Order of the Stags, and Dzintara Shihin – the Order of the Dragons.” 
 
    “That’s exactly what we need,” Jerry pointed out. 
 
    Just then the robots arrived with an amazing breakfast, so the conversation stopped for a while. 
 
    “What do you know about them, Robbie?” asked Nikki a little later, over coffee. 
 
    “Hao’s professional interest is mathematics; his hobbies consist of Oriental martial arts and ancient Japanese poetry. He was born and raised on Earth, in Peking…” 
 
    “Where is it?” asked Nikki. 
 
    “Why, the capital of China,” said Jerry, surprised. 
 
    “You know that I am hopeless in terrestrial geography,” grimaced Nikki. “Go ahead, Robbie.” 
 
    “Hao completed his first tuition cycle in Peking, the second one in Boston, in les États-Unis, where he had moved together with his parents…” 
 
    “What is a tuition cycle?” interrupted Nikki again. 
 
    “The first cycle consists of the first four years of school,” Jerry explained readily. “The second cycle is the next four years. It is believed that it’s advantageous to do the first and second cycles in two different places. Or, even better, in two different countries, to broaden your worldview and to improve your language skills. Then, after those two cycles, the students go on to high school.” 
 
    “Is Hao on Earth right now?” asked Nikki. 
 
    “Yes, the message came from the North of Boston. I can add that his parents are both engineers. Aviation industry and household appliances. Middle-class income.” 
 
    “He’s an interesting guy, just from Earth, a mathematician,” Nikki said thoughtfully. “What do you think, Jerry? Should we invite him?” 
 
    “I’m OK with that.” 
 
    “What do you know about Dzintara?” Nikki asked Robbie. 
 
    “Dzintara was born and completed her first tuition cycle in Moscow, Russia. Then she moved with her family to the Moon, to Luna City, and completed her second cycle here. She is into literature and music. Her hobby is painting.” 
 
    “That sounds good, too,” said Nikki. 
 
    “Dzintara’s father is the head of one of the largest lunar companies. His main business is lunar concrete, robots and manufacturing of Helium-3. Upper-class income. The dynasty was founded more than three hundred years ago in Russia.” 
 
    “I suggest we invite her, I saw Dzintara on TV, it was a literary contest,” said Jerry. “Dzintara won it, and then gave an interview. I liked her: she seemed quiet, intelligent and not snobbish at all.” 
 
    “Is she attractive?” asked Nikki, raising an eyebrow. 
 
    “Stunning,” smiled Jerry. “But she won’t have too many chances next to you.” 
 
    “Well,” shrugged Nikki, “It does not make sense to live in a vacuum; we have to learn to be competitive at some point… I have never interacted with a girl my age before. I believe it will be quite an experience. So let’s invite Hao and Dzintara, but we will make the final decision after everyone is assigned to their Order. Now, let’s go take a look at that forest… Actually, I was invited to go there yesterday, but I decided to leave it for later, to go with you.” 
 
    “Thanks!” said Jerry with a wide grin, and got up from the table. 
 
      
 
    The castle was surrounded by an amazing forest, very thick and really wild, with fallen trees, underwood and stumps; there was a mixture of various types of trees – pines, maples, oaks, birches. Only a path made of light-colored lunar concrete, which Nikki used for riding and Jerry for walking, made it any different from a wild Earth forest. Also, the numerous meadows were carefully mowed by mower robots. 
 
    Nikki savored the wholesome air, saturated by the aroma of fresh grass and rich soil. Around them, unseen birds chirruped, as the cool shadows of the tree leaves made for tricky patterns on the road. 
 
    “I say,” began Jerry, “you keep amazing me! How come you are speaking so boldly with adults? Where did you learn it? Yesterday you thrashed that Head of Trustees like a little boy. Even the teachers had just sat there, not daring to say a word.” 
 
    “That is the wrong way to put your question, Jerry,” laughed Nikki. “I am not bold, you’re all simply cowards. You were taught – forced! – to be afraid of people like him. While you were growing up, weren’t you constantly surrounded by the grown-up people, who seemed incredibly big, clever and powerful to a small child? Those supermen told you what to do and, if you did not obey, you were punished; it cements the submission reflex in children. Now, try to remember a strict teacher from your first years at school…” 
 
    “It’d hard not to!” Jerry winced. “Mrs. Perkins… She was huge, domineering – the way she looked at you, the way she boomed, ‘How you dare not to do your homework?’ – It made you shiver. Some first-grade scaredy-cats would emerge from her class with wet pants.” 
 
    “What’s her name?” 
 
    “Ginevra,” remembered Jerry with an effort. 
 
    “Now imagine that you come up to the ferocious Mrs. Ginevra Perkins before class and start talking with her casually, cracking jokes all the meanwhile. ‘Hi, Ginny, how’s life? You have a crazy hairdo today; naughty girl, did you spend another night chasing cats on the roof?’ Well, something along those lines. Could you do something like that – like, on a bet?” 
 
    “Never!” Jerry burst out laughing and could not stop for a long time. “I would never, ever be able to do anything like it! Physically impossible!” 
 
    “Indeed!” said Nikki, nodding. “You have that psychological barrier resulting from the acquired submission reflex. It is very hard for you to address an adult informally, using his or her nickname. As we grow up, the reflex becomes weaker, but our cultural environment provides another set of submission stereotypes in its stead: you have to obey your boss and other powerful people; you have to attend one of the numerous churches; you have to struggle to improve your social standing and, at the same time, to remember where you belong, and so on. So adults have their own barriers; as for School professors, they also have their contracts that depend on the members of the Board of Trustees.” 
 
    “Are you trying to say that you do not have any barriers?” asked Jerry in amazement. 
 
    “Right on, I do not have any acquired social reflexes,” Nikki said calmly. “I was the oldest and the smartest in my own environment. Well, naturally, Robbie was and is still intellectually superior in many ways, but he never tried to suppress me, to instill any phobias. He was just helping me, and all my wishes, as long as they were realistic, were always granted. Thus I have no deference whatsoever.” 
 
    The girl chuckled. 
 
    “After all, no one fed me, no one protected me; practically speaking, I grew up on my own, so why should I bow to these posh snotty grown-ups, why should I be grateful to them? So, when I see a blockhead, I have no problem telling him that much to their face, even if they are as old as a diplodocus and have too many signs of public appreciation to do them any good!” 
 
    “You’re social dynamite!” laughed Jerry in admiration. “That’s really cool!” 
 
    The path in the woods took them to a bridge suspended over a small stream; the two friends spent some lovely time there, looking at the hatchlings swirling around on a sunny and shallow sandy spot. 
 
    A yellow leaf drifted on the water, the little fish all turned in the same direction and fled to a deeper place. Looked like those hatchlings had acquired their social reflexes back at the roe stage. 
 
    “One other thing that I find really amazing,” said Jerry thoughtfully, “is how easily you ask Robbie all those questions. ‘How much money has Mr. Higgins made?’ – and he is ready with the answer. I do understand that he can dig up the answer from the Web, but it cannot be done instantly! Especially since some of the information is stored on Earth, and every request takes two or three seconds to process, just because of the limitation set by the speed of light. I’m pretty familiar with Lunar Internet, and I cannot understand how Robbie gets the answers so fast.” 
 
    “Well, first of all, I can ask him these questions ahead of time, silently, which gives him time to come up with an answer.” 
 
    “What do you mean by silently?” asked Jerry, perplexed. 
 
    “Well, the two of us are connected… How should I put it… Just imagine, I sort of decide to write a question with a pen, but first I indicate that it is… a virtual action, so then Robbie does not transmit my brain signals to my fingers, but he still understands what’s I’m asking about.” 
 
    “Incredible!” Jerry, again, was amazed. 
 
    “And, second, Robbie himself is incredibly clever,” went on Nikki. Pleased purring came from Robbie’s pocket, and both teens laughed. “He spends all his time online digging up information that I might require. I would imagine that, the moment Mr. Higgins was introduced to us there at dinner, Robbie saw his cue and began collecting data on him. Most probably, he was not digging too deeply to start, but as soon as Mr. Higgins began to dip his long nose into my glass of Chianti, he turned himself into a higher informational priority. I think that even before I started asking questions about Higgins, Robbie had already put together a solid profile on this gentleman and his wife, based on unclassified information.” 
 
    “I confirm these most trivial speculations,” said Robbie pompously. “To collect and process data is my job, and I am much better at it than you, the liquid biosystems.” 
 
    “There you go,” smiled Nikki. “To top of it all off, he is a hardcore silicon-smartass.” 
 
    “By the Capricorn Liver!” cried Jerry excitedly. “He is much smarter and much more emotional than any computer I know, and I do know a lot of cyber systems! Robbie, what are your architecture and processor types?” 
 
    “I am a computer… let’s say… of A10 class,” answered Robbie. 
 
    “That’s not possible!” said Jerry in surprise. “A standard personal computer is of A5 class, only the wealthy guys can afford an A6. A7 and A8 are most typically corporate machines. I know that some research institutes, the war office and Space Service use A9. But I have never heard about A10 class.” 
 
    “It has never been advertised,” answered Robbie. “They made a couple of dozen of us, on the base of the A9 processor, with the new type of architecture; we were expected to be capable of self-tuition on a drastically new level. A pilot series was being tested, and some of the testing was done at various locations. I had my training at the MarsoInstitute, and then I was urgently recalled back to Earth. A Stranger spaceship was used for my delivery, manned by a family crew that was on its way back to Earth together with their daughter Nikki, after five years of contractual work for the MarsoInstitute.” 
 
    “So, this flight was specially arranged to deliver you back!” cried Jerry. For a while, he walked along the path in silence and then turned to Nikki. “Have you ever considered the possibility that the attack on the Stranger, and the one at the hospital, might be connected with Robbie?” 
 
    “No, I haven’t,” said Nikki, frowning. “It never occurred to me…” 
 
    “Well, of course,” Jerry said sarcastically. “You grew up as the center of your own universe, while you were living on that asteroid, and you never attached any value to anyone around you…” 
 
    “Hey, you viper!” said Nikki with a slight irritation and threw a pine cone she had picked up in the woods and kept in her lap during this time at Jerry. The cone hit him smack in the center of his forehead; the boy had no chance to dodge it. 
 
    “You’re too good a shot,” he grumbled, rubbing his forehead. “But please, let me go on. What do you think about this, Robbie?” he asked. “You are a mine of information. Could you, while trawling the world’s sea of data, have inadvertently caught a fish big enough to justify all those attacks?” 
 
    “I do not know,” admitted Robbie, who almost never uttered those words. “First of all, often enough you need proper context to realize the actual value of information. A certain piece of information might look perfectly harmless to me, while for the others, within the context that only they know of, it might present a major threat. Besides, I lost the bulk of my memory after the attack; apart from other things, I no longer have any of the Martian files or notes. Actually, only through Nikki and through certain indirect evidence I have figured out that prior to the crash I was based on Mars.” 
 
    “That’s unfortunate,” said Jerry thoughtfully. “Why did you hesitate before naming your class?” 
 
    “First, after the crash I lost not only a good chunk of my memory, but also a part of my structure, so I had to hastily re-create my own architecture, using all accessible means and sources. I improvised so much that I am not sure if I retained my class after all those tribulations. 
 
    “Second, when Nikki began to use my processor for transmitting her nerve signals, I began to get an unusual amount of information pertaining to human behavior, to your feelings, to the way you, the liquid molecular systems, think. I found out a weird thing: emotions are an integrate part of your mentality. Emotional evaluation of logical inferences optimizes the process of finding a solution. I used many things I had learned from Nikki for the improvement of my own architecture, for, despite everything, you, the walking tubes filled with biosolution, are quite inventive…” 
 
    “It seems to me,” Jerry said pensively, “that currently your class might be even higher than 10: you have a great sense of humor, a plastic box with fine silicon pattern…” 
 
    All three laughed in unison. Yet Jerry’s heart seemed to have developed its own pattern of behavior, it kept stalling at the sound of Nikki’s voice and at the sight of the sun sparkling in her crystal hair. 
 
    “Robbie, and what do you think about yourself? Are you alive?” said Nikki, challenging her electronic friend to a very tricky question. 
 
    “Definitely not,” said Robbie promptly. “I am just a complex logical system. While real life has hormonal motivation.” 
 
    It emitted a rattling laugh and added, mysteriously: 
 
    “It is such a treat to watch it…” 
 
    A clearing appeared at the end of the path, they were approaching Nordlake, the largest lake of the School. 
 
    Suddenly, they heard the loud cackling of wild geese. Nikki shrieked in delight and set her wheelchair in full gear. Jerry watched her from the back in admiration, taking in the fact he had fully realized the day before, when he had first seen Nikki with her crystal hair. 
 
    He had suddenly discovered that he could not live without this amazing girl, that she had become the center of his life, that her kiss of encouragement was the one thing that made him pass that exam. And now he was ready to attack any armed-to-the-teeth bully, only to hear her say, You were like a lion yesterday!; while the sheer memory of her Lean over…  
 
    The boy gasped and shook his head. 
 
    He decided to be honest with himself: he had zero chances of winning her heart. Nikki was one-of-a-kind; she was clever, resourceful, she was the one who pushed him to Einstein School; besides, she was the one who paid most of his fee for the first year – that part made him blush… She was already famous: reporters competed for her attention, princes kissed her hands and invited her to their castles. 
 
    As for him, he had his house that he had pawned and would most probably lose within the year… She had befriended him because he stood out against all those jerks at the hospital. In a month, a crowd of princes, super-brains and athletes will swarm the place, and they might not even stay mere acquaintances… 
 
    She was not AstroNikki, a space Mowgli; rather, she was Nike, or Nika, the space goddess of victory. She was AstroNika… 
 
    Jerry sighed again and ran to catch up with Nikki. 
 
      
 
    Next day, at breakfast, Jerry addressed Robbie again: 
 
    “Do you know anything about your class A10 mates?” 
 
    “I did track them down, they work for various companies, yet A10 series did not meet the expectations of self-tuition and has never reached the mass manufacturing stage. As far as I know, the same happened to A11 and A12 series. Now they are working on A13, also based on the A9 processor and, once again, they will make a small pilot series of processors which will be used to test out the various theories on the self-tuition capabilities of an artificial intellect.” 
 
    “A9 and A10 class computers are incredibly expensive,” Jerry said pensively. “I cannot understand why the legal owners of this processor have not claimed it back after the discovery of the Stranger.” 
 
    He saw a glimpse of fear in Nikki’s eyes – she could not imagine her life without Robbie. Jerry realized that his words had affected her stronger than intended and hurried to dissolve the shadow on her face. 
 
    “I am sure they have already decommissioned him,” he said with feigned confidence. “Besides, Diemens, your lawyer, is a great pal; he would never let you come to any harm.” 
 
    Soon enough the boy managed to raise Nikki’s spirits again, yet the shadow lingered on his face; they left the table and went to the woods for yet another stroll, where they spent a wonderful day and only came back at nightfall. 
 
    After dinner Nikki and Jerry went to the central park for a breath of fresh night air before bedtime. 
 
    The dome was already shadowed; a multi-legged dancing cloud, jumping from one sprinkler to the other, was hanging above the meadows. Bright sparks ran along the water curtain, multicolored lights slowly flashed up and died out at its edges; sometimes it looked like the nimble, dark, red-eyed shadows were chasing each other in the dense fog. 
 
    Einstein School was full of mysteries and optical illusions. Strange luminescence and weird creaking came from the woods, as if an old rusty door kept opening and closing somewhere within. Phosphorescent shapes surrounded by cold sparkles flashed in the depths of the Nordlake, and even the dome of the castle shimmered mysteriously, patterned now and then with bizarre signs and symbols. 
 
      
 
    Nikki and Jerry spent the month of August in a great way: they took long walks in the park or forest of the School every day. Nikki enjoyed and admired everything: a grove of mast pine trees with long dark-green branches; the princely white stag on a carefully mown woodside lawn; a quiet, transparent lake with little islands and a sandy beach; the waddling and hissing geese on a fluffy waterside meadow; great food at the café; friendly centaur waiters and the incredible view from her room among many other things. 
 
    She was a fountain of high spirits, and Jerry thawed out considerably – even the edges of his mouth no longer defaulted to down. The best thing of all was the end of the daily 16-hour-long studies that had worn both of them out before matriculation. 
 
    They now studied the castle thoroughly and visited the stadium, still empty due to summer vacation. They did not see anyone up in the air, yet Nikki still clutched the bars of her wheelchair and, her heart pounding, looked into the air above the stadium, thinking about the day she will pick up her wings, push herself off the intertwined air currents and sunrays, and soar like a bird… 
 
    Those two weeks were the lunar day: the friends sunbathed in the bright light and swam in the lake. Nikki was unstoppable in inventing various ways to have fun, she even asked Jerry to give her a ride on his back along the beach. 
 
    It is hard to render what the boy felt when the hot body in a cool moist bathing suit pressed into his bare back, and he raced along the beach with one fear in mind, that the unbearable happiness would make him faint. 
 
    Nikki shared none of those emotions, but still she hollered in delight whenever he ran into the water and she got splashed; she shrieked into Jerry’s ear, clutching his shoulders as he made sharp turns. 
 
    And then – naturally, on Nikki’s request, as for Jerry, he would not mind being her horse for the rest of his life, he would even learn to eat hay, – the boy deposited his crystal burden into the water and collapsed on the sand. 
 
    “I can’t stand this torture…” he whispered, looking at Nikki who splashed nearby. “The torture of thinking that soon she might fall in love with a prince, and I will be left watching her from afar, in my measly status of an old school… or rather, a hospital mate!” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter 7 
 
    Congratulations, You Are ET! 
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     The first of September came. Hundreds of taxis and private cars hovered around Einstein School from the very morning. The two elevators were in constant motion, lowering five or six cars at a time, yet the impatient lineup never ended. Anxious students, sweaty parents, nervous teachers, busy robots… 
 
    Settling the chaos took until noon, when the clock melodically struck 12 and the Ceremony of the Old Hat began. All the inhabitants of the school, both old and new, gathered in the Main Tower’s Hall. Each Order took its designated side of the squared Hall, and the freshmen gathered shyly in its center, where everyone could see them. The parents were sent to the second and third floors of the building, so they could observe the ceremony from the balconies. 
 
