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Prologue

Andromeda and the Milky Way

At present, the Milky Way is in the process of colliding with a small 
galaxy called the Sagittarius Dwarf, a member of our local group 

of over 54 galaxies. Even as it occurs, you’d barely notice, since we 
inhabit a large spiral galaxy, and the smaller elliptical dwarf is losing 
the battle. Besides, collisions on this scale aren’t as rough as you 
might imagine. Generally, most of the stars in both systems survive 
unscathed, although the distorting gravitational influence can trigger 
stellar formation. Stars are simply too far apart to make much of a 
cosmic mess, except when big galaxies hit head-on. Which will be the 
case when the Milky Way and Andromeda collide in 4.75 billion years.

This cosmic collision isn’t a certainty, since measurement of galactic 
motions aren’t yet accurate enough to predict, or for astronomers to 
agree on, such an interaction. However, a head-on collision is now 
considered the most probable scenario. When it begins to affect our 
planet in another 4.6 billion years, with “first touch” of the outer 
spiral arms of the two galaxies, the approximate year on Earth will be 
4,646,927,019 AD. But on Planet Proteus in the Andromeda Galaxy, 
it will be 2050. 

◊ ◊ ◊ ◊ ◊ ◊ ◊
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Planet Proteus

The Andromeda Galaxy    



4 When Galaxies Collide

Chapter 1

The Amelia Glitch

July 2, 1937

They were looking for a flat sliver of land in the Pacific, a little over 
a mile long and only 1600 feet wide. To call it an island was an 

overstatement. Fred and Amelia were trying to find this tiny speck of 
land after dead reckoning in the morning twilight 800 miles from Lae, 
New Guinea, where their Bendix fixed-loop antenna on the Electra’s 
belly had been torn off during an overgross takeoff. To make matters 
worse, they had cut off their long-wire antenna, the other part of their 
direction finder, to avoid the hassle of having to crank it back into the 
airplane every time they used it. In other words, they were flying blind, 
and looking for an infinitesimal patch of land sticking up only a few 
feet from the water.

“We must be on you, but cannot see you,” Amelia radioed to 
the U.S. Coast Guard cutter Itasca, on-station at Howland Island to 
communicate with the Lockheed Electra. “Gas is running low. Have 
been unable to reach you by radio. We are flying at one-thousand feet.”

Sixteen minutes later, at 7:58 am, Amelia Earhart radioed again: 
“Cannot hear you. Please send voice signals so we can try to take a 
radio bearing.”

The Itasca heard this transmission, loud and clear, indicating the 
Electra was nearby, but they couldn’t reply by voice on the frequency 
Earhart requested, so they transmitted by Morse code. Amelia 
immediately acknowledged receipt, sounding elated. But a few 
minutes later she broadcast once more in a more subdued tone, saying 
Fred Noonan was unable to determine the direction of the signal.
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In a transmission that might have been her last, Itasca copied a 
broken sentence from Amelia that sounded like: “We are running on 
a line north and south.”

The Itasca took this to mean Earhart and Noonan thought they 
were at the proper longitude, but were navigating up and down 
the meridian, looking for the low-lying island. The cutter fired up 
its boilers now, generating smoke to help the aviators find them. 
Scattered clouds near Howland cast dark shadows on the water under 
the low-angled morning sun, making island-like silhouettes on the 
water, indistinguishable from the real thing. The two famous aviators 
saw neither the smoke nor the low-profile island. They droned on for 
several more minutes, until suddenly Amelia exclaimed: “There it is!”

Fred Noonan, hunched over his chart in the back seat, where he 
had drawn a sun line running on 157–337, looked past Amelia and 
out the narrow cockpit windshield. Beyond the profile of Amelia 
Earhart in the left seat was a slim spit of land and a beautiful paved 
runway shining in the morning sun.

“God!” was all he could say.