     The reverberating space of the Main Hall was lit up by the sun’s rays, penetrating through the tall lancet windows and the ceiling. A school of flying video cameras hovered above the exposed freshmen, chronicling the inauguration ceremony for TV channels and family video albums. 
 
     Jerry and Nikki observed the arrival of other students from a window in the Leopard’s lounge and came to the Main Tower when everyone had already been sucked in. The friends quietly squeezed into the freshmen crowd, the new students twisting their heads from side to side and looking pretty nervous. 
 
     Jerry seemed calmer than the rest; this ceremony was no biggie for him. Nikki, on the other hand, wasn’t very comfortable. The big crowd of people was nerve-wracking for her. Besides, in her wheelchair, Nikki was a whole lot shorter than the others. Jerry guarded the girl as well as he could, but a few times others almost stumbled over Nikki, tripping on her wheelchair.  
 
    In the chaos no one recognized the matriculation champion because of Nikki’s new hairstyle; besides, her wheelchair had not been seen during the TV translation of the exam. 
 
     The principal, Professor Milic, came out onto the tribune and delivered a speech, welcoming the newbies and other students, their parents and, above all, the Trustees of the School. Nikki, surrounded by the students, couldn’t see what was happening. Jerry smirked and leaned down to her: 
 
     “Mister Higgins and his wife aren’t attending the ceremony. Wonder why..” 
 
     But Nikki didn’t have time for the cowardly Higginses; she was working hard preventing others from tripping on her wheelchair. 
 
    The principal spread out a big scroll, made to replicate olden times, and started to call the newbies up for the Ceremony of the Old Hat. It became apparent immediately that the exam’s champion would be called up first. 
 
    “School’s champion and record holder of the year 2252, Nicole Greenwich!” The principal proclaimed. 
 
    The audience began to buzz, and everyone frantically turned their heads every which way in search of Nikki. She tried to get through with her wheelchair, but this didn’t work at first. Nikki even rolled over a few feet of the freshmen, making them curse and hiss. 
 
    Finally, she made her way to an open space, and she was suddenly caught by a square of sunlight; she squinted, her eyes watered, and she couldn’t see anything beyond the edges of the lit-up space. Everyone else, though, could see her perfectly: a girl in black, with an earnest face and transparent, silvery waves of hair, shimmering like crystal in the sun’s rays. 
 
    A hum of delight ran through the Hall, and the fact that Nikki was in a wheelchair drew sympathetic sighs. Jerry was watching Nikki with wide-open eyes, too. Maybe, some think that Marina Blackwall is more beautiful, but Nikki… I don’t know how to put it into words. What does one feel stretching his frozen hands to a warm fire? 
 
    The principal came to Nikki’s rescue and gave her the Old Hat. With obvious relief, Nikki put it on, hiding from the blinding sun’s rays. She heard a familiar, mystic voice: 
 
    “Nicole Greenwich – Order of the Leopards!” 
 
    Leopards’ and non-leopards’ whoops of joy shook the Main Hall. Nikki took off the Hat and wheeled to her Order’s wall. There she got a hearty welcome. An especially warm one came from Smith, who was very proud to already know her, and so pointed it out at every opportunity. Everyone wanted to shake hands with the record holder; it was impossible for Nikki to squeeze into a quiet corner in order to recover. She was left sitting in the very middle of the Order’s line, surrounded by the Leopards, who growled friendly. 
 
    This scene made Jerry sad: Now Nikki has a bunch of new friends, who are brave, like her, and smart, like all of Einsteinians… 
 
    The ceremony of assignment continued, now in alphabetical order. Izzy Akutagawa was called on second and the Hat assigned the quiet boy to the Order of the Stags, who welcomed this choice with no less clamor than the militant Leopards. The flag hanging above the Order of the Stags was an image of a golden stag against a green background. 
 
    “Prince Ditbit the Third!” The solemnity of Principal Milic’s voice was at its highest. The noise coming from the crowd confirmed that everyone knew the name well. 
 
    A handsome, well-built guy stepped out of the front lines of newbies, picturesquely waving his hand as a response to the whooping and whistles coming from students and balcony spectators alike. He sat down on the stool, dignified, picked up the Hat with disgust and pretended to put it on, while not actually letting it touch his carefully styled blonde hair. But this was enough and the familiar resonant voice proclaimed: 
 
    “Prince Ditbit the Third – Order of the Dragons!” 
 
    The Dragons, standing under a flag with a red winged creature, shouted crazily. The Prince stood up with a smug grin and negligently threw the Hat onto the stool. While Ditbit walked to the Dragons, accompanied by a chorus of greetings, he waved to the audience again and, Nikki thought, gave her a quick, sideways look. 
 
    Jerry was called on at the end of the list. The Owls welcomed him not only with shouts and clapping, but a distinct hooting – the Order’s special sound. 
 
    And yet Nikki was upset by Jerry being assigned to a different Order. Most likely this feeling was strengthened by the sight of an absolutely stunning Marina Blackwall, who stood in the front rows of the Order of the Owls – especially since the distance smoothed out any real or imaginary imperfections of her appearance. 
 
    Among the other freshmen, Nikki spotted a short, composed boy with an Asian appearance, Hao Shon, who had gotten into the Order of the Stags as predicted. This didn’t surprise Nikki one bit; she knew well enough that Robbie’s information was always reliable. 
 
    Dzintara Shihin was a tall, corpulent girl with abundant dark hair and beautiful brown eyes. She was quite stunning in her dark red outfit and seemed to be fully aware of it. Her movements communicated assuredness and independence; Dzintara pointedly neglected all widely-known, petty tricks that Hollywood stars and wanna-bes were so fond of. Following strange canons, they lived in a constant, chaotic whirlpool of minced movements in surplus. Even a simple task like sitting down on a chair required them to make sure to show off the suppleness of their waists, giggle, run a hand through their perfect hair, shrug and roll their eyes, sending an alluring message to a random addressee – which, in fact, was as useless as a signal sent to UFOs… 
 
    Dzintara, like Hao, made a good impression on Nikki. And, naturally, Dzintara got into the Order of the Dragons. 
 
    After the Ceremony of the Old Hat, the principal invited everyone to the celebratory lunch. Neat columns of the Orders melted, and a noisy whirlpool of old pals, giving each other hearty slaps on the back, formed in the hall. 
 
    Out of precaution, Nikki decided to wait until the crowd cleared, but Smith Jigich quickly assessed the situation and called up a few of his friends; in a second an escort of four stocky third-years formed around Nikki’s wheelchair, with Smith as the leader.  
 
    At first, Nikki was embarrassed by this special attention, but as the boys cleared the road so effectively, so enthusiastically, without drooling or fussing around the poor invalid, she quickly started to enjoy riding in the company of these great guys. 
 
    Smith’s friends even managed to slap old acquaintances on the back while performing the task: 
 
    “How’re things, Vaclav, you dusty Martian!” 
 
    “Hey, Lido, old fatty, let us pass… you gained yet more weight on your spaghetti diet this summer!” 
 
   
  
 

 For the celebratory lunch, the tables were arranged in four long parallel rows with the teachers’ table at the end, facing them. 
 
    The guys escorted Nikki to the head of the Leopards’ table and sat her down in the middle, at the best spot, from which she could see the whole room. After that they introduced themselves: of the unknown trio, the blonde robust fellow was Tom; the dark-skinned, athletic guy with a shaven head was Greg; and the third one, the freckled redhead and the funniest of them all, was Dmitri. 
 
    “Thanks, guys,” said Nikki, smiling. “That was awesome! A royal ride!” 
 
    Her escorts, extremely proud, took their seats at the table. 
 
    The hall quickly filled up with students. 
 
    The parents could not follow them here, so the flying cars began to make their way to the elevator of the Main Tower. The parents watched their children start independent lives, their eyes overfilled with emotions. And it was only due to the efforts of the coldhearted electronic autopilots that no accidents had occurred in the thick crowd of the departing jet cars. 
 
    Before the meal began, the principal congratulated everyone with the start of a new school year and introduced all of the School’s teachers to first years. Each one of them was a leading expert in his particular domain and they had been working at the School for many years – with the exception of Professor Mysoft, of course. 
 
    After that, everyone began to chatter and pile up food on their plates. The regular system of ordering was abandoned for the day, since various sandwiches had already been piled up on oval silver platters and batteries of glasses and beverages in medium-sized bottles fought for table space. 
 
    Jerry waved from the Owls’ neighboring table and Nikki nodded in return. Behind the Owls was the table of the Stags, while the brightly clad Dragons, with an air of importance, flapped their wings at the far end of the hall. 
 
    Smith took a seat in front of Nikki and, while she was still gawking around, grabbed the silver tweezers and piled her plate high with the most delicious sandwiches.  
 
    And what an amazing variety it was! There were sandwiches with marinated salmon and smoked meat, squids and olives, shrimp and boiled chicken, red and black caviar, foie gras and salmon mousse, jam and fruit. The sandwiches were tiny, bite-sized, so you could eat a ton of them. 
 
    “Nikki,” Smith said, handing her the plate, “try these, they’re my absolute favorites!” He was pointing to the tall four-layer sandwiches – a square piece of buttered bread topped with smoked herring, a slice of green apple and a leaf of parsley. “A classic combination of flavors! That’s our family recipe I gave to the school chef.” 
 
    Nikki thanked Smith, while he promptly put a similar assortment on yet another plate and gave it to a shy blond freshman girl with big scared eyes, who sat motionless on his right and blankly stared ahead. Receiving such courteous attention made her blush profusely and she barely managed to mumble a thank you. 
 
    To Nikki’s left sat a lively girl with quick eyes and short dark hair. She introduced herself as Matilda Chirok, an undergraduate student, the prefect of the Order of the Leopards. A pug-nosed guy sat on Nikki’s right didn’t volunteer his name, instead gallantly filling up her glass with mineral water. 
 
    A lively conversation spiced with fond summer memories, anticipations of sports contests ahead and harsh curses directed at the opposing teams filled the table atmosphere. The freshmen, their mouths gaping, listened to a selection of the school’s spectacular stories. 
 
    “Each midnight, the Ghost of the First Student – once the School’s best student, whose unparalleled diligence led to the full transparency of his body – comes out of the Forbidden Caves. It catches a careless student, holds him in a deadly grip, and recites everything it knows from the school curriculum until the victim’s hair grays and he dies a torturous death… No one believed in this so-called First Student until Biffa the Owl and I made such an awesome helium-based ghost that Siegfried the Dragon had to be cured of hiccups afterwards…” 
 
    “Voldy collects jokes, anecdotes and aphorisms. They say that if you throw a few new ones his way, he becomes much less scrupulous regarding your homework…” 
 
    “No way, Voldy is a sphinx: stone-hearted and incorruptible.” 
 
    Nikki leaned over to Matilda and asked: 
 
    “Who’s Voldy?” 
 
    “Voldemar, of course,” she answered, surprised, “the Main School Computer!” 
 
     “Oh!” Nikki got it. “The one who checked our answers during matriculation!” 
 
    From this tableside conversation, Nikki found out more about the School than she did from a whole month of living in it. 
 
    “The trickster parquet near the Space Hall always pretends to be a deep lake’s surface at night. It looks very natural: even the light hitting the waves is unquestionable. Naturally, it did not take folks long to get accustomed to the fun floor. So George and I decided to take the trick a step further, we got some transparent barriers and glued them to the floor. So folks file out from the lecture, step into the waves… and find out they’re in real water! Oh, how they screamed! There was only two inches of water, but Bim the Stag got so scared that he fell flat on his stomach and decided to swim for his life…” 
 
    “Ellie the Owl was asked to retell the ancient myth of Snow White and the Seven Dwarfs. His tale weaves on and on: that the guys come in a variety of colors – white, yellow, brown… The professor is furious: ‘What is this stupidity?!’ And Ellie goes, like: ‘It isn’t stupid at all. Colored dwarfs are natural products of stellar evolution’. The prof hissed at the guy! ‘If that is anything to go by, who’s Snow White? An astronaut?’” 
 
    “…two quick-footed Dragons, Billy and Fam, placed a standard-looking laptop on the first unoccupied desk at Dermurray’s lecture. The prof, as usual, started to shout at someone. And then the laptop opened and out floated a hologram – oh, that was amazing, absolutely amazing! – of a naked and sleepy Venus! The beauty rubbed her eyes and asked in a languid, charming voice: ‘Who’s the idiot whose shouting woke me up? Could he give me some peace?’ Dermurray was furious. He practically shredded the laptop trying to find its owner… he failed, though. But we know our heroes anyway!” 
 
    “…and, naturally, Professor Franklin comes over, her eyes bug out at my squid-freak, and she says: ‘What was your point, sir, in attaching a reactive camera straight to the intestinal tract? The organism you have created is very confusing.’” 
 
    After some time, the conversation turned to a discussion of the best tactics to fight cyber-lizards and robot-dragons – this was a popular local sport Nikki hadn’t heard about. 
 
    “Is it true that you were attacked by a heavy repair robot?” Smith asked Nikki who was enjoying her food and hadn’t been involved in the conversation until this minute. 
 
    He hadn’t asked very loudly, but their part of the table instantly went quiet. Nikki glanced at her neighbors’ curious faces and curtly nodded. Now the whole table fell silent. 
 
    “What was it armed with?” A sturdy, gloomy fifth-year guy with a crew cut asked her with professional interest. 
 
    “A plasma cutter and a nail gun,” Nikki answered reluctantly. 
 
    “What happened next?” the guy asked incredulously. 
 
    “It burned up, like a candle,” Nikki said carelessly, “the old rumdum decided to drink his fill from an electric socket and misjudged the voltage…” 
 
    The Leopards’ table roared with laughter, and faces of the rest of the hall began to turn towards them. 
 
    “And you were in that wheelchair?” continued the guy ever more skeptically. 
 
    Nikki got fairly annoyed with this questioning, but she nodded. 
 
    “What were you armed with?” the guy persisted. 
 
    “Well… I did have a very powerful weapon that was way beyond the sob’s imagination…” Nikki admitted. 
 
    The guy leaned back on his chair in obvious relief after hearing that. 
 
    “… my brains!” she ended humbly. 
 
    As the laughing volume at the table increased again, everyone in the hall, including the professors, turned to look at them. Some of the Leopards almost slid off their chairs, roaring with mirth. 
 
     “I don’t believe you!” The guy jumped up angrily. “I’ve been competing in robot-fighting for four years. I won’t believe that you, wheelchair-bound and unarmed, could easily win in a fight against a robot! You’re lying!” 
 
     “‘I’ this, ‘I’ that.” Nikki replied coldly, “What’s your name, oh robot fighter?” 
 
    “John Bagstone!” 
 
     “Well, no one said, John Bagstone, that it was easy,” Nikki continued harshly. “I got two injuries over course of that… friendly encounter.” 
 
    Nikki rolled up the sleeve of her black blouse, the one covering a healed, but still clearly visible, long pale scar that ran down her shoulder. The blond girl beside Smith gasped and covered her mouth with her hand – how did such a scaredy-cat get assigned to the Leopards, anyway? 
 
    “This is but a scrape; the wound under my shoulder blade is more serious. But since you dared to question my words, John Bagstone,” Nikki said using the icy voice of Captain Blood, “I challenge you to a duel. The choice of weapon is yours.” 
 
    The table livened up supportively; obviously duels were the Leopards’ favorite entertainment. 
 
    “I don’t do duels with disabled people,” grumbled an unsurprised Bagstone. 
 
    “The wheelchair isn’t permanent,” Nikki stated ferociously, eyes narrowed, “so by Christmas I’ll straighten you out, John Bagstone…” 
 
    Everyone at the table laughed merrily, and a gloomy Bagstone sat down. Smith Jigich, on the contrary, jumped up, his eyes sparkling, and shouted to the rest of the table: 
 
    “Guys, this gal here – she’s a true Leopard! And her wheelchair isn’t permanent! Hip-hip-hurray!” 
 
    When the Leopards walked back to their tower after lunch, Nikki’s voluntary escort grew ten-fold. 
 
      
 
    In the morning, when Nikki came down to breakfast, Hao Shon was already sitting at their table, as was Jerry. When Hao saw Nikki coming, he stood up and ceremoniously bowed to her: 
 
    “Good morning, Miss Greenwich! Thank you for inviting me to your table.” 
 
    Short, quiet Hao had an attractive Asian face with intelligent brown eyes; he spoke English confidently, with a barely detectable accent. Jerry, on the other hand, started to feel rocky ground. Their normal set of rules was quite lax, and he never stood up when Nikki arrived at the table, but Hao’s behavior put him at an awkward choice: if he doesn’t stand up now, he’ll look impolite compared to Hao; yet if he does, he’ll admit that he was rude up until now. 
 
    “Hello, Hao!” Nikki said, holding out her hand. “Just call me Nikki.” 
 
    She then held out her hand to Jerry, too. He was halfway off his chair, as a compromise with Hao’s good manners, and shook her hand with pleasure, while making a mental note to turn shaking hands at the table into a tradition. 
 
    Dzintara floated up to the table then, her dress the color of dark silver, and the ceremony of introductions was repeated, now with Jerry fully standing up – in honor of the first meeting. Dzintara’s personal robot, the size of a big dog, rolled beside her, carrying on its back a bag, as well as an antique guitar. Dzintara didn’t thank Nikki for the invitation. 
 
    Everyone sat down and asked for breakfast menus. 
 
    “The food here is so… weird,” grimaced Dzintara after scanning the menu, and ordered coffee and cupcakes. 
 
    “I like it!” replied Nikki cheerfully. “The pond salmon is quite amazing.” 
 
    “Have you ever tried Earth salmon that grew up in a natural environment?” Dzintara asked indulgently. 
 
    “No, and that makes me really happy,” Nikki said vivaciously. “I still have plenty of good food to try and interesting places to see… You guys have it worse: you’ve already seen and eaten much.” 
 
    “I chose my table well,” Dzintara laughed, “you have a fresh look on life. By the way, why did you invite me and Hao to your table?” she asked a bit too offhandedly. 
 
    “My computer, Robbie, was reading the list of people who asked to sit at our table – there were about fifty requests,” Nikki replied, hiding nothing, “and this schmuck decided to start with those who got the highest scores at the exam. Hao was first, you were next. Since Robbie forecasted that you two would get into the Stags and Dragons respectively, Jerry and I decided not to look further: comparing and judging people isn’t the loveliest activity…” 
 
    “Oh! So it’s because of our high scores…” Dzintara stated with obvious relief. 
 
    “Not only,” Nikki added, and Dzintara suddenly stiffened again. “Robbie gave us a quick summary about you two and we decided that a Chinese mathematician from Earth and a Russian poetess from the Moon would suit us just fine. Also, Jerry said he’d seen you on TV at a literary contest, and he liked you – you’re calm, intelligent, not at all snobbish and ‘stunning’.” 
 
    Dzintara laughed, Hao smiled, Jerry, embarrassed, blushed deeply. 
 
    “Nikki, do you always tell the truth?” Dzintara asked, having laughed it off. 
 
    “As a general rule,” said Nikki. “For most of my life, I had nobody to lie to… And anyway, it’s easier to be honest – you don’t have to remember the web you spin.” 
 
     “What else did he say about me?” Dzintara asked playfully, looking to the sheepish Jerry. 
 
    “Nothing much,” Nikki shrugged. “He just added – flirting, obviously – that next to me, you don’t stand a chance…” 
 
    Now all four of them laughed, including well-mannered Hao, utterly abashed Jerry and not-slightly-discouraged Dzintara. 
 
    “Nikki is dynamite,” Jerry, beet-red, choked out. “It’s really hard to deal with her – she doesn’t have any social brakes…” 
 
    Not one, but two centaurs rolled up to the table. The teens took the plates off their backs and began breakfast. 
 
    “It seems to me that you asked about our choices for a reason,” announced Nikki, having finished her fish and now sipping her coffee. “Now spill it, why did it interest you so?” 
 
    The atmosphere of frankness, quickly established at their table, didn’t leave Dzintara room to give a false answer. 
 
    “I come, too often, across the fact that people want to meet me… for mercenary reasons…” Dzintara replied. 
 
    “Mercenary reasons… You mean sexual harassment?” Nikki asked, confused. 
 
    “No, rather financial benefits… I’m from a dynasty, you know…” It was Dzintara’s turn to be surprised. 
 
    “Oh, yes,” Nikki remembered, “Robbie said something along those lines – about dynasties, and the highest level of income… Robbie, what does that mean?” 
 
    “A dynasty is a super-wealthy family clan, one of the top hundred existing, in which the dynastic system of inheritance is observed; almost the entire fortune goes into one pair of hands, usually the eldest offspring,” Robbie replied. “These days, an average dynasty that belongs to the Royal Club possesses the fortune of two hundred billion golden dollars.” 
 
    “Ooh, awesome!” Nikki whistled and asked point-blank: “How much money do you have, Dzintara?” 
 
    “Me, myself? Little,” Dzintara said evasively, “and the family… a lot, I don’t remember the exact numbers.” 
 
    “The Shihin dynasty fortune amounts to one and a half trillion golden dollars,” Robbie stated pedantically. 
 
    Hearing this, Jerry, too, let out a whistle. 
 
    “Nikki had a slightly different idea when she invited you,” he grunted sarcastically. “She hoped to finally be able to meet a common girl of her age. And there you go – she got a princess from a powerful dynasty. And I, ever the idiot, didn’t think to warn her…” 
 
    “So you’re a princess?!” A strange fire lit in Nikki’s eyes and she looked at Dzintara. 
 
    “Hey, hey,” Dzintara said quickly, “I’m sick of being a princess, to whom no one will say a word of criticism or a word of truth. Except my family, of course… I actually want to be a common girl amidst my schoolmates. I asked to sit with Nikki because I longed to meet an utterly independent person who grew up outside this system. A person with a backbone!” 
 
    Dzintara looked at Nikki approvingly: 
 
    “I’ve seen your press-conference and listened to your conversation with that snobbish Mr. Higgins – the T-phone videotaping has already spread through the School’s web. It was ultra-cool. You totally showed that turkey! Please, no ceremonies, okay? Also, you can absolutely rely on my support in financial matters. I’ll only be glad to help, since I’ve offered it.” 
 
    “Ah, too bad we hadn’t met earlier this summer,” Nikki laughed easily. “Jerry and I scratched our brains till they bled, thinking how to find a couple million dollars for the first year of School.” 
 
    “And how’d you find them?” asked Dzintara. 
 
    “I pawned my asteroid, which is all I’ve earned in my life so far…” said Nikki, finishing her coffee and delicately avoiding the question about the loan for Jerry’s house. “I understand your suspicions: having a rich friend encourages begging for money instead of earning it. But, in my opinion, begging is destructive to one’s self-respect and personality… Anyways, whether you believe it or not, but we didn’t consider your financial status when choosing you.” 
 
    “I believe you,” Dzintara said with obvious satisfaction. “You haven’t lied once during our conversation yet. That’s unique!” 
 
    “How’d you know?” Nikki asked, surprised. 
 
    “My own intuition, plus my Snoopy is silent.” Dzintara pointed at her big robot. 
 
    “Oh! Robbie, look at that,” Nikki addressed her old friend, “advanced robots have a part-time job, detecting lies. Can you do that?” 
 
    “I think so. Yes,” Robbie replied, “I’ll also signal to you when someone lies.” 
 
    “It’s very hard,” Dzintara commented skeptically. 
 
    “He’ll manage,” Nikki said confidently. “Guys, let’s go to the lecture, or else we’ll be late.” 
 
      
 
    It was an Einstein School tradition to have the first introductory lecture for all freshmen delivered by the eldest teacher of the School, Professor Ed Van Teller.  
 
    The famous prof was a smallish man with a big nose, stooping heavily. He had just turned 125 and walked uneasily, leaning on a huge wooden cane taller than himself. Yet, in his old body, he kept a clear mind and loud voice, and under his bushy, grayed eyebrows, his eyes burned with a ferocious youthful fire. 
 
    “If there is anyone in this room who thinks that, since he got into this School, he is very smart, then he is a total idiot!” thundered Professor Van Teller, and thus began his speech in front of a hundred freshmen. 
 
    The shocked audience fell silent. 
 
    “Right now you’re raw material for growth of Homo Sapiens in the full meaning of the word. Einstein School tries, as well as it can, to transform you into real intellectuals and experts, but 90 percent of its output is still deficient, as I see it… Of course, you’ll make decent bankers, politicians or even astronauts of sorts,” Van Teller made a contemptuous grimace, “but it’s extremely rare for scientists – true scientists! – to come from our midst… Naturally, any professional has to walk a multi-year path of university training and practical polishing, but it’s these five years at the School that will determine your future. Will you evolve into a Person of Intelligence or a Person of the Ordinary? 
 
    “Only cretins divide mankind into the rich and the poor, the Asians and the Europeans, the engineers and the doctors – that is all nonsense!” the professor roared. “There’s only one, main divider: the scientists and the non-scientists, the artists and the artisans. Those that are capable of finding something new, but their numbers are discouragingly few, and those who can only follow old algorithms, trotting along the well-beaten paths, and that’s everyone else and there’s an enormous amount of them…” 
 
    Van Teller paused and took a slow sip of water from his glass. 
 
    “Where do you put poets in your classification, professor?” Dzintara’s calm voice resonated in the auditorium. 
 
    The audience watched, alert, expecting yet another uncompromising, van-teller-esque roar. The professor cast a sharp glance at Dzintara and came right up to her, his twisted polished cane thumping loudly. When he stopped, Van Teller reached out his gnarled fingers, and Dzintara courageously offered him her young palm. The professor bent his head with shaggy, white hair and gallantly kissed the student’s hand. Voices around them started to whisper feverishly. 
 
    “True poets are real artists,” Van Teller said quietly, rising. “They can perceive the unpredictable sides and even the true meaning of our existence… and they unearth it, facet it and give others a chance to experience it too. Princess Dzintara, I’m an old fan of your young poetry. Your poems show courage and an extraordinary freshness. My great-great-granddaughter Lily knows them by heart.” 
 
    Professor Van Teller wobbled back to the rostrum. 
 
    “Your schooling at the School will take five years,” he roared again. “The curriculum for the first year will be the same for everyone. Within the year, you will get acquainted with all teachers and all of the courses, and, if you’d like, you’ll be able to dig deeper into a certain problem independently. In your second year, you will have to choose one of the four special departments of the School. 
 
    “The Department of Physics and Mathematics concentrates on non-biological studies of the natural world. Astronomy, Planetology and Chemistry are the three parts of their curriculum. 
 
    “The Biogenetic Department studies the bio-world, as well as the psychology of an individual. 
 
    “Department of Humanities covers the Arts and Economics, Politics and Management; everything related to human society and to the individual as a social creature. 
 
    “Cyber-Informational Department focuses on the world of AI systems, robots and computers that process information.” 
 
    A lively and pretty loud conversation started up at a table where a bunch of strongly built, elegantly dressed boys sat. The professor paused, and then shot a severe glance in their direction. 
 
    “Each day you will have four ninety-minute classes, either lectures or seminars,” he continued, “with breaks in between; your work day will last from 9 am till 5 pm, excluding Wednesdays, which will be fully dedicated to independent studies. Saturday and Sunday are school-free, but don’t even dream about getting good grades at the School if you fool around on weekends!” 
 
    At the Dragons’ table, where Ditbit graced a chair at the very center, another animated discussion arose. The professor hobbled over to them and drove his cane into the tabletop with a deafening crash. Ditbit and those around him jumped up in alarm. 
 
    “Attention, you, unmolded goo!” Van Teller barked. 
 
    “I am Prince Ditbit!” Ditbit announced indignantly, thinking, after the scene with Dzintara, that the professor would show respect to all dynasty representatives. But he was completely mistaken. 
 
    “To me that only means,” the professor hissed in response, “that you’re a hopelessly rotten goo!” 
 
    Red splotches colored Ditbit’s face. 
 
    “Next time you will leave my lectures forever!” the professor continued vehemently. “And your daddy will have a hard time trying to keep you in this school!” 
 
    “This is a warning to everyone,” he turned to the frozen audience. “Many students at this School come from rich and influential families that paid a hefty sum to get into Einstein School. But this only means that no one is allowed to disrupt the work of others. Should you choose to ignore that rule, you will be asked to leave the lecture and you will face expulsion from the School.” 
 
    The professor walked back to the rostrum, and the sound of his cane hitting the floor resonated through the dead silence. 
 
     “In fact, I’d like to uncover a secret to the princes and other lords, whose numbers are quite vast here,” he added acidly. “Many parents send their offspring to School for one particular reason: to knock off some of the excessive pride!” 
 
    A barely audible sigh rustled through the auditorium, and Van Teller continued his momentous lecture. 
 
    “You need to understand the main thing about disciplines and departments: in fact, there aren’t any barriers between them! If someone here thinks that there are ‘biologists’ and ‘physicists,’ that person is, again, a complete idiot!”  
 
    This frank statement also came as a surprise. 
 
    “Science is one!” Van Teller thundered fiercely. “Nature knows no dividing into ‘chemistry’, ‘biology’ and ‘physiology’; we, humans, have invented that division, or, rather, it was invented by those pitiful ignoramuses who couldn’t wrap their heads around the whole scope of knowledge. That’s why they cut it up into pieces, stuffed it into different heads, and now not one head knows what to do with this bunch of odds and ends and how to piece together a complete picture of our unified world!” 
 
    To confirm his words, he brought his cane down on the floor with a loud thud. 
 
    “How can we  separate chemistry from bio-chemistry? 
 
    “How can we study cells or bio-organisms without understanding the physical processes in them? 
 
    “How can we understand the dynamics of human society if we don’t appreciate the fact that an individual is a bio-organism with an inputted but variable set of reflexes, instincts and subconscious biosocial reactions? 
 
    “How can we program an effective face identification system without testing it against the human neuro perception? 
 
    “How can we design household robots without previously calculating in what way they will fit into the social structure of our civilization, or even change it? 
 
    “And what about ecological problems, which category do they fall under?” 
 
    The professor walked through the auditorium, lost in thought. 
 
    “If you still want to simplify the world by dividing it into individual pieces, at least divide it into systems or objects: tree, Saturn, robot… And decide who you want to be, an expert on the Moon or spaceships, a human being or the whole human race…” 
 
    At the end of the first hour, Professor Van Teller said wearily: 
 
    “In the course of this semester, I will be teaching you system-thinking, or the ability to perceive individual objects within the framework of their numerous connections with the world around them. Only lectures, yep… Other teachers will give you seminars based on my textbook Introduction to System Modeling. And make sure you are not late for the second hour!” the professor growled. “That’s it. Break time.” 
 
    Nikki, fascinated by the lecture, glanced around the hall and noticed many older students seated among the freshmen: looked like Van Teller’s introductory lecture was very popular at the School. She decided to stay put on account of her wheelchair, and Jerry stayed with her.  
 
    A group of students, with Ditbit leading, walked by them and they caught a snippet of the prince’s angry muttering: 
 
    “We’ll see who gets kicked out of this School! I’m going to call my dad and he’ll get that old bugger…” 
 
    It’s easy to hurt him, Nikki thought, for he is arrogant and unwise. If you get into a funny situation, you should be the first to laugh about it. Revengefulness shows shallow character… 
 
    Nikki and Jerry were now alone in the hall. The desks and the chairs were littered picturesquely with laptops, folders and bright overcoats. Personal robots, left behind, stared at the door which their masters had exited. Robot-birds sat on the backs of the chairs and whistled among themselves, while cyber-dogs sniffed each other suspiciously under the desks. 
 
    “Wow, to study with others is completely different from reading a textbook by yourself…” Nikki said thoughtfully. 
 
    “Why’s that?” Jerry asked. 
 
    “You can feel it in the air here… I don’t know how to phrase it: the aroma of intellect? the spirit of respect for the brains and knowledge?” Nikki shrugged. “You start to understand clearly that learning is not only a useful, but an INDISPENSABLE thing.”  
 
    “In a regular class at a regular school the spirit is quite different…” Jerry commented. 
 
    “Then I’m very happy that we got into the School!” Nikki exclaimed. 
 
    Jerry watched with adoration her lively face and bright blue eyes and thought, You don’t even know how happy I am of that fact, too…  
 
    The students, refreshed by the break, were taking their seats with giggles and a lot of noise. The cyber-animals happily greeted their two-faced, two-legged friends, sending signals with their tails and paws. 
 
    The professor started the second part of his lecture with yet another surprise: 
 
    “These three quarters of an hour will be dedicated to the systematic analysis of a specific natural object. In honor of Dzintara, who has written a lovely poem called The Light Butterfly of My Languor, I chose a romantic example for today’s analysis: a butterfly approaching a flower on a sunlit meadow. We will work together. Describe the processes which take place within such an ordinary object of our world: a butterfly near a flower. Any takers?.. Come on… It’s just a butterfly…” 
 
    The students, still bewildered by the first lecture, were silent, embarrassed. 
 
    “Not only do you need to learn to be bold in your thinking, you need to learn to simply be bold!” said the professor, raising his voice. “To speak in front of a large audience, to clearly state your ideas, to carry out a reasonable discussion, to defend your point of view – if you don’t have these skills, you won’t survive either at this School, or in the world at large!” 
 
    No one paid heed to this appeal. 
 
    “Alright then,” the old professor squinted. “I’ll have to use my authority.” 
 
    He scanned the audience and pointed his stick in Prince Ditbit’s direction. 
 
    “You, what do you have to say about a butterfly approaching a flower?” 
 
    “Well, um…” Ditbit stalled, glancing at the professor’s huge cane with apprehension, “it registers the flower’s fragrance with its antennas, meanwhile fruit ethers and other aromatic compounds evaporate from the flower’s surface, diffusing in the air; the molecules enter into a reaction with the surface of the butterfly’s antennas and stimulate its nerve-endings.” 
 
    “Not bad,” the professor said. “Maybe you’re not as hopeless as you seemed at first.” 
 
    Prince Ditbit smirked arrogantly. 
 
    “What can you say about this flying system?” Van Teller turned to Isabelle, the blonde girl from the Order of the Leopards.  
 
    She blushed immediately. 
 
    “The butterfly drinks the nectar,” she stammered finally, “and thus it procures energy for its flight… Also, it pollinates the flower…” 
 
    “Good job,” the old professor said, knowing how hard it must’ve been for such a shy girl to speak up. “Who wants to volunteer more info on pollination?” 
 
    A hand went up and, after a nod from the professor, a robust girl from the Owls chattered away at lightning speed: 
 
    “A butterfly carries pollen from one flower to another! Intermixed pollination decreases the risk of genetic defects! The formation of the proteins is determined by the genotype of a plant! Which establish the phenotype, the growth and structure of the flower! As well as color and smell!” 
 
    “Very good,” the professor announced, “but we’re not going to discuss the flower in depth, today our main object is the butterfly.” 
 
    A few biologists voluntarily popped up in the auditorium and described the cycle of metamorphosis: butterfly – egg – larva – chrysalis – new butterfly. Then came another pause. 
 
    “What do you think?” The professor unceremoniously pointed his finger at Jerry. 
 
    “The sweep of a butterfly’s wing is described by the Navier-Stokes’ system of hydrodynamic equations in partial derivatives,” Jerry said, unabashed, “they help us to calculate the elevating power of the asymmetric upward and downward movement of the wings, as well as the formation of the turbulent vortices on the wings’ tips. The majority of non-linear hydrodynamic effects manifested in the butterfly’s flight can’t be solved analytically and thus they are studied through numeric modeling. Also, the butterfly’s eyes and its brain are a complex system for recognizing images and for navigating towards a specific object.” 
 
    “Excellent!” the professor nodded. “I don’t even know what else there is to say about this flying animal.” 
 