* * * * *

As later research would reveal, until that day in 1937, there had not 
been a major glitch in the timeline on Planet Proteus. Certainly there 
must have been smaller irregularities earlier, as indicated by the minor 
differences in history that were already occurring, but none of them had 
a significant impact. Over a hundred years after the “Amelia Glitch,” it 
would be determined that this deviation would have moderate impact 
on history, diminished by the fact that neither Amelia Earhart nor 
Fred Noonan went on to have any children. However, their fame 
provided a noticeable change in the timeline.

Amelia never flew another record-setting route, but she fostered 
the growth of the fledgling Ninety-Nines, an organization of women 
pilots that eventually led to the proliferation of females in the aviation 
industry.

Fred Noonan would return to Pan Am, and contributed 
significantly to its rapid expansion. However, the air carrier eventually 
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faltered in a world of international pressures, which helped nudge 
time back on course.

It was little fits and starts like this that could bump the space-
time continuum, as had happened since the creation of Planet 
Proteus. Compared to Earth, Proteus was slightly different, although 
it remained mostly the same.

◊ ◊ ◊ ◊ ◊ ◊ ◊
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Chapter 2

Up River Highway

June 4, 2015

Shawn Russell cruised up the Kern River Highway in his Ford Edsel, 
driving faster than he should on an evening in June when summer 

tourists were already beginning to arrive. The highway followed the 
twists in the river to his left, creating blind curves that could get your 
attention. Locals knew how to keep in their lane, but visitors might 
be gawking at their surroundings, maybe after one too many beers at 
Cheyenne’s. Tourists wouldn’t normally be this far north, but keeping 
a lookout for lights poking around the next bend was prudent self-
defense.

The Edsel was a fine machine, one of several in the area. Shawn’s 
was a gaudy fire-engine-red convertible, an older 2008 model, but 
still in excellent condition. He bought it fresh out of college, and the 
odometer now showed only 36,000 miles. He couldn’t drive very far 
around here – mostly up and down River Highway to his home a little 
more than 10 miles north of Kernville, and an occasional 50 curvy 
miles to Bakersfield.

The throaty engine, converted to natural gas soon after the turn 
of the century, provided plenty of power for his needs. NG, although 
cheaper than traditional gasoline, was still a major part of his vehicle’s 
operating cost, so he wasn’t registering savings by speeding around 
these uphill curves, as he was tonight.

* * * * *
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Shawn lived in a nondescript home just off Kern River Highway on 
Mountain 99 Road, which began as pavement, but switched quickly 
to gravel, and to dirt before reaching his house, where the power lines 
ended.

He was at the end of the electrical grid and the wired world of 
Internet as well. This was important for his home-based profession, a 
job no one knew about except his bosses and those few who shared his 
occupation. Shawn was a shaman, and few would understand.

If others knew what he did for a living, they might compromise 
his objectives, which would change a lot of things for a lot of people. 
Just like the original days of native shamans, his methods involved a 
world of good and evil realms, but not the kind found in apparitions 
and ghostly healing. Instead, his endeavors involved computers, 
astrophysics, and modern philosophies.

In Shawn’s unadorned home north of Kernville, he worked as if 
he was semi-retired, plugging away at his computer and on the phone 
to distant parts of the world. It was a life much like a part-time writer 
or a financial consultant, except he lived his retirement-like existence 
at the early age of twenty-nine. Some of his friends and neighbors 
questioned this, but Shawn could back up his lifestyle with a good 
story.

One day at Cheyenne’s, Farley asked: “Why do you need all those 
gadgets on your roof?”

“Well, as you know, I’m a writer,” replied Shawn. “These days you 
need computers and phones to write books, especially e-books. And 
I’m my own publisher, so I need plenty of gadgets. Tax deductible, of 
course.”

“Sure,” replied Farley. “Whatever you say. But I don’t know how 
you can afford it. Seems to me you’d eat up all your profits.”

“Not me. I try to save money for the necessities of life. Just like 
you.”

“Just like me? Who has an Edsel, an airplane, and an Energoe? To 
say nothing of those fancy antennas on your roof.”