    Van Teller glanced at Nikki who was sitting next to Jerry: 
 
    “Would you like to add anything?” 
 
    “The butterfly,” Nikki said quietly, “is made out of two types of chemical elements, of hydrogen, which came into existence during the Big Bang and has an age of over 10 billion years, and of carbon, nitrogen, oxygen and sulphur, which evolved later, during thermonuclear combustion of massive stars. In the end of their evolution, the stars erupted like supernovas and shock waves sprinkled into space certain chemical elements that are heavier than helium – oxygen, carbon among others – and sent them as far out as the Solar System. During the eruptions of supernovas, the heaviest chemical elements, from iron to uranium, were created, which are also found in a butterfly. This shallow-minded insect is made of ancient stellar matter. The butterfly carries in itself the trace of the first minutes of the existence of the Universe, as well as of the life and death of many stars…” 
 
    The professor’s thick brows kept creeping up, while Nikki went on: 
 
    “Stars go on shining through the day, so the butterfly receives the ancient radiation of far-off stars, as well as the young light of our Sun, which has traveled for eight minutes through space. This starlight left the photospheres of its own luminaries hundreds and thousands of years ago, covered a vast distance and ended its journey on the wings of an Earthen butterfly, slightly warming them with the old heat of a, possibly, dead star. The opaque coloring of the butterfly is spectrally conventional. Radiation from space and from Earth, including gravitational and radio waves, gamma-rays and neutrinos, easily penetrates the chitinous armor. The butterfly quickly flaps its wings and becomes, itself, a source of low-frequency sound and gravitational radiations. It is located in a warped space-time around the Earth and moves, supported by the air, and thus the flight of a butterfly is a never-ending race against a fall down the geodesic line… Is that enough?” Nikki asked Van Teller. 
 
    “No…” the old professor said slowly, enchanted, “I’d like to hear more…” 
 
    “The butterfly makes efficient use of time and energy. According to the consequences of Einstein’s special theory of relativity, the butterfly and its wings, moving with different velocities, have different speeds of time in every point of the wings and body. The butterfly’s muscles, moving the wings, change the speed of time along the wings. Air molecules move with the greatest speed in space and with the smallest speed in time. The result of the collision of air and wing molecules is described in the language of classic physics in terms of pressure or energy transmission, yet it makes more sense to regard it as the process of space-time exchange between atoms. The fluttering flight of a butterfly is a dancing interaction of personal times and spaces of the butterfly, the Earth’s gravity field and atomic molecules… Should I go on?” Nikki asked again. 
 
    “If there is anything to add, then yes, please,” Van Teller said, still interested. 
 
    “Well… The butterfly is a thermodynamically open, self-organizing Prigogine system and has a whole range of instabilities. For example, the Turing instability in the media of diffusing chemicals responsible for the formation of the butterfly’s body structure and for the pattern on its wings. I might mention the nonlinear propagation of electrical impulses in its nerve cells, the undulating instability in the form of intestinal peristalsis, as well as the formation of solitons in the long chains of protein molecules. A butterfly is a meta-stable object, made from a whole range of structure-generated instabilities. A butterfly is alive as long as it is unstable, once it loses its instability, it dies. A fully stable system is always dead.” 
 
    Nikki decided to stop without asking whether she should go on. Professor Van Teller surveyed her with keen interest. 
 
    “Who taught you this… vision?” he asked, intrigued. 
 
    Not a breath escaped from the students’ lips. 
 
    “Mainly you, professor,” smiled Nikki. 
 
    “How so?” Professor Van Teller raised his brows to the limits. 
 
    “I took your book, The General Outline of Systematic Modeling,” Nikki explained willingly, “to read about the functioning of quasi-self-contained bio-systems. The book helped me a lot with the calculations for my greenhouse. And afterwards I got so sucked in, I read the whole thing. Many parts were difficult to understand, but I persevered, and so your book… changed my understanding of this world.” 
 
    “Thank you,” the professor said in quiet, surprised voice after some time. “The most valuable feedback I’ve ever received… In case you’re wondering,” he turned to the audience, “The General Outline is written for the university level, not high school.” 
 
    He turned back to Nikki: 
 
    “I recognized you: you’re Miss Nikki Greenwich, who lived for a decade on an asteroid?” 
 
    Nikki nodded. 
 
    “I would like to ask for a favor,” said the professor, looking intently at Nikki. “A new edition of The General Outline is coming out soon. The publishers like to put celebrities’ praise for the book on the dust jacket. Being a practically-minded person, I would like to put your feedback in large italics on the cover.” The professor held up his T-phone that was recording the lecture. “I’m sure that this will improve the sales dramatically. Are you all right with that?” 
 
    “Of course, professor,” Nikki agreed easily. 
 
    “And what about your picture?” asked the professor. 
 
    “As you wish.”  
 
    The audience started to murmur quietly, yet distinctly. 
 
    “Tell me,” the professor continued, leaning towards Nikki, “weren’t you surprised by my… very business-like proposal?” 
 
    He watched her with a strange concentration. 
 
    “No,” Nikki smiled, “this is in full accordance with the paradigm of systems described in your book. Could I please claim ten percent from the related additional sales of your book?” 
 
    “You sure could!” The professor laughed out and his eyes sparkled triumphantly. He slowly hobbled back to the rostrum, leaning on his enormous cane. “Most, or probably none of you figured out what that was about,” Van Teller said merrily, “but I was testing Miss Greenwich to see how well she had understood the last chapter of my book. She understood it perfectly! But this wasn’t only a test.” The professor turned to Nikki, “All of our arrangements are still in place.” 
 
    “I didn’t doubt that in the least,” Nikki said. 
 
    The audience couldn’t hold it in and started to buzz. 
 
    “Princess Dzintara,” the professor stopped near the front desk, “do you have anything to add about the butterfly, which flies through this hall in your honor?” 
 
    “A butterfly is beautiful,” Dzintara said, “and that is its main mystery. When I look at a flying butterfly, my heart flutters with joy and sorrow. Why? Maybe, in a previous era, we were friends with the butterfly, and the genetic memory of that time is still alive? Or, maybe, the aesthetic contours in me resonate with music, with butterflies, with poetry? Or, maybe, the eternal dream about flight and freedom sobs and struggles inside my soul?” 
 
    The princess fell silent. The professor stood stalk-still near her for a few moments, then hobbled back to the rostrum and turned to face the audience. 
 
    “Congratulations to all,” he said, smiling. 
 
    He no longer looked like the aggressive old man from the first lecture. His face was softer and clearer. 
 
    “Today, you have helped me with an important decision,” Professor Van Teller stated quietly. “I was going to forego my next rejuvenation course – it hurts, it’s expensive and annoying – and to retire after this semester. Now I’ve decided to give my old bones to those cruel physicians and let them torture me… I’m going to work for a few more years and observe this particular bunch… what will become of you…” He looked at Dzintara and Nikki, then glanced across the auditorium. “Dismissed.” 
 
      
 
    Professor Joanne Guslik, a lanky grey-eyed lady, gave lectures on literature. She outlined the program for the year, and Nikki was relieved to find out it didn’t include soap operas and Mooniwood movie scripts. 
 
     Literature classes on classical fiction, contemporary sneges and various forms of world poetry promised to be very interesting. Not to mention the homework – to read a book and reflect on it, which looked, in Nikki’s opinion, like pure amusement. 
 
    Another piece of good news was that first-year students would have nothing but lectures for the whole month of September. There would be no seminars, and thus no homework, to give the new students a chance to get adapted to the School and its academic routine. 
 
     No one even thought about taking notes at the lecture – everything was automatically downloaded into the School’s intranet, both text and video. At any moment, each student could re-view an interesting part of the lecture and, as a bonus, enjoy the view of Ditbit’s frustrated face when Professor Van Teller resonantly drove his famous cane into his table. 
 
      
 
    At lunch, when the lively discussion of Van Teller’s impressive lecture died down, Nikki asked Hao, who was silent for the most part: 
 
    “Robbie said you have an interest in Japanese poetry. What is that?” 
 
    Hao thought for a bit and said quietly: 
 
    “I don’t like formal definitions in poetry. It’s best to use an example. The laconic style of the Japanese haiku only allows three short lines to express all of what you want to say…” 
 
    He stopped, then finally made up his mind and added, “I wrote this yesterday evening: 
 
      
 
    A star flickered. 
 
    A fleck of sun ran along 
 
    A thin crystal thread. 
 
      
 
     There was a pause at the table. 
 
     “I like that very much!” Nikki exclaimed. 
 
    “Wow, Hao, you said a lot…” Dzintara snickered, surprised. “Yea… I’ve never been such an outsider in the company of peers. It’s a new feeling, it … challenges.” 
 
    “Princess Dzintara, you’re awfully flirty,” Nikki grumbled and they left for post-lunch lectures. Jerry wore a puzzled expression for a long time afterwards. 
 
      
 
    Celestial mechanics was taught by Arno Roy, a professor with a long, mellow face. Students instantly loved him because he didn’t shower them with math symbols and theorems. Instead, he discussed in detail the seemingly simple equations such as Newton’s law of gravity and his classic law of dynamics that links together force, mass and acceleration. 
 
    He tried to convince the students that simple equations conceal a wealth of amazing things and those who don’t understand a certain problem write a bunch of formulas, while those who do only write a couple. Everyone believed him wholeheartedly. 
 
      
 
    The School’s Space Hall was famous for its holographic space landscapes.  
 
    In the center of the Hall, a glittering Universe floated in the form of a clumped-eggy cloud of golden dust gathered around numerous inner caverns. This graphic model of the world contained more than a hundred billion dust particles – the galaxies, depicted at a scale of 1:1,000,000,000,000, or 1:1012. 
 
    Images of objects with special significance for the human race were located in the four corners of the Space Hall. 
 
    To the left, a 30-feet disk of the Milky Way – our spiral galaxy with the actual diameter of 100,000 light years – spun majestically around a black hole that weighed as much as millions of the Suns. Bright spirals unraveled from the galaxy’s center – gigantic waves travelling along the gaseous disk. The mighty tide kept contracting space hydrogen and lighting up young stars on the galaxy’s sleeves. The model allowed for a sped up version of the events of the cosmos, so that stars in the spiraled sleeves flashed and faded like tiny fireflies. 
 
    An object the size of just a few light hours, yet a most interesting one at that, claimed a spot in the right corner of the Hall: it was the Solar System. The nine main planets’ different-colored balls and a few thousand specks (the best-known asteroids, representatives of the Main Belt, transneptunians and comets) orbited the Sun. The images moved in direct co-relation to the real location of the celestial bodies, and you could often hear the students argue: 
 
    “Look, Mars should be right next to the Sun for us now… I told you: yesterday we saw Jupiter!” 
 
    Another corner of the Hall was taken up by the Earth and the Moon. A 10-foot globe of the Earth showed the real weather on each part of the planet. The weather of the tempestuous human home varied immensely: hurricane clouds spiraled, lightning flashes came and went, and great icebergs that had chipped off Antarctica drifted slowly across the oceans. 
 
    A night shadow drifted over the Moon’s unperturbed, cratered surface. Glass domes of moon cities lit up at dusk and receded at dawn; the Sun hung close by in the Space Hall. 
 
    In the fourth corner floated a reddish Mars, together with its satellites, Phobos and Deimos, and its biggest asteroid, which had just received the political status of a real planet, the stony Ceres, hid a rich provision of ice under its dark, uneven surface. The biggest human space communities outside the Earth and the Moon lived on Mars and Ceres. 
 
    Each model was encased in a cloud of blackness, simultaneously transparent and opaque, through which the cosmic model details were seen, but the walls of the hall were not. 
 
    Groups of students often gathered in the Space Hall together with their teachers, who explained the mechanics of the Universe. Today, on the first day of school, there was a lecture by professor Mather, an Owl alumnus of Einstein School.  
 
    The professor had spent many years working for NASA, a USA space agency, but recently he had moved to the International Lunar Observatory and was now paying a visit to his beloved School. 
 
    “The Universe’s most interesting feature is its expansion,” Professor Mather, slim, very tall and fiery-eyed, said pointing to the golden cloud in the center of the hall. “This phenomenon is shown on the model as the slowly growing radius of the ball – the speed is around three feet per a billion years. The distances between galactic clusters grow, too… the ones between these lit-up structures and the clouds… yet the galaxies themselves, these individual sparks, are more or less constant in size. Gravity-connected galactic clusters are also stable. The whole Universe is filled up with the almost homogenous relic radiation – the aftereffects of the Big Bang which created our world.” 
 
    The lecturer, carried away by his own lecture, strolled inside the model. He waved his hands and bright cloud-galaxies flew from the sleeves of his jacket, while supernovas and nebulas tangled in his disheveled hair. 
 
    He made a sign to Voldemar, and the computer showed the students, at top speed, the entire evolution of the Universe. The teenagers stood in awe, watching the brightest flash burst out in a dark cloud; it expanded quickly and died out. Darkness came. Soon sparks of galaxies lighted up. Their number grew rapidly, they fired up with new and newer stars and, finally, the Universe took its present shape. 
 
    “Where are we in here?” a girl from the Stags asked, lost. 
 
    “We live within this pretty, bright speck; it’s flat like a small golden coin the size of a tenth of a millimeter,” the lecturer answered, using a green laser pointer to indicate a speck no different from any other in the eggy center of the Universe. 
 
    The professor clapped his hands, and the Space Hall ceiling turned into a starlit night sky. 
 
    “Here’s the Milky Way, running across the entire celestial sphere. This is our galaxy, its profile view – we see that speck, or that disc, or, more accurately, the stars that are nearest to the disc from within. They all orbit slowly the center of the Galaxy, which is located in the Sagittarius constellation. The dark strips running along the Milky Way are the cold cosmic clouds which block the stars from our view. Our Galaxy has one hundred billion luminaries! Look at the beautiful sky!” the professor exclaimed triumphantly. “Look at the multi-colored stars, with all those small and large planets circumnavigating them. Nitrogen rivers flow on those planets, methane oceans roar, strange plants bloom and weird animals run free. Sentient races live there, and they have amazing cultures. These creatures possess knowledge and skills that are beyond our wildest guesses… But we, too, have things they don’t!..” 
 
    A gloomy-eyed Dragon boy interrupted the professor: 
 
    “Sir, is it true that for 300 years now NASA has been hiding a flying saucer with dead extraterrestrials at a secret army base?” 
 
    Mather laughed heartily, then scratched his head, perplexed as to the question at hand. 
 
    “If I tell you this isn’t true, you won’t believe me; you’ll say that this level of secrecy is beyond me. But please consider two things: first of all, a secret of this magnitude would be hard to conceal for three years, let alone for a longer period of time. Second, a story I’m about to tell you should prove that these rumors are completely groundless. At least, it does for me: NASA experiences constant financing shortages and uses any sensation to heat up the interest in its research. If there are no sensations at hand, they are fabricated from routine projects. Non-specialists don’t see the difference anyway…” 
 
    The professor addressed the audience: 
 
    “Do you know that looking for meteorites in Antarctica is kind of a plush job? Any rock found in the Antarctic glaciers turns out to be a meteorite. I mean, how else would a rock find its way into a layer of ice many miles deep, rather than by falling from the sky? Besides, the glaciers crawl and very handily move the treasures closer to the ocean, where they no less handily melt, leaving a rich crop of meteorites. When, in the 20th century, mass collection of meteorites began in Antarctica, scientists discovered, among the thousands of regular meteorites from the Asteroid Belt, many rocks from the Moon and a few Martian meteorites. And they found microscopic imprints of some rod cells, akin to petrified bacteria. That was a sensation! NASA showed these bacteria around and thus secured a raise in financing, as well as the launching of a new project to study life on Mars. 
 
    “Now imagine: NASA has such an ace up their sleeves, these remains of extraterrestrials, and it isn’t using it?” Mather laughed. “They would’ve rattled those green bones at all press-conferences and spun such a sensation until the general public and the government, scared of a sudden attack of carnivorous monsters, emptied their pockets and raised the NASA budget exponentially. If Americans got so hyped up about some untrustworthy bacteria, then I can discern the myths of UFOs concealed by NASA for what they are… Its modest budget – a mere half-percent of government expenditure – in and out of itself shows that no one in the North American government believes in ETs. Humanity still spends more money on cosmetics than on the cosmos. But, as I’ve already told you, alien life in the Universe most definitely exists, and the only question is how distant it is from us and what cultural stage it’s on.” 
 
    The professor paused and strode across the dark hall, brushing away groups of galaxies with the flaps of his jacket. 
 
    “The cosmos is an unbelievable thing… Think about it: humanity works hard to provide itself with food and shelter – to eat, recuperate and then procure more food and build a better roof with renewed energy. The gigantic hamster wheel of our lives is all about self-support; we run, pointlessly, inside the hamster wheel of our civilization. That is enough to drive you crazy! We never have time to look up, to see the stars and think about eternity… Only Space gives our lackluster life a new dimension; only the starry sky allows us to look up from the Earth and focus our eyes on something distant; only the existence of faraway worlds and the possibility of exploring them gives a meaning to all our running along the closed-loop track of earthly life…” 
 
    The professor knew all of the bright stars ‘personally’ and talked about each one as of a close friend, listing their name and age, mass and color, pointing out if they had any planet-satellites or a dust cocoon. He informed the students that two thirds of all stars in our sky are binary or triple stars, while the North Star is even a five-star system. 
 
    Mather talked about the years and hundreds of years it takes for light to travel from the stars that we can see. He then would ask a student, “When is your birthday?” – and point triumphantly at an appropriate luminary: 
 
    “The photons of this star, which we catch with our eyes this very minute, were born at the same time as you! They flew through the cold space for the same amount of time as you’ve walked in this world. Now you’ve met your peer, the starlight…” 
 
    The professor squinted slyly and pointed a finger at the students: 
 
    “The iron in your blood, my dears, was born during the explosions of far-away supernovas and it had traveled a long way to get to us. And so, the blood that flows through your veins is – in the true sense of the word! – extraterrestrial… Thousand-year-old genealogies of Earth kings pale before the scientific fact that iron atoms are not only older than Pyramids, they are older than the Sun; that those atoms have come from other parts of our galaxy. Your veins pretty much hold the intermixed histories of many solar systems: approximately eighty five percent of the human body mass is made up of substances from other stars. And that means that you and I are almost fully extraterrestrial… Yes, yes, you can look at each other in awe and congratulate yourselves: each of you is a true space miracle…” 
 
    Everyone liked Professor Mather, even though in the evening, Dzintara critiqued the lecture: 
 
    “That Mather is too involved with his universe. It’s pretty primitive. He doesn’t understand that there are many universes: they exist in biology and cybernetics, not to mention the depths and dimensions hidden in art, poetry, painting… Professor Mather really has quite a few limitations.” 
 
    Nikki, who liked the lecture as well, couldn’t help but partly agree with Dzintara’s statement. 
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter 8 
 
    Princes and Princesses 
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    Dinner turned out to be nice and relaxing for a change, after the first long day of studies and all the related hustle and bustle. Nikki ordered two Chiantis, having pronounced that she had not had any in the morning and thus needed compensation – and relaxed to her heart’s delight, amidst the envious looks of her neighbors who sipped their juices, mineral water and tea. 
 
    “Dzintara,” said Nikki, “what does ‘junior princess’ really stand for?” 
 
    “It means,” said the princess, “that the dynasty throne will be inherited by my eldest brother, not by me. If the eldest brother doesn’t want… or isn’t able to inherit it, then the crown will go to my middle brother. And I am the youngest princess in the family, with hardly any prospects for the crown. Which is just as well, otherwise they wouldn’t have let me come here, I would have been home-schooled by tutors, and would only be able to get out surrounded by a dozen bodyguards…” 
 
    “How does one become a king?” asked Nikki. 
 
    “It’s elementary,” said Dzintara. “As soon as your individual wealth reaches a hundred billion golden coins, the President of the Royal Club invites you to join, you pay your membership dues – and that’s it…” 
 
    “And is primogeniture stipulated by Club law?” asked Nikki, curious as ever. 
 
    “It is just a necessary tradition, since if a King divides his property between several offspring, they risk falling out of the Royal Club. One hundred billion is the minimal personal wealth required. Summing up the fortunes of individual members of a family clan does not count.” 
 
    “Dzintara, you know more about the powerful clans of various planets than any one of us: could I have your opinion on one important matter?” Nikki looked at the princess from the Shihin clan. 
 
    “Give it a try.” 
 
    “I’ll state the facts, and you’ll let me know what you think,” began Nikki. “Fact number one: ten years ago someone fired an electromagnetic cannon at a research frigate, the Stranger, which carried myself and my parents. That means that the criminal possessed a well-armed ship. An acquaintance of mine who works for the police told me that no spaceship flights had been registered anywhere close to the Stranger orbit, which means that either it was a very long range gun, or the attacker possessed stealth armor and thus was invisible to radars. This type of armor and weapons are illegal for private space crafts. 
 
    “Fact number two: someone managed to re-program a repair robot and make it attack me. That is a highly qualified job that only a first-rate software expert is capable of. Then someone managed to recruit an assassin – the head of the hospital security – and when the corrupt recruit was tracked down and arrested, he was killed right in his prison cell, and the murder was masked as a suicide.” 
 
    The princess listened with utmost attention. 
 
    “Which group has the technical proficiency to do all that?” asked Nikki, casting a questioning glance at Dzintara. “Who might have access to a well-armed illegal spaceship, be capable of hiring computer experts willing to break the law, and strong connections in police circles?” 
 
    “Your questions are far from trivial,” remarked Dzintara, raising an eyebrow – she was particularly good at that. “And your life seems to be full of adventures… 
 
    “The list is fairly long,” added the princess after a pause. “Each dynasty has its own space fleet and all of the other things you have mentioned. So we have, roughly, a hundred possibilities. Besides that, the governments of small authoritarian states might have the same things at their disposal, and they tend to use them uncontrollably. Neither should we eliminate the secret services of major states or the mafia clans. And thus the list of your potential enemies expands to a couple of hundred.” 
 
    “That’s too much,” sighed Nikki. “But do think about these facts, Dzintara, for you move in the highest circles. If you hear anything that might be related to these things, please, let me know.” 
 
    “You are forgetting yourself, Miss Greenwich,” said Dzintara in an icy voice. “Do you dare to suggest that I, the youngest Shihin Princess, turn into your informer? Do you want me to spy for you?” 
 
    An awkward silence hung over the table. Nikki looked closely at the infuriated princess. 
 
    “Princess Dzintara, please accept my apologies,” said Nikki, who managed to combine officiousness and sincere courtesy in her voice, “for formulating my request so badly. Please let me explain. When one watches a simple process, like someone digging the ground, one can quickly figure out the essence of the process. But if someone commits some stranger acts, it means that a complex technology is in place and, to an untrained eye, there is no way to figure out the ultimate goal of the process by just watching its individual stages…” 
 
    The princess was gradually suppressing her anger, though her eyes maintained their irked spark. 
 
    “The facts I have stated are linked into a chain,” Nikki went on, “but I cannot figure out the ultimate goal of these actions. Apparently, something long-term is in store, for even a gap of ten years has not altered the priorities of this mysterious process. I am sure that it’s not revenge on my family; we just happened to be small grains of sand in the way of a gigantic, unknown mechanism. Where is it heading? What other mishaps will it bring to others and to the whole world? I cannot eliminate the possibility that it threatens even the most powerful bodies, such as dynasties, and that might include your dynasty, princess…” 
 
    Dzintara, still angry, started to pay attention. 
 
    “After all,” said Nikki with a shrug, “a master plan should be directed at a master aim. It’s ridiculous to think that this powerful Mr. Mystery has spent ten years chasing a little girl… Could it be a plan of one group of dynasties directed against another group of dynasties? Or an operation of a state against its enemies? I don’t know what to make of this information; I am only a girl rescued from space six short months ago. And you, Princess Dzintara, represent an influential dynasty, so I am very happy to be able to tell you all I can, to place part of the burden on your more experienced shoulders… So, in fact, I am your informer, and I am willing to share any facts or speculations.” 
 
    Dzintara’s face relaxed by this point and she regained her usual composure. Nikki nodded in Jerry’s direction: 
 
    “For example, Jerry made a very plausible supposition that the attack on the Stranger and the assault at the hospital had nothing to do with me; instead, they are directed against my class A10 computer Robbie and the information it procured on the Mars. Actually, the Stranger flight was a special emergency delivery of the computer to Earth – it’s quite possible that it was arranged to facilitate the destruction of Robbie. Jerry’s hypothesis explains a lot, but it’s still guesswork: we have no idea what Robbie might have dug up, for its Martian files were destroyed by the electromagnetic impact. All I ask of you, Princess Dzintara, is to take this information seriously, for it might pertain to the well-being of your dynasty and that of your royal allies,” said Nikki, underscoring her point once more. “You know better than I which steps might be taken to uncover this murderous plot. If you honor me with a discussion of any aspects of this affair, I will be immensely grateful.” The Mowgli finished her long monologue. 
 
    “Bravo!” Dzintara, looking very serious, slowly clapped her hands. “You will go far – for a girl from an asteroid, you formulate your thoughts exceedingly well… I will take your information into account and I will think it over. And you can still address me unofficially, without using my title, Nikki.” Dzintara stretched out her beautiful hand. 
 
    “I will, Dzintara.” Nikki smiled and shook the princess’s outstretched hand. “Yet, it’s hard to take you for an ordinary girl… you’re still too much of a princess.” 
 
    “I… lost it a little,” said Dzintara in an unusually remorseful tone. “Now I see what you’ve meant. I would hate to disrupt the free flow of the communication that we have created so successfully.” 
 
    “Well, watch out, Dzintara,” said Nikki with a smile. “I do have problems with etiquette, but, as for free flow, it is one of my strongest points!” 
 
    After dinner Jerry saw Nikki to the elevator. 
 
    “In just one day you’ve managed to make friends with a powerful princess and even get her involved in your investigation!” said Jerry with admiration. “You are incredible! But the most amazing thing is that so often I saw how tough and uncompromising you are… and now I can’t believe how diplomatic you can be.” 
 
    “Dzintara had not attacked me,” said Nikki. “On the contrary, I had insulted her by my request. She has her own code of honor, and I respect others’ opinions. So I tried to explain my point of view. Did I deviate from the truth, was I hypocritical?” 
 
    “No,” said Jerry. “That’s the whole point: you turned out to be amazingly smart.” 
 
    “If you think that you are very smart, then you are a total idiot!” boomed Nikki in a funny imitation of Professor Van Teller’s voice, and they both burst out laughing. 
 
      
 
    The first week of their studies turned out to be so tough that the students were all but steaming by the end of it, but sooner or later even the most pleasant things come to an end. It was the first weekend at Einstein School. Saturday morning Nikki allowed herself to stay in bed for a little longer and spend some more time enjoying the warmth of the shower. 
 
    Basking in the sun by her window, she was towel-drying her hair – she hated using the blow-drier in the bathroom – and watching the Canadian geese. The huge birds approached the lake, glided down on a smooth glissade and, after the touchdown, slid across the water, as if skiing, spraying a little cloud into the air around. Her T-phone rang. 
 
    “Nikki, where are you?” came Jerry’s excited voice. “I have an idea… I would like to discuss it just between the two of us, before Hao and Dzintara get here.” 
 
    “I need another fifteen minutes,” said Nikki. 
 
    “Why don’t I come over for a chat, and then we will go to breakfast together,” suggested Jerry. 
 
    “OK!” 
 
    A minute passed before a quick tap on her door. 
 
    “Robbie, open the door, we’ll show Jerry the glissading birds,” asked Nikki still looking at the lake. 
 
    Jerry stepped in from the corridor and, after another tap, threw the door to the room open. Nikki’s outline against the brightly lit window began to turn towards him, and then Jerry gasped and banged the door shut. 
 
    “By gosh, Nikki, you have nothing on!” he shouted from the hall. 
 
    “Oh, right, I’d completely forgotten…” 
 
    Footsteps came from the room, and a few seconds later Nikki re-opened the door. 
 
    “Do come in!” She was now wearing a fluffy bathrobe and looked rather more guilty than embarrassed. 
 
    “Hey, don’t do that again!” Still blushing, Jerry stepped into the room with more than a little apprehension. “I almost had a heart attack!” 
 
    “It’s so warm here, and I was watching the geese, and so I’d completely forgotten about what you call propriety here…” Nikki said ruefully. “I’m sorry, I didn’t mean to scare you.” 
 
    “It’s not about scaring me,” growled Jerry. “It’s just way too hard to deal with an uncultivated person who has absolutely no social brakes… Do you go to the common room like that, I wonder?” 
 
    “I sure don’t,” said Nikki in surprise. “It is rather chilly in the hall.” 
 
    “Well, that’s lucky… Otherwise, I can’t even imagine where it would all go… Could I have some water? I’m burning up.” Still panting, Jerry plopped into an easy chair. 
 
    “What did you want to discuss? What’s the idea?” asked Nikki, turning the conversation away from her misdemeanor.  
 
    “I dug up some information on the Web about a company in Luna City,” said Jerry, trying hard to concentrate on business matters and pushing aside, not too successfully, the flitting vision of Nikki’s naked body. “They manufacture cheap A9 processors, but too many of them malfunction… ahem… more water, please… so I have some ideas, but I need to discuss them with Robbie. We might make some money cooperating with this company – we do have to start thinking how we pay for the second year of the School.” 
 
    “That’s a great idea!” said Nikki supportively. “But why did you want to discuss this in private?” 
 
    “Well…” Jerry shrugged. “Any conversation pertaining to making money for the upcoming year would sound like a hidden appeal in Dzintara’s presence… So, would you allow me to work with Robbie once in a while? I mean, through the School Intranet, I wouldn’t take him away from you.” 
 
    “No problem,” nodded Nikki. “Just remember, Robbie, that any information that pertains to me or Jerry – or any other information that should be kept away from indiscreet eyes – should not be transmitted through the web. Try to be careful and exchange the most important data in person.” 
 
    “Of course,” agreed Robbie. “I will be happy to be of assistance, Jerry.” 
 
    They plunged into a technical discussion, and Nikki went to the bathroom to get dressed. And even though Robbie had the privilege of following her there, his voice still sounded in Jerry’s T-phone. But, to be perfectly honest, the young man was still a little distracted in the course of this businesslike conversation. 
 
    When Nikki and Jerry came to the café, their friends were already at the table having breakfast. Dzintara took a close look at Jerry – the boy’s face was still covered with pink spots. 
 
    “Why are you so florid today, Jerry?” she asked inquisitively. 
 
    “Well…” said Jerry, who was a pretty hopeless liar. 
 
    “He came to my room to discuss a technical question, and I got lost looking at the geese and forgot to get dressed after the shower,” Nikki explained casually. “And so Jerry dropped down, half-dead, all the way through the door.” 
 
    Nikki’s frank explanation made Jerry blush again; Hao, normally unperturbed, chuckled, while Dzintara laughed merrily. 
 
    “The most amazing thing,” she said once she caught her breath, “is that you really forgot to get dressed. I can see that even without my Snoopy-Polygraph. Oh, how charming! All  other similar occurrences that I know of were carefully pre-planned.” 
 
    “Nikki, Dzintara, you are unbearable!” grumbled Jerry. 
 
    “Jerry, was it really that… awful?” asked Dzintara and giggled. 
 
    Jerry said, as casually as he could: 
 
    “Not really, she’s in a pretty good shape… though I doubt she will keep it with three helpings of salmon per day!” he added vengefully, casting a glance at Nikki’s full plate. 
 
      
 
    Two weeks of studies flew by. In the morning, Nikki took the already familiar rout to breakfast. When she left the elevator on the ground floor of the Leopard tower, the hall was empty. Nikki directed her wheelchair to the café entrance, preparing for the cumbersome procedure of opening the massive old-timer door, not equipped with an automatic system. A rowdy bunch of students flocked into the tower. 
 
     “A-a! There’s Nikki Greenwich, the celebrity!” cried one of them. 
 
    Nikki turned around and saw a tall handsome guy heading a group of the Dragons. It was… what’s-his-face… Prince Ditbit, she recalled. 
 
    “I have long wanted to thank you, Miss Greenwich, for the special pleasure you gave me at the exam. As for your interview the next day… Words fail to express my feelings!” With a pleasant smile on his face, which came as a strange contrast to the irony in his voice, the Prince came closer and gallantly opened the massive door leading to the cafeteria. 
 
    With a mental shrug, Nikki thanked the Prince curtly and quickly rolled through the doorway. She saw that she was early, the café was almost empty. 
 
    In the next moment, her wheelchair was slanted back, and she felt a sharp push to her shoulders. Nikki managed to press the brake button, but the wheelchair was already skidding ahead on its two back wheels before toppling completely. 
 
    The power fixtures gave way; Nikki flew out of the wheelchair and glided on her side to the nearest table. Robbie stayed inside the pocket of the wheelchair, and his cable trailed behind her. 
 
    When Nikki recovered from her fall, she saw the round eyes of Isabelle, the blond freshman girl from the Order of the Leopards – she was sitting, all alone, at a table and staring at Nikki, perplexed. The Dragons’ loud laughter came from the door. 
 
    “Hi, Isabelle!” said Nikki, as if nothing had happened. “Would you please help me with the wheelchair?” 
 
    The girl jumped up, upsetting her own chair, and rushed to pick up Nikki’s wheelchair. 
 
    “That’s what happens when a hi-tech gadget is operated by a degenerate representative of the homo sapiens species,” came Ditbit’s pompous voice from the door. “Oh, Gods of the Olympus! What a nauseating sight – the mutant hair, the cable leading to the electronic intestines, the wheels instead of legs… The ancient Spartans were right when they threw such freaks off cliffs immediately after birth!” 
 
    A group of posh-looking Dragons laughed compliantly at Ditbit’s jokes, pointing at Nikki, who was slowly getting up from the floor, and at the cable than connected her to Robbie. 
 
    Nikki cautiously got back into the wheelchair that was rolled up to her by the embarrassed, blushing Isabelle; she was trying hard not to further damage her back, for it was already hurt by the fall. 
 
    “Thank you,” she said amiably, trying to make Isabelle less uncomfortable, and then pointed to a vase with fruit that was standing on the table. “May I please have one of your apples?” 
 
    This strange request scared Isabelle even further, and brought up a renewed fit of hilarity on the Dragons. 
 
    “Those paupers are really hard up, they even beg for scraps from their neighbors!” a tall red-haired Dragon shrieked from the door, showing the full extent of his sense of humor. 
 
    Nikki took the large, green apple that Isabelle had offered her timidly, and only then she turned to the door, where Ditbit and other Dragons wriggled in their paroxysm of laughter. 
 
    “Doorman Ditbit!” Nikki said loudly. “Here’s your tip!” 
 
    And she flung the apple towards the door. 
 
      
 
    Kinetic energy is an interesting thing. An apple thrown by a boy can slightly hurt a person, or hit a hard wall and sustain some damage. Yet, if the apple flies at a speed that is only twice higher, the energy effect of the impact will be four times stronger; the person in question will be hurt quite badly and, on hitting the wall, the apple will be squashed. 
 
    If you can throw an apple with a speed three or four times higher than normal, the kinetic energy will escalate nine- or sixteen-fold. You can imagine the effect of the impact by imagining a prodigy boy who can throw a five-pound dumbbell as if it were a pebble. 
 
    Einstein’s special theory links the kinetic energy and the inertia of an object to the properties of space and time; however, Einstein’s wisdom is normally outside the reach of colliding objects, for on moment of impact they are busy looking for the reservoirs where they can dump the excesses of their kinetic energy. Alas! As a rule, they have to spend the energy of their rapid head-on movement on their own deformation and self-destruction. 
 
      
 
    The apple flung by Nikki flew with a strange angry hum, hitting Ditbit’s solar plexus. The impact immediately turned the apple’s consistency to that of a smoothie as it burst. Ditbit’s merry laughter turned into a brief gasp, the Prince then doubled over and collapsed, knocking the Dragons who were standing behind him to the floor. 
 