“The Cessna isn’t mine, Farley. Three of us share the expenses. And 
the Edsel’s almost ten years old.”
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“Well, a kid like you shouldn’t have it so good. Just wish it was me!”
Farley was a great friend, smart and always straightforward, not a 

bad bone in his body. Maybe that’s why he never asked much about 
where all of those e-books were going. If Farley had owned a computer, 
he might have checked Amazon, where he would have found only a 
single book title listed for “Shawn Russell,” and that fellow claimed his 
home was in Rhode Island, and his age was 63.

* * * * *
While the sun was still rising behind the tall Sierras to the east, Shawn 
got out of bed and climbed down the stairs from the loft. His small 
home was cabin-like in size and function, but it was perfect for a 
fellow like him. The smaller the square-footage, the less to keep clean. 
He had plenty of electricity from the grid, and water from a robust 
well fed by a spring, along with a wood-burning stove that efficiently 
heated his small home. Sewage was through a septic tank, with a 
healthy leaching field. The nearest grocery store was 10 miles away in 
Kernville, and the airport only 3 miles farther south.

He seemed a long way from his original home in Los Angeles, but 
he could get there in slightly over an hour on clear days when he could 
fly point-to-point over the Tehachapi Mountains. Most of the time, he 
flew the marginal-weather route along the Kern River to Bakersfield, 
south to Burbank, and then east to Pomona. At other times, there was 
only the adverse-weather route, which meant you stayed home. Kern 
Valley Airport had no instrument approach, and its location in the 
north corner of a tight valley prohibited flights in bad weather or at 
night.

After a breakfast of oatmeal and toast, Shawn packed his off-road 
sack, and sat down on the old-fashioned couch with its tan flowers 
embedded on yellow cloth upholstery. The sofa came with the cabin, 
and like most of his furniture, he hadn’t bothered to replace it. Shawn 
employed an easy-going attitude when it came to interior decorating. 
If it wasn’t there when he arrived, he figured he really didn’t need it.

Sitting on the old couch, he began dressing in the clothes he’d 
worn when he arrived from town last night. He pulled on his forest-
green River Rat sweatshirt and tan knickerbocker-style pants, which 
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were popular these days. It seemed everyone under the age of 30 
was wearing the loose-fitting trousers, usually in bright colors. His 
cuffs were gathered mid-calf with a muted-blue elastic band. It fit the 
current style but not the colors. Then again, Shawn was nearly 30.

He pulled on thick wool socks and black low-cut hiking boots with 
zippers rather than laces. Once his boots were on, he pulled his thick 
gray socks up high enough that they met the lower cuff of his pants. 
Shawn’s boots were so comfortable he wore them almost everywhere. 
Today he would need them for their all-terrain grip.

Then he headed out to the shed behind the house, where he kept 
his Energoe. It was a bright yellow model with four-wheel drive 
and differential lockers that could be engaged in tough climbs. His 
Energoe was manufactured by the company that initiated the concept, 
but many of the newer vehicles were built by upstarts that were just 
now entering the competition. Still, everyone call their all-terrain 
vehicles “Energoes,” no matter who built it, since the company had 
monopolized the market for so long. His model was light enough for 
one person (a strong person) to lift two wheels off the ground when it 
was jammed into a tight spot, but Shawn’s Energoe was tough enough 
to climb almost any mountain trail, and some mountains that didn’t 
even have a blazed path.

After loading his sack of camping gear and emergency supplies into 
the rear storage box, he pulled out the choke, and used the thumb-
activated starter to crank up the engine. The Energoe’s motor was a 
basic hybrid, but the places Shawn took it usually required the power 
of old-fashioned gasoline. The electric motor kicked in only on flat or 
downhill stretches, but that was enough to prolong the range to over 
200 miles. Ten miles, in the terrain he traveled, could take half of a day.

He slipped the choke back in, and shifted into gear. Off he went, 
headed east on Mountain 99, which Shawn called “Mountain Main,” 
an apt name for a dirt road travelled only by logging trucks and the 
occasional Energoe. The trucks seldom ventured very far, since the 
terrain got rapidly steeper the farther east you drove. Still, loggers 
ventured into the area occasionally, when the government temporarily 
lifted the tree falling ban that had protected the forests in recent 
decades. These days, you’d be more likely to see an Energoe than a 
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logging truck here, and a few miles farther east you could expect to 
find no one, for the Sierras plunged upward in a near-vertical ascent. 
The Pacific Crest Trail, not accessible from this “main,” was only 10 
miles away as the crow flies. Twenty miles farther east was Highway 
395, on the other side of the Sierras, which seemed a million miles 
away.