    The heap of jumbled-up bodies blocked the entrance; shrieks and curses replaced the cheerful chattering. Once the Dragons managed to disentangle their hands and feet, they sprang up from the floor, and then found out that their leader refused to follow suite; rolled up in a ball, he was still lying, silent and motionless, in a corner by the wall. 
 
    “Looks like he liked your apple, Isabelle!” Nikki turned to the Leopard girl, whose eyes rounded out further.  
 
    The few early eaters were already running to the scene. Nikki turned her wheelchair and rode to her still-unoccupied table. Quite upset, she thought about how even here, at the School, she would have to be on her guard and never leave her back exposed. Besides, it is a bad idea to carry Robbie in the wheelchair pocket… What if the cable got severed? A rhetorical question; Nikki knew the answer very well: first degree death, six minutes. 
 
    After a while, Dzintara and Jerry walked up to the table. 
 
    “Hi, Nikki!” Jerry exclaimed excitedly. “What’s wrong with that Prince Ditbit? I saw him being carried to the medical unit!” 
 
    “He suffered from indigestion,” sighed Nikki. “He swallowed an apple too fast, on an empty stomach at that…” 
 
    Ditbit did not make it back from the medical unit for breakfast or the first lecture of the day, and his encounter with Nikki was widely and animatedly discussed all around Einstein School. Most students sided with Nikki, for Ditbit had been the first to start the argument and to resort to violence. While some – most of them Dragons, naturally, – sided with Ditbit, pointing out the seriousness of his injury. 
 
    A Dragon Duke, John Van Donalds, announced smugly that a gentleman who dared to be so rude to a lady should be flogged. As for Jerry, he knocked the nasty Prince senseless so often in his thoughts that his ferocious face scared to death an innocent passer-by Stag. 
 
    The general opinion was that Nikki would most probably be expelled from the School: while duels using various kinds of sports equipment were very common and perfectly legal, random fights, especially resulting in serious injuries, were strictly prohibited. And since the injury in question was “a large hematoma in the pectoral ganglias area” sustained by no less a person than Prince Ditbit himself, the situation looked really serious. 
 
    At noon, Nikki was summoned by a highly upset Principal Milic. 
 
    “I know what happened,” he said. “Oh, Gods! You seem to attract all sorts of trouble. Irrespective of what I personally think about it, we are in for a nasty scandal. I already had a call from Ditbit the Senior, in person!” The principal raised his eyes skyward. “He is furious; he won’t even be satisfied by your expulsion. He wants to sue his son’s offender, bring him to destitution, send him to a prison for delinquents… Gods know what else he decides he wants to do… He is incredibly influential, and it won’t be hard for him to bring even me… ahem… The Moon TV’s most notorious anchor, Timothy, was fired the very next day after your matriculation, simply because he made one careless comment about Prince Ditbit! I know him well; he has been covering our matriculations for over thirty years… What am I to do with you, Miss Greenwich?” cried the principal in desperation. 
 
    “Give me a chance to speak to him,” Nikki said suddenly. 
 
    “To whom?” Principal Milic asked incredulously. 
 
    “To Ditbit Senior,” answered Nikki. 
 
    “You are out of your mind!” cried the principal nervously. “You have to leave quietly, go someplace, lie low and hope that things gradually settle down somehow…” 
 
    “If that is all you can suggest, I have an even better reason to speak to him,” said Nikki persistently. “I believe he expects you to call with your decision…” 
 
    The principal sprang up and began to nervously run up and down the room, tugging at his long gray hair. Then he sat down at his desk again, gulped some water and said, harshly and insistently: 
 
    “Miss Greenwich, you are expelled from Einstein School! I will arrange the reimbursement of your unspent tuition money, for you will need it. You have to leave the School this very day, before midnight.” 
 
    Nikki’s heart contracted with a pang. She spent so much effort getting into the School – and all to no avail! When will she finally learn to control her feelings in this life, so little known to her, where a just retribution is too much of a luxury… To mess it all up, in the very first month of her studies! And how long will she be able to survive outside the well-protected walls of the School? 
 
    “I do not know what other steps the Ditbit Dynasty will take against you, and it is outside my control,” the principal went on severely. “I will now call Ditbit Senior to inform him of my decision… he might be willing to talk to you… I don’t know…” He rolled his head in embarrassment and pushed the button of the old-fashioned communicator on the desk. 
 
    “Yes, Principal Milic?” The face of a young lady, who might have looked attractive, were it not for the dissecting yellow eyes, sprang up on the screen. “How may I help you?” 
 
    “Ahem…” went the principal. “His Majesty called me today regarding one urgent issue… ahem… related to his son, and he asked me to call back… mmm… which means that he… eh… is waiting for my message…” The stumbling principal was a pitiful sight. 
 
    “Wait a minute,” said the female secretary, slashed Nikki with her predator eyes and switched off. Ditbits’ Royal Coat of Arms showed up on the screen, accompanied by sonorous music. It must be the dynasty’s anthem, Nikki thought mechanically. She was seized with a nervous shiver – the whole thing felt like a nightmare. 
 
    The pause lasted for some ten minutes, and the principal spent the time pouring water into his parched throat, one glass after the other. Nikki stared at the window in strained silence, listening to something soundless. Her fingers were twitching, as if they were moving over an invisible keyboard. 
 
    Suddenly, a willful handsome face of a youthful man with an aquiline nose and closely cropped hair popped up on the screen. 
 
    “Principal Milic?” The voice was angry and curt. 
 
    “Your Majesty… ahem… I have decided to immediately expel the student responsible for your son’s injury from the School… he… I mean, she… eh… is Miss Nikki Greenwich, here, present.” The principal turned his head towards Nikki. 
 
    King Ditbit cast a quick look at Nikki and turned back to the principal. 
 
    “Are you trying to make a mockery of me? How dare you!” he asked in a hissing, serpentine voice. “My son is an athlete and a boxer; he is hospitalized with a major injury caused by a massive blow. Are you trying to say he was hit by this disabled girl?” 
 
    “Erm…” Principal Milic drew his head into his shoulders, his halo going limp. 
 
    “I can show you exactly how it all happened,” Nikki said in a loud clear voice, and immediately a square with the face of Ditbit the Junior appeared in the lower part of the screen still featuring the King’s head, and Ditbit’s acid voice said: “A-a! There’s Nikki Greenwich, the celebrity! I have long wanted to thank you, Miss Greenwich, for the special pleasure you gave me at the exam. As for your interview on next day… Words fail to express my feelings!” 
 
    Robbie, whose lens had a much wider angle than Nikki’s eyes, diligently showed not only the way Ditbit Junior opened the door for her, but the way he grabbed her wheelchair from behind, raised its front wheels and pushed it forward. 
 
    The image shook and froze, showing Nikki prostrate on the floor. The background noise consisted of the mockeries and laughter of Ditbit and his Dragon friends. 
 
    The principal clutched at his head in horror, while Ditbit Senior just frowned slightly and went on watching the recording; besides, he said something to someone invisible, but his voice was muted. 
 
    Then the screen showed Nikki holding the apple she had taken from Isabelle; she threw it; actually, in the last few seconds the image moved slower than in real life, but no one noticed. Prince Ditbit, still laughing, showed up on the screen, as he then doubled over and crashed on top of the Dragons. 
 
    This sight made Ditbit Senior raise his eyebrows so high that he looked almost like a normal person, not like the Thundering Ruler over various planets. 
 
    The recording stopped, showing Ditbit Junior rolled up in a cozy ball on the floor. 
 
    “I am sure you understand, Mr. Ditbit,” said Nikki, “that I will show this recording at the very first meeting with the press who would want to know why…” 
 
    King Ditbit was still listening to someone else, his head tilted, oblivious to Nikki’s words. 
 
    “Are you Nikki Greenwich from the Stranger?” he asked, interrupting her mid-sentence. 
 
    “Yes, I am,” Nikki said in surprise. 
 
    “Have you made this recording for a particular purpose?” Mr. Ditbit asked in a sharp voice. 
 
    “No, but my computer Robbie is always with me, and he records everything going on around me.” 
 
    “Principal Milic!” Ditbit commanded suddenly, ignoring Nikki. 
 
    “Yes, Your Majesty?” the principal said timidly. 
 
    “I remove all claims against you,” the King said authoritatively. “I do not want any expulsions or any publicity. I am inclined to treat this incident as a harmless, childish prank. It is over. Please make sure that Miss Greenwich does not create any public scandals regarding this event – as the School’s trustee, I believe that it will harm its reputation. If she neglects this request, you are free to expel her for not complying with the demands of the School administration, but not for a fight with my son. Do you read me?” 
 
    “Certainly, Your Majesty…” muttered the principal, flabbergasted.  
 
    Ditbit disappeared from the screen, without casting another glance at Nikki. The principal sat still, panting, trying to recover. 
 
    “Luck, luck is on your side, Miss Greenwich,” he addressed the girl with obvious relief, “that King Ditbit was in such a… peaceful state of mind today… I recall my earlier decision regarding your expulsion and suggest that we forget this unfortunate incident entirely… Do you agree? Can you promise that you won’t dissipate this… atrocious recording?” 
 
    “Of course,” said Nikki, equally relieved. “I have to protect the School’s honor… while I am a student here,” she finished pointedly.  
 
    By the time she left the Main Tower, it was lunchtime. Jerry was anxiously waiting for her in the park; it did not take her long to put him at ease. He laughed merrily and squeezed her hand with incredible enthusiasm. 
 
    “I was so afraid that we would be thrown out because of that bully!” Jerry’s face was radiant. As for staying at the School if Nikki were expelled, it never entered his mind. 
 
    As for Nikki, her heartfelt relief was tinged by an unpleasant feeling that the situation had been resolved too easily, and she did not know its reason. 
 
    “You need to promise me, Jerry,” Nikki said earnestly, “that you will not try to take any revenge on Ditbit. We have to be extremely careful around those aristocrats. It was really bad… the principal threw me out of the School, and I was only saved at the very last moment… I don’t even know why. And if you start bullying him and thus get expelled, I won’t survive here on my own… Promise me?” 
 
    Jerry frowned angrily, but made a slow nod. 
 
    When they entered the café, they were greeted with animated buzz; Smith, looking ruffled, approached them immediately – his table was not far from the entrance. 
 
    “Well, Nikki,” he said, lowering his voice, “have you been expelled?” 
 
    “No,” said Nikki with a smile. “The incident was deemed a childish prank and it ended with no repercussions.” 
 
    Smith, with his typical spontaneity, threw up his hands in triumph, emitted a victorious cry and ran through the rows of tables, sharing the good news with his friends. As Nikki rode amid the tables on the way to her place, many students, especially Leopards, greeted her as if she had just won some sort of race. 
 
    The Dragons remained gloomy, followed her with their unflattering stares and comments. It was the first time that such a high-ranking aristocrat, a prince, was hurt at the School! And with impunity for the victimizer. 
 
    Or so it seemed. 
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    Gradually, things went back to normal. Ditbit came back from the hospital and never spoke to Nikki again, pretending that she did not exist, or that she was too trifling an object to merit his royal attention. Nikki had no problem with that. 
 
    The only consequence was that Ditbit took to speaking loudly to his aristocratic sycophants about plans of raising the tuition fees dramatically, “so that the rootless and penniless bastards could not even dream about getting into the same establishment as the elite.” Besides, the Prince expressed his hopes that they will get rid of the “dirtiest and most insolent paupers” by the next summer, for the aforementioned will have no money to pay for their tuition. 
 
    Nikki generally disregarded the verbal abuse, though the Prince’s tirades did remind her constantly that she, indeed, had no money to pay for next year. She did not have another asteroid in her possession, and was unlikely to get one any time soon. 
 
    On Monday, Nikki came to breakfast early. Jerry was the only one at the table, neither Dzintara nor Hao were there. She greeted Jerry and then noticed that the students at the café were looking in her direction; many of them had copies of the same magazine issue in their hands. Jerry was also holding the impressive-looking periodical. 
 
    “What are you reading?” asked Nikki. 
 
    “Your article!” Jerry answered in surprise. 
 
    “Which article?” asked Nikki, perplexed. 
 
    “The one in Young Astronomer!” chuckled Jerry. “Everyone here is reading it! And there are things worth reading there…” 
 
    “Oh! But I only wrote them a letter!” Nikki finally guessed. “I promised it to that… what’s her name… that journalist.” 
 
    “Your letter is presented as a sensation.” Jerry handed Nikki the magazine. 
 
    Even though most printing houses and bookstores were long extinct, the last few decades had shown that many people preferred to read real, rather than electronic, books, leafing through paper or plastic pages. Those fans would download an interesting book or periodical from the Web and print it, using their own equipment. 
 
    Nikki picked up the magazine printed by Jerry. The glossy cover was adorned by her own picture, shot at the Old Hat Ceremony: Nikki was shown in profile, inside a stream of sunrays. The light caught by her transparent hair twirled around her head in fiery vortexes. That’s quite impressive, Nikki agreed inwardly. Looks like it went through some professional touching-up… 
 
    The title underneath the picture read: HAS THE MAIN SPRING OF THE ETERNAL CLOCK BEEN DISCOVERED? A sensational presentation by Nicole Greenwich, the record holder of Einstein School. 
 
    Nikki snorted, slightly embarrassed, and turned the page. There she found another picture of herself, less pompous, but more alive and inspired; she was facing the reader. Her hair was still red, which meant it was a still taken from the recording of the matriculation. Next to the picture was the whole text of Nikki’s answer to the question “How was the Universe formed?”, as well as the laudatory verdict by Voldemar, the School Computer. 
 
    Then the editor put the following: 
 
      
 
    Our special correspondent Jane Poppins persuaded Nikki Greenwich, the record holder of Einstein School who has scored the incredible three hundred points for her answer in Cosmology, to write an essay for our periodical, explaining her Big Bang Concept. The essay is in the form of a letter; however, the editor decided not to make any changes to it, in order to fully preserve the form and unique style of this message. 
 
      
 
    The introduction was followed by a title: Nikki Greenwich Explains the Most Unorthodox Cosmological Idea of the Last Three Centuries. And below it, Nikki’s letter was printed. 
 
      
 
    September 12, 2252, Einstein School 
 
      
 
    Aloha, Jane. 
 
      
 
    I am forwarding you the promised comments to my answer at the exam; I am sorry if this explanation will only add to your confusion. 
 
    Even the plumber robots know that in 1915 Einstein came up with the equations on the general theory of relativity, and according to them matter possesses energy and, consequently, gravitational mass; thus matter causes a curvature of space around it. There Albert sighed with relief; meanwhile the problems had only just begun for others. 
 
    Most scholars noted regretfully that Einstein’s elegant theory had one deplorable exception: the energy of the gravitational field defies a mathematically correct tensor description. That was put down as an obvious weakness of the new theory. 
 
    Perfect! The sought-for scientific truth is never to be found in the opinion of the majority. That’s why it is so important to know that opinion, check it off the list once and for all, and then start looking elsewhere. In retrospect, 99 percent of all writings in theoretical physics turn out to be trash. A theory is advanced by singletons; the problem is that there’s no way of knowing ahead of time who they are. 
 
    The unsuccessful majority scratched their heads to blood, trying to resolve the problem of the energy’s ‘bad’ properties, sticking to Einstein’s theory, even though the early 20th-century genius Sir Arthur Eddington had explained that gravitational energy is but mathematical fiction. 
 
    Alas, a clever statement sleeps inside a dumb ear! The ‘bad’ properties of gravitational energy are not the weakness of the theory; they are a fundamental fact that reveals the mechanism of the universe. 
 
    A flat surface is always lifeless. Grass only grows in a crack in the stone. 
 
    The essence of the energy problem is both simple and brilliant: energy is not a universal property of the macrocosm. Gravity can be fully described through geometric quantities and thus does not require energy terms. 
 
    Einstein believed that there is no such physical property as gravitational energy; he only introduced that surrogate term to pay homage to the tradition.  
 
    You made a paper rabbit, and now you wonder why it won’t eat carrots. 
 
    Only a stone’s throw away from that is the inference that gravitational waves, which do not have any real energy, and they do not have any gravitational mass either. This is the clue to understanding the dynamics of the Universe. So, we have the key, now we have to find the lock. 
 
    I am sure, Jane, you have heard of the universally accepted myth that the collapse of the Universe will congest a hundred billion galaxies into a singularity or, in other words, into a point. Let’s rule out this ridiculous concept, it’s too popular amid the masses to be true, and let’s start thinking… 
 
    Eureka! 
 
    The Universe is the simplest structure of them all. 
 
    When a Universe collapses, all common matter within it turns into gravitational radiation, for generation of gravitational waves in the contracting Universe grows in reverse proportion to the fifth degree of its radius! 
 
    If a wise ape tells you that no gravitational waves occur in the spherically-symmetric collapse of a Universe, just chuck him into a black hole and let him discover for himself that a spherically ideal collapse is as ‘ingenious’ as the notorious spherical cow. 
 
    When a Universe collapses, it turns into a cloud of gravitational waves and thus reduces its gravitational mass to zero – according to the key we have discovered. And thus we solve the ancient problem of singularity: a Universe never ‘reaches’ this mystic state for, before that can happen, it turns into a cloud of powerful, yet mass-less gravitation radiation. 
 
    So, we are almost there; all we have left is to understand the secret of the reverse recession of our Universe, or of the Big Bang. Take a classic, two-dimensionally simplified model of a gravitational field – a piece of rubber film deflected by a heavy ball. 
 
    Light balls roll along the surface of the deflected film towards the central ball, thus illustrating its ‘gravity’. Pull the heavy ball with the film attached to it up abruptly – the body will drag up the entire curvilinear pointed ‘cone’, while the lighter balls will fly in various directions, rolling down its sides. The ‘cone’ was shaped by the bounded velocity of the spread of disturbance along the rubber surface: separate parts of the film take time to be informed about the lift of the central ball or about the disappearance of its gravitational mass. 
 
    Here we have the rubber illustration of the repelling gravitational field in the vicinity of the diminishing mass. 
 
    The Great Collapse, which had destroyed the gravitational mass of the contracting Universe, had demolished itself and created strong anti-gravity that was the cause for the new expansion of the World. The primordial repelling potential has weakened considerably over the billions of years, but it still speeds up the reversal of the galaxies’ archipelago. 
 
    Hawking had discovered that strong gravity knocks elementary particles out of the vacuum. The tsunami of curved space, which originates at the demolition of the previous Universe, ejects a huge wave of Hawking’s dazzling radiation out of the vacuum – and that is the Big Bang that recreates our World.  
 
    The wise Ilya Prigogin was the first one to regard the Big Bang as ‘an instability that causes the birth of substance’. Yet, no one understood him.  
 
    The grand cycle of the demolition and rebirth of the Phoenix, the Universe, repeated itself more than once. For us, the turn towards the contraction of this space mechanism will happen billions of years in the future, when the growing number of the black holes, gorged on the relict gravitational radiation, will lock up the Universe in its mass… What a beautiful and simple mechanism of the world’s dynamics! When I first figured it out, I shrieked with delight, running up and down the ceiling like a gecko. How about you, Jane, what are you doing now? 
 
      
 
    Nikki didn’t finish reading her own letter, she remembered its content, handing the magazine back to Jerry. 
 
    “That’s a great achievement!” exclaimed Jerry. “Congratulations!” 
 
    With an ambiguous sigh, the heroine of the day turned to her breakfast. 
 
    “You may keep the magazine, I’ll make myself another copy,” added Jerry; yet he never told Nikki that both her pictures from the Young Astronomer were already blown up to the max and now decorated the walls of his room… 
 
      
 
    An announcement inviting freshmen to the Free Flight Group flashed up, squeaking, in the café. Some fifty freshmen showed up, including, of course, Nikki and Jerry. Both the newbie and the veteran pilots, also present there, cast incredulous glances at Nikki. Apparently, in their minds, wings and wheelchairs did not mesh. 
 
    As for Nikki, she was surprised by Isabelle’s presence. The blond fragile girl was painfully timid, so Nikki never expected to see her here. One other thing that perplexed her was the fact that Isabelle had been assigned to the belligerent Leopards. 
 
    The coach, Benito Njavah, an energetic broad-shouldered girl of twenty years, with closely cropped hair and an unfading smile on her face, made a list of all of the freshmen volunteers. She did not say a word regarding Nikki’s wheelchair, even though it was obvious that she had a few questions on the tip of her tongue. She possessed enough professional ethics to bite them back. 
 
    “Moon is the planet of winged people!” Benito began her address with the old motto. “Humans have always dreamt of having wings, but only on the Moon, where body weight is six times less than on Earth, have we finally mastered the art of flying.” 
 
    Benito flashed a gorgeous smile. 
 
    “But you still have a long way to go. We will start with some theoretical studies. In November, we will move on to flying with practice wings. My experience shows that at that point about a quarter of all the students pull out because… eh… they suddenly get fascinated with something else, something more terrestrial, so to say, like ping-pong. Then we’ll study wing design, for the best wings are ones you’ve made yourself. Designing your wings, you need to keep in mind what exactly you would like to compete in later. Want any further explanation of that?” asked Benito hopefully. 
 
    “Yes!” came several shouts, she sighed and went on: 
 
    “Air combat is a contest between two teams of five; their goal is to bring each other to the ground with virtual plasma swords. Naturally, the winning team is the one that has brought down all of their opponents.” 
 
    “Does it hurt to fall down?” asked one of the attendees worriedly. 
 
    “Normally, you paraglide down quite smoothly, though you will need to learn how to fall properly,” said the coach. “A fast fall with your wings on might be dangerous, even if you fall on a trampoline… 
 
    “Figure flying is a contest where you have to show your art of gliding. It is a very technical type of sport, aesthetically connected with acrobatics and figure skating. 
 
    “The last type of contests is the tournaments of dragon-fighters; each of them fights single-handedly a crawling lizard or a flying dragon. The knight’s task is quite hard: only ancient weapons, such as swords and spears, may be used, and the dragons are not particularly vulnerable.” 
 
    “How many people have those monsters devoured so far?” came the same worried voice. 
 
    “I don’t think that dragon fighting would be right for you,” said the coach gravely, without answering the question. “You do not seem to have the right mindset… And the other option is to be an ‘amateur’ and just fly for fun, without taking part in any contests. 
 
    “The first contest of the season is a qualifying tournament for figure flying and dragon fighting. Besides, the four air battle teams will compete for the title of the champion of their year in aerobatics. The final stage of the contest is the Super Final. The teams of the Orders will compete for the Diamond Mortar, while the figure flyers, the champions of their years, will strive for the Silver Wing. The dragon fighters will take part in the May Knights Tournament, where the School’s ten best fighters will try to win the Golden Glove. Any questions?” coach Benito finished with obvious relief. 
 
    Questions poured from all sides; meanwhile Jerry leaned over to Nikki. 
 
    “What do you like best?” he asked. 
 
    Nikki paused. 
 
    “Air combat, I think,” she said finally, “even though fighting dragons also seems quite interesting…” 
 
    “You are a combatant spirit,” said Jerry pensively. “What about figure flying with all its elegance, doesn’t it appeal to you?” 
 
    “Nuh-uh,” Nikki said childishly. “You have to bother too much with your appearance. Not for me.” 
 
    Isabelle, who was sitting close by, said quietly: 
 
    “I’d like air combat too…” 
 
    Again, Nikki was surprised. 
 
    But Isabelle really amazed her a few days later. 
 
      
 
    Nikki loved swimming in the School pool, which was huge, with its own bays and islands overgrown with short thick grass. The pool was located underneath the Humanities Block and was very popular with the students. 
 
    Because Nikki had to wear her backpack at all times, she did not like swimming in front of everyone else; so she took to bathing at night, in the fully deserted pool with its greenish water expanse illuminated by the coastal lights. Gloom made it possible to swim naked, and Nikki came to prefer to do it that way. 
 
    One day, around six in the morning, Greenwich time, when Nikki was about to get out of the water, a rowdy crowd of Dragon freshmen burst into the dark and deserted room; they were headed by Marquis Gaylord, Prince Ditbit’s friend, who often suggested that everyone just called him Marquis. 
 
    Nikki crouched in a remote bay, where she usually swam. 
 
    Yet, the Dragons did not intend to go swimming; they went along the side of the pool, sniffing out something like a pack of hounds. There were six of them, and, as it soon became obvious, they were looking for her. Once one of them stumbled across Nikki’s wheelchair, he roared cheerfully, and soon all six guys crowded on the shore, looking avidly towards the center of the bay where Nikki was swimming. 
 
    “So, it is true!” exclaimed Gaylord. “Nikki Greenwich does go skinny dipping at night! And with her backpack! Sleepy Willy, you lost your thousand to me!” 
 
    “What do you find so inspirational here?” asked Nikki coldly. Her voice carried to the shore across the dark waters. 
 
    “What I find inspirational is the wealth of the potential developments of this situation, my dear!” exclaimed Gaylord, scowling. “We might confiscate this bathrobe…” He picked it up with his two fingers, “and make Miss Greenwich march naked all through the School… Won’t that be amazing! Especially if we wait till breakfast time, which is not far away now, then it will be way more public. Besides, we can coat her wheelchair with excellent superglue… Smithy, brought the spray? Or, instead of the glue, we can use…” 
 
    The Marquis finished in an undertone; his retinue laughed subserviently. 
 
    “There was a day when your Prince Ditbit decided to play a practical joke on me,” said Nikki. “Did you visit him in the hospital, oh loyal Marquis?” 
 
    “That’s the point, you do not have anything to throw at us right now,” said Gaylord hastily, trying to disperse his own and the others’ apprehensions. “Besides, we are not attacking you; we’re just having fun… And we do not really need to do anything; we can just sit around and wait until Miss Greenwich decides it is time to go to breakfast.” 
 
    Sneering, the Dragons got seated in the light beach chairs scattered around the pool. Gaylord was wrong – Nikki knew a place in the pool with lots of handy pebbles lying at the bottom, so each Dragon could have ended with a bruise on any part of his forehead, the choice of the exact location was up to Nikki. 
 
    Yet, she wanted to avoid open confrontation: the scandal resulting from Ditbit’s injury had shown her that fighting with these spoiled dudes could cost you dearly. Especially if they just plan to sit around, enjoying the situation. Not that Nikki would be particularly embarrassed to step out of the pool; she just hated to encourage those bullies. 
 
    In the meantime, Gaylord was enjoying himself: 
 
    “By the way, Nikki, I’ve heard that you have financial problems – no money to pay for next year… I guess I might be able to help. I was thinking about hiring a nice-looking maidservant… It’s quite a plush job; it won’t interfere with your studies… Well… you’ll have to carry my bag, serve me coffee in bed…” After that, Gaylord went on speaking softly and indistinctly, yet his friends roared with obscene laughter. 
 
    Should I call Jerry? Nikki thought. But there’s six of them, and he’ll only attack them anyway… 
 
    “If you do a really good job, you might just make enough for your second year – I know some other people who might be interested in having a nice-looking and obliging maidservant, they’ll contribute their share…” The Dragons were having unrestrained fun. 
 
    “Marquis,” said Nikki with disdain, “you and your bully friends are not even Neanderthals, you’re just apes. I promise to teach you a lesson on how to show respect to homo sapiens. Of course, it might be easier to just drown you all… but, see, the pool would stink too much afterwards!” 
 
    Hurried steps resonated through the gloom, and a few seconds later Isabelle arrived on the stage. She assessed the situation immediately, took out her T-phone and spoke hastily into it: 
 
    “Urgent message to all male Leopard freshmen … your help is needed at the swimming pool!” 
 
    The Dragon’s faces fell. 
 
    “Same message for Smith Jigich,” added Isabelle fiercely. Smith’s well-known name made an even stronger impression on the Dragons. 
 
    Isabelle lifted her T-phone higher and waved it at the Dragons. 
 
    “Wait around for ten more seconds, you brutes, and we’ll have fun all together.” 
 
    She only heard the sound of hurried footsteps, then all was silent. 
 
    “Thanks, Isabelle,” Nikki said cordially, getting cautiously out of the water and slipping into her bathrobe. “Please cancel the alarm.” 
 
    “I didn’t summon anyone,” chuckled Isabelle, “even though I would have pushed the button if they had not disappeared…” 
 
    “Smart move!” laughed Nikki. “How fortunate that you got up so early! I had no idea how to deal with those vipers…” 
 
    “But you sent me a message, asking me to come down to the swimming pool,” Isabelle said, confused. 
 
    “Did I?” Nikki said, figuring it out  immediately. “My Robbie woke you up, the scoundrel.” 
 
    “Yes, I did summon Isabelle,” grumbled Robbie. “It wasn’t worth calling the police to deal with these bullies. And Isabelle did a super job!” 
 
    “Absolutely!” agreed Nikki, stepped closer to Isabelle and hugged her. “Thank you once again, and let’s go have breakfast. And since no one is there yet, we might break the tradition and sit at the same table.” 
 
    “Cool!” said Isabelle enthusiastically. 
 
    While riding to the café for their early breakfast, Nikki still pondered Robbie’s choice. If she had to summon one of the Leopard girls, Isabelle would probably be at the very end of the list: the blond freshman girl was quite likable, but way too timid. 
 
    Yet Voldemar, the Main School Computer, had assigned her to the Leopards, and now Robbie had summoned Isabelle for help. And the girl had dealt with the situation perfectly: she acted confidently, even resolutely, in the face of a crisis, while many others would have panicked. 
 
    Possibly, the wise computers know something about us that we don’t know ourselves? Possibly, there is a sleeping Leopard inside the most shy and timid of people, and all that’s needed is to arouse the bold and powerful friend? 
 
      
 
    Einsteinians loved chemistry classes. The chemistry room was decorated with collections of various ores and minerals, with precious and semi-precious crystals. The Mendeleev Table was located on the floor, with pieces of metals and test-tubes containing powders of various colors attached to it – the samples of most of the chemical elements and their most common compounds; flasks with samples of soil from the terrestrial planets and from all of the satellites of the Solar System stood in the corner; a tall – covering from floor to ceiling – cylindrical aquarium was filled with constant poisonous rain and orange clouds of ammonia-cum-methane clouds, illustrating the weather chemistry of Jupiter. 
 
    The chemistry teacher, Professor Gustav Zitzer, was the brother of Yuri Zitzer the journalist whom Nikki had met on her first day at the School, and he always had something special for his students. 
 
    He would show them a retort stand with pink crystals and start pouring them on the table. The crystals would drop down and explode, disappearing with a crack. Later the professor would give them all of the details about this non-persistent compound of an inert gas that disintegrates at impact – and write down the respective formulas.  
 
    He would bring a ceramic crucible and start heating it on a Bunsen burner, and the long worms would start wriggling out of the bowl. As soon as the more excitable students in the front rows stopped shrieking, the professor would explain that those weren’t worms, but a particular substance that expands manifold when heated… 
 
    Often the professor would say weird things. Speaking about the chemical inertia of nitrogen, the main component of the terrestrial atmosphere, he would point out how difficult it is to produce precious ammonia fertilizers out of it. He would project on the screen gigantic columns made of Krupp steel, wherein, behind thick walls, in unbearable heat and under immense pressure, nitrogen aggregates reluctantly with hydrogen, driven into submission by the strong will of Man. Then, suddenly, the professor would say: 
 
    “Are those gigantic steel mechanisms for ammonia production proof of human power? Certainly not! They are proof of human weakness! If you have to use force, it means you have not used your brain. Legume bacteria know how to aggregate atmospheric nitrogen without applying any pressure…” 
 
    His tests were also superb: 
 
    “All you have are paper newspapers, from the olden times, and old, woolen mittens. Select the object you like and write down the formulas of all utilitarian chemical compounds that can be obtained from the piece of junk – with the appropriate chemical equations, naturally…” 
 
    Nikki chose the mittens, but she decided not to bother with gradual decomposition, she immediately reduced them to hydrogen, carbon, oxygen, nitrogen and sulphur – the thing that makes burning wool so malodorous. And then she began to confidently combine those five elements into more complex compounds. 
 
    She got as far as the production of aspirin when the class was over, and she reluctantly submitted her paper – there were still so many things to synthesize!  
 
    For the next class, Professor Zitzer brought in a huge bottle covered by a napkin. 
 
    “I will now show you a famous chemical reaction that gave the start to pretty much all of modern chemistry and modern biology. It also changed physics quite a bit…” 
 
    He removed the napkin, and the students saw the bottle filled with light blue solution. While they watched, the solution changed color and turned orange. The audience buzzed excitedly, and the professor did not mind that excited humming. 
 
    For a while the desk was adorned with an orange spot, but then the bottle turned blue again! The students buzzed even louder, as the bottle kept changing colors with clockwork precision. 
 
    “Let me introduce the Belousov-Zhabotinsky reaction that causes oscillations of chemical reagents’ concentration. If you disperse this solution into a thin film…” The professor splashed some on the glass tabletop and projected the view on the screen, “you will see three-dimensional structures: rings, waves and spirals.” 
 
    The orange and blue waves were crawling along the screen, bumping into each other and merging. 
 
    “The story of this discovery is quite interesting and dramatic. An ingenious Russian chemist, Boris Belousov, discovered in 1951 that if you combine in one tube sulphuric acid solution, sodium bromate and bromide, malonic – or citric – acid, ferric sulphate and a dye called phenanthroline, you will observe a miracle: the solution will start changing color from blue to orange and back, with the oscillation period ranging from fractions of a second to dozens of minutes. 
 
    “This reaction was in stark opposition with the standard scientific views of the times. Most chemical reactions were considered irreversible. You know how easy it is to burn a sheet of paper, but it takes quite an effort to re-produce carbon and oxygen from carbon dioxide. As for the chemical reaction that spontaneously reverses its direction, and more than once, like a pendulum, – it looked downright heretical in the middle of the twentieth century. No wonder Belousov spent years trying to publish his discovery in the scientific journals, and failed. 
 
    “But how could anyone not believe it?” asked a surprised voice. “The proof is right here in the tube with oscillating colors!” 
 
    “To see the truth, you need at least to be willing to see it…” said Professor Zitzer. “Galileo’s contemporaries refused to look at the sky through his telescope, rooted in their convictions. Human misconception is diamond-hard. The chemist Belousov should be grateful that he was not burned at a holy scientific stake…” 
 
    “Only in 1959 did he manage to publish a three-page synopsis of his discovery in proceedings on radiation medicine – apparently, that one had not been reviewed. And after that, insulted to the core, he gave up his attempts to win over the incredulous and conservative reviewers. Yet rumors of this incredible discovery spread and got the attention of Anatoly Zhabotinsky; in 1964 he made detailed studies of the chemical oscillation phenomenon. 
 
    “The famous reaction, now named after Belousov and Zhabotinsky, became a turning point in our worldview, leading us to the concepts of self-organization, open systems, oscillating reactions and structure-forming instabilities. Personally, I think it was a rare case of a three-page essay being worth a Nobel Prize.” 
 
    The tube on the desk stopped changing colors. 
 
    “What happened to it, Sir?” asked a student. 
 
    “Who would tell us what happened to it?” The professor aptly re-directed the question at the audience. 
 
    “It has exhausted its potential, Sir,” said a tall boy from the Order of the Owls, raising his hand. “For a reaction to keep going, you need an open system with the continuous supply of fresh elements and the removal of end-products.” 
 
    “Exactly, the tube began to starve, and then perished, same as a live organism,” said Professor Zitzer. “And now let’s take a look at the equation for this amazing reaction…” 
 
      
 
    At astronomy lectures Professor Gutt related the concepts of the philosophers of Antiquity and spoke about the Copernicus Revolution. Then he dove into the cosmologies of Einstein, Sitter and Friedmann. The students learned that galaxy recession was discovered by Slipher, while Hubble found that recession velocity increases with distance. 
 
    Nikki had studied a lot of it before; still, she listened closely. 
 
    One day Professor Gutt burst, rather than walked, into the class, flashing lightning out of his eyes. He had a copy of Young Astronomer in his hand, the one with Nikki’s article. 
 
    “Cosmology is an ancient science!” Professor Gutt began nervously. “Thousands of watchers and scholars spent hundreds of years, meticulously assembling reliable data, painstakingly developing models that in the future – which I firmly believe in – will give us a comprehensive picture of our Universe. It is an enormous, daunting, most challenging task… currently, there are but a dozen scholars who are able to understand the advanced mathematical models of the Universe.” 
 
    The professor exhaled and went on petulantly: 
 
    “Yours truly also made his humble contribution to the cosmological theory of vacuum inflation. That’s why I am very disappointed by the naïve attempt to invalidate those titanic efforts and substitute the well-substantiated scientific model with a flimsy unreliable scheme that has nothing but superfluous attraction.” 
 
    And the professor held up the magazine. 
 
    “I am particularly upset because this attempt originated here, at Einstein School, for it casts doubt on the whole quality of our education… I am talking about Miss Greenwich’s article in the last issue of Young Astronomer.” 
 
    “What exactly is wrong there, professor?” asked Gaylord with an anticipatory smile. “Could you explain in more detail?” 
 
    “This whole article is just words,” said the professor in genuine distress. “That’s not the way science works, my dears. I understand that the School Computer was waylaid by the primitive logic of her reasoning, gave Miss Greenwich a high score for her answer and thus provoked the interest of the media. Yet, no computer can perform a real in-depth analysis of a physical model that cannot be reduced to a mere logical pattern. That’s why I disagree with Voldemar’s decision. I decided not to dispute his decision after the exam, for it was too late and, besides, it could throw a shadow on Miss Greenwich’s overall result which was, I admit, quite exceptional… 
 
    “But now!” He waved the magazine in the air. “It is my duty to state once and for all that this hypothesis is the product of a fantasy of a very young person who does not know anything about contemporary science. Miss Greenwich,” the angry professor addressed her directly, “I prohibit you to disseminate or propagate your childish theory any further!” 
 
    “What about freedom of speech, professor?” asked Nikki in surprise. 
 
    “Do not exaggerate!” said Gutt in a quarrelsome voice. “I just refer to your studies. I am your professor; it is up to me to assess your knowledge of astronomy. If you keep making false statements, I will give you a low grade and won’t transfer you to next year. If you persist with your misconception, then… it is up to the principal to decide what to do with a student who refuses to follow the School’s curriculum!” 
 
    The audience went very quiet, and then the professor fired his most powerful gun. 
 
    “Now let’s get back from the world of fantasy to our real Universe. I cannot waste more time on this flimsy article, we have many realistic cosmological theories to discuss in class.” 
 
    “Sir,” said Nikki amicably, “I always believed that it’s not possible to have several realistic theories, there may only be one. Anyhow, what I wanted to ask was this: which cosmology problems do you rate as the most important ones?” 
 
    The professor looked cautiously at Nikki – is she trying to drag him, and the audience, into a useless discussion of her article in Young Astronomer? 
 
    “Actually, today we will embark on a general survey of modern cosmology,” he pronounced finally. “And we will start with enumerating the principal challenges it is facing. The first challenge is gravitational singularity. We all know that gravity is always an attractive force!” 
 
    Professor Gutt cast another stern look at Nikki. 
 
    “Everyone knows Newton’s Law of Gravity which states that gravity is the product of the bodies’ masses and is inversely proportional to the square of the distance between them.” 
 
    Voldemar projected Newton’s formula on the screen and started to manipulate it, illustrating the professor’s words: 
 
    “If, in this formula, we take the mass as constant and the radius of a spherical body as approaching zero, which amounts to compressing the body into a point, the gravity force and the density of the body at this point will approach infinity. The physicists call the point of infinite compression singularity, from the Latin word singularis – detached, special.” 
 
    On the screen, Voldy elegantly projected the diagram into infinity. 
 
    “This is not just a hypothetical. Back in the twentieth century Chandra, Penrose and Hawking offered a reliable mathematical proof that compression or collapse of a massive star is inevitable – it cannot be prevented! And thus the substance of the star, or of the whole Universe, must compress into a point of singularity. Many scientists believed that the introduction of singularity to the equation solution marked a major crisis in physics…” 
 
    The professor savored the singularity challenge, and then exclaimed: 
 
    “A whole Universe compressed into a point! Hundreds of billions of galaxies, each of them having hundreds of billions of stars, each of them – hundreds of millions of billions tons of glowing matter – and all of that has to squeeze into one point that has no size at all! It’s not an enviable fate, but it is inevitable. You cannot argue with a theorem!” And he cast another didactic look at the unperturbed Nikki. 
 
    “Well, professor,” the girl from the asteroid said freely, “you cannot argue with a theorem, but you must discuss whether the theorem is compatible with physical reality. The assumption of conservation of mass renders the categorical pathos of the singularity theorem inapplicable to a real Universe. The Penrose-Hawking theorem is mathematically correct, but physically meaningless!” 
 
    “I suggest that you keep your remarks to yourself until I let you speak!” shrieked the indignant professor, jerked his head and went on with the lecture: 
 
    “The majority of experts believe that quantum gravity theory will do away with the problem of singularities, and in the last decades we came very close to developing it. Once the Universe is compressed to a microscopic size, it will go into quantum vibration due to the Heisenberg Uncertainty and, possibly, will avoid being compressed into a point – it might even start expanding again! It is still unclear how the compressed Universe might overcome its own powerful gravity… Most scientists just hope that the future of quantum gravity theory might resolve this problem.” 
 
    Nikki muttered angrily under her breath, 
 
    If the value of a theory is determined by the majority vote, and prior to the theory’s development at that, it means that theoretical science has quietly perished… 
 
    The only one to hear her sarcastic comments was Robbie. 
 
    “The expansion of the Universe began with the Big Bang. The origins of the Big Bang and the birth of our Universe make up the second problem of contemporary cosmology. The closest one to the solution – right on the threshold! – is the theory of space inflation.” 
 
    Nikki grumbled quietly, 
 
    This inflated theory has been standing on that threshold for so long that it has rooted itself there, gave rise to a crop of pensioners and turned into a tourist attraction… 
 
    Laughter rustled through the audience. 
 
    “Inflation Theory is based on the supposition that nothing – even Time! – existed prior to the Big Bang. If there is no substance to make clocks, there will be no ticking, he-he…” 
 
    The professor decided to support the mirth of the audience. 
 
    “The Universe was born out of unstable vacuum. Why did vacuum become unstable? E-eh… we’ll leave that for later… at a certain point in time… ahem… that is not really clear, for there was no Time… common matter with positive energy and gravity field with negative energy extracted themselves from the vacuum. We still don’t have a full understanding of negative energy, but we hope to discover it soon enough, what it might be…” 
 
    It might only be a nightmarish nightmare… Those thinkers should receive their pay in negative dollars… 
 
    “The energy sum total of the Universe was zero, but the quantity of each component, both the positive and the negative, was increasing. It is hard to say why those components decided to grow, but why not, since it does not contradict the rule of addition of negative and positive numbers?.. A free lunch, so to say… he-he… looks like charity works in space, too.” 
 
    I’m but a child, yet in my whole life I have yet to have heard such childish blabbering. 
 
    The students giggled, and the professor was really inspired by the success of his lecture. 
 
    “In the first fraction of a second of Time, a powerful repelling field of the still unknown nature was at work in the Universe… was it the negative pressure of the vacuum? It caused the Bang. It is important to make sure that the pressure was exactly right… we still don’t know where to obtain this pressure in the right quantity, but it should be there, for our theory wouldn’t work without it!” 
 
    …! Ouch, sorry, Robbie, I know I promised you to mind my language… 
 
    “Well, I do not see much concentration on your faces, and that’s why I will leave the detailed discussion of this excellent theory, which, after many years of intense research, has but half a dozen blank spots, for one of our subsequent lectures…” 
 
    Holy Herdsman, are we going to study this infantile junk? A space soap opera about blowing bubbles… 
 
    “The third cosmological challenge is the acceleration of the Universe. Suppose that we stand on Earth, throw up a stone and, instead of a decreasing upward velocity and the subsequent fall, we witness an amazing self-inflicted acceleration of this stone and its departure into space. That’s the scandalous behavior of substance that we see in the Universe. Seen on a grander scale, our world is ruled not by attraction, but by repulsion, because of anti-gravity that is still hard to understand. The force that makes the Universe expand is roughly twice stronger than the attraction force between galaxies. The phenomenon of the acceleration of the Universe is one of the major challenges in theoretical physics. ‘The Modifiers’ are trying to substitute the theory of relativity by the new theory of repulsive force gravity.” 
 
    Before you throw away old Einstein’s theory, it makes sense to find a couple of people who know exactly what this theory is about… 
 
    “‘The Treasure Hunters’ search for undiscovered world substances: Dark Energy – a mysterious thing with negative pressure that leads to anti-gravity… also, for the mysterious repelling field that is called the Quintessence of Spirits or the Ghost Concoction, for it is very elusive…” 
 
    One entity is piled up on top of the other… Occam is sick of waving his razor… It is high time to call in a priest with holy water. 
 
    The audience awoke and began to hum. 
 
    “The forth major challenge in modern cosmology is the darkness of matter…” 
 
    Professor Gutt walked up to his desk and sipped some water. 
 
    “We can calculate the mass of the Universe, but we cannot determine where this mass is located. The substance we can observe in the shape of Water…” The professor raised his glass, “of Soil and Air, stars and galaxies is not enough to account for the measured mass of our world. That’s why ‘The Treasure Hunters’ keep looking for Dark Matter in space, for the still undiscovered type of elementary particles…” 
 
    Faced with the question: what’s in short supply, Brain Matter in their heads or Dark Matter in the Universe, the scientists unanimously insist that the Universe  is the deficient one… 
 
    “The total weight of those dark particles exceeds manifold the weight of all stars!” 
 
    Dark matter addicts should consider a new job, that of cesspool cleaners… 
 
    The audience laughed quite openly. The professor paused and looked at the students in surprise. 
 
    “Robbie,” said Nikki quietly, “why are they all laughing, when I see no reason to laugh?” 
 
    “They enjoy your comments…” answered Robbie. 
 
    “What do you mean?” Nikki asked in surprise. “I am quiet as a mouse, the professor forbade me to speak up…” 
 
    “That’s why I decided to help you and projected your comments onto a screen…” 
 
    Nikki noticed, horror-stricken, that a side monitor, that normally displayed students’ questions addressed to the professor, featured, below the plea from Victor the Stag to explain once more Olbers’ Dark Night Sky Paradox, a whole list of her comments; at that very moment the professor had tracked the direction of the students’ glances and began to turn to the side screen. 
 
    “Robbie, remove them immediately!” 
 
    The professor stared at the screen and shrugged. Why would those callous teenagers make fun of the poor, slow Victor? 
 
    “I have never asked you to do that!” Nikki rebuked her friend. 
 
    “Does that mean that you reject your opinion?” asked Robbie in a surprised voice. 
 
    “I do not,” grumbled Nikki, “but you should be able to distinguish private comments from public statements… You made me look like a rebel!” 
 
    “I now see that I did wrong, for you are but a civilized, well-disciplined girl!” Robbie said sarcastically. 
 
    At the end of the lecture the professor gave Nikki a magnanimous look. 
 
    “Have I answered your question regarding the main challenges of modern cosmology, Miss Greenwich?” asked Gutt. 
 
    “Sir, you have touched me to the very bottom of my guileless soul,” answered Nikki. “Is it true that the four main challenges of cosmology have existed for a long time, and it is customary to search for solutions in three different directions – within quantum gravity theory, vacuum inflation theory, with a couple of new physical fields, and the framework of elementary particles physics, where these dark particles are lost?” 
 
    “You seem to have grasped the essence of today’s lecture,” said professor Gutt in a condescending tone. 
 
    “However, professor, I am at a loss,” went on Nikki. “Normally it does not take science long to explain observed phenomena. And here we have the four global problems that have not been resolved in such a long time! And you search for solutions in several directions – could that be the reason?” 
 
    “That’s a very weird idea!” protested the professor, yet Nikki won’t give up. 
 
    “Systematology suggests that all four of the problems could be resolved within the framework of one concept. You cannot jump over the abyss in three leaps. It is obvious that all cosmological problems are interconnected: the Big Bang is the opposite of the gravitational collapse, while Dark Matter is quantitatively related to Dark Energy. And that means that all of these problems can be solved by the theory of gravity, for there are no other forces of the same scale in the Universe.” 
 
    “That’s right: there are no natural forces than can counteract gravity that compresses a star or a Universe! And you, in your presentation, state the opposite!” The angry professor could not help going back to the article in Young Astronomer. 
 
    “If gravity cannot be compensated by other physical forces, there’s only one option left, to conquer gravity by gravity,” Nikki persisted stubbornly. “Gravitational attraction is by no means the only effect of the gravitational field, so we can set the gravity phenomena against each other, up to their complete mutual annihilation.” 
 
    Professor Gutt listened with a deeply skeptical face. 
 
    Robbie rustled into Nikki’s ear: 
 
    “Nikki, you have to learn to make allies as well as enemies. Remember that vanity is a very powerful emotion…” 
 
    Nikki, obedient as ever, changed her strategy immediately: 
 
    “Sir, you are a professional theoretician! Your work on raypath bending in the collapsed gravitational field, the one where you show that a person watching from a collapsing star will see the horizon rolling around him and the contracting sky above him… it is a classic, worthy of Newton!” 
 
    Gutt raised his eyebrows in surprise. 
 
    Nikki went on with animation: 
 
    “It was as if I saw everything with my own eyes: the horizon rearing around me, and then curving inwards, as the edge of a huge bowl that grows higher and higher. The sky above me is getting smaller and smaller, but there are more and more stars on the contracting celestial sphere, for the stars from the other hemisphere appear from beyond the horizon-gone-mad. And finally I find myself inside the cocoon of a star turned inside out – almost inside a black hole, with the entire celestial sphere compressed into a dazzling point above my head! Ingenious, professor!” 
 
    Professor Gutt gave a pacified grunt and cast a triumphant glance at the audience. 
 
    “It is for the amateurs to read popular essays based on verbal juggling and primitive analogies,” Nikki went on in a stealthy, amiable voice. “The major scientists of your caliber…” 
 
    The professor’s stance became even more impressive. 
 
    “…should only trust in equations, in the faultless mathematical language of True Science. I will dedicate my term paper to the formulas for the model of a Universe with variable gravitational mass; you will check them and come up with your authoritative and, no doubt, right conclusion. These calculations involve a charming transformation with retarded potentials, which is very similar to what you have accomplished in your wonderful work on the moving gravitational lenses in Astrophysical Journal in the past year. Your analysis of a model of the Universe with a variable mass would be welcomed not only by an obscure magazine for young astronomers, but I am sure that Nature and Science will cut at each other’s throats to publish your presentation!” 
 
    The professor cast another smug look at the students, who were listening with their mouths open. 
 
    “Well,” he said in an enormously pompous way, “this idea has… eh… a rational grain to it. Do write such a paper… ahem… and I will just possibly find a minute to look at it… mmm… just don’t leave it till summer… or till Christmas. Write it… eh… as soon as possible.” 
 
    Jerry looked in awe at the unperturbed Nikki. Discretely, she patted Robbie’s wise plastic head. 
 
      
 
    In November no less a person than Big Teresa from the Lunar Hospital paid a visit to the School. 
 
    “Well, have you settled here?” she asked fiercely looking at Nikki, who was summoned urgently to the medical unit. 
 
    “Oh yes, it’s a wonderful place,” said the girl cheerfully, moving from the wheelchair to the diagnostic bed and shivering at the touch of the cold plastic. “Thank you so much for giving the School kitchen a warning about Chianti in my menu. I would have had a hard time otherwise…” 
 
    “I was just doing my job,” grumbled Big Teresa. “Let’s take a look at your back.” 
 
    “What do you think about a neuroimplant?” Doctor Berringer, the School physician, asked Teresa, seizing the moment when the diagnostic machine had swallowed the patient’s body and started to buzz loudly. “Would it be possible to replace it with regular bio tissue and thus to relieve the girl from her dependence on the computer?” 
 
    “It would,” said Teresa with a sigh, “but it is an expensive procedure… which is not covered by Nikki’s insurance. Besides, this girl does not want to be separated from her Robbie… They’ve teamed up so well that all talk about separating her from her friend sends Nikki into severe psychological stress.” 
 
    Big Teresa lowered her voice, casting side looks at the white bulk of the diagnostic machine. 
 
    “Sometimes this strange pair really scares me: Robbie is as emotional as a human being, and the girl sometimes is more rational than a computer.” 
 
    After an hour of testing and screening, Teresa proclaimed: 
 
    “Now get dressed and go have lunch.” 
 
    Nikki dressed, put on the backpack with Robbie and got into the wheelchair. 
 
    “Let the contraption be, I will take it away,” grunted Big Teresa. “Enough is enough, you’ll use your own feet from now on…” 
 
    Nikki wasn’t expecting such a surprise, and she shrieked with delight, jumped out of the wheelchair and flew to embrace the buxom doctor. 
 
    “Oh, calm down,” said Big Teresa, her voice thawing, and patted Nikki’s back. “You can’t go into power training as of yet, but you can do pretty much everything else.” 
 
    “Can I fly?” asked Nikki expectantly. 
 
    “You can fly,” confirmed Teresa with an uncharacteristic smile on her big face. 
 
    “Thank you, thank you, thank you!” cried Nikki, dashed outside and ran across the lawn; free as the wind, for the first time. 
 
    “There’s a restless girl,” said Big Teresa gently and turned to Doctor Berringer. “Life has been so hard on her, and yet, there she is… The moment she gets on her feet, she wants to fly…” 
 
      
 
    Nikki ran to join her friends, free and happy, and unaware that fate had no more reasons to spare her. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    The hexalogy "AstroNikki", 
 
    Book 1: Space Mowgli
Book 2: Equation of the Future
Book 3: Martian Adventures
Book 4: Butterfly Catastrophe
Book 5: Great Inca
Book 6: Event Horizon 
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