His ride today would take him only 7 miles, the first four on 
Mountain Main, and the rest up a narrow trail Shawn had blazed 
himself, leading to the Snow Cabin. The first 4 miles would take only 
10 minutes. The last three could take most of the morning.

When Shawn arrived at the turnoff to the Snow Cabin, he stopped 
to clear the branches he always placed along the side of the road to 
disguise the entrance to the trail. It wasn’t meant to be a no-trespassing 
ploy, but he didn’t want just anybody exploring the route. If they found 
the cabin, it might become popular, and so far, Shawn had never seen 
anyone else there while he was present. He hoped to keep it that way.

The cabin had originally been built by one of the big sawmills that 
harnessed the Kern River in the old days, using it as a snow survey 
location to help plan out mill operations for the spring. Snowmelt fed 
the river and the sawmill’s turbines, which in turn produced electricity 
for the big saws. In years gone by, surveyors from the mill would hike 
up to the cabin, which was built by their co-workers, to measure the 
snow pack. The hike was so strenuous in the days before Energoes that 
it would take all day, requiring an overnight stay before starting back 
down. The cabin still sat there, maintained by hikers and Energoe 
riders like Shawn, and used by very few. It had become one of his 
favorite places, and a spot where a modern shaman could do his best 
work.

◊ ◊ ◊ ◊ ◊ ◊ ◊
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Chapter 3

Shaman

Shawn’s appointed position as a shaman had come as a surprise. 
When he graduated from UCLA in 2008, he didn’t even know 

modern shamans existed. Nor did many other people on Proteus 
know about such a thing. With a bachelor’s degree in physics, Shawn 
didn’t feel well positioned for anything, although it had been a fun 
ride so far. The primary problem was he didn’t enjoy the math that 
came with the territory, although he’d always excelled in the subject. 
Only an advanced degree, preferably a doctorate, would allow him 
to progress in the field of theoretical physics, which meant a severe 
additional dose of mathematics. With merely a bachelor’s degree, he 
would need to consider applied physics as an employment option. 
There were companies who hired physicists in engineering positions, 
which sounded even less exciting. So what should he do?

In Shawn’s case, he decided to simply wait. He’d need a job to 
tide him over, until he could decide on a major to pursue in graduate 
school, maybe astrophysics, or to find a field of employment that 
actually interested him. In the meantime, he’d have a chance to travel 
and explore the outdoors, one of his passions. With limited financial 
backing available from his parents and a student loan deferred for two 
more years, he figured he could kick around for almost a year before 
getting serious about life. He couldn’t do it without a job of some kind, 
but he was willing to work almost anywhere that would give him the 
financial freedom to explore the great outdoors.

In 2008, the economy was going through a bummer of a recession, 
what most financial experts referred to as a minor depression. But it 
wasn’t minor for Shawn’s graduating class – most of his classmates 
were having problems finding a job of any type. Open positions for 
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physicists with a bachelor’s degree were an even bleaker situation. 
That’s when he heard about the GC Project.

He’d read about the project in Scientific American, and heard 
a little bit from one of his physics professors, who happened to be 
his favorite instructor. Dr. Feinem taught the only two astrophysics 
classes offered to undergraduates, an astronomy course for non-science 
majors, and a class in celestial mechanics. Shawn took both courses, 
although the basic astronomy class was, by far, the best. Although it 
didn’t offer any degree credit for physics majors, he was enthralled by 
Dr. Feinem’s classroom presentations in the big lecture hall. While his 
non-science classmates showed apathy to most of the topics, Shawn 
paid close attention, and enjoyed the course more than any of his 
required physics classes. Elementary it may have been, but it drew 
Shawn towards the field of astronomy in a mighty big way.

It was in the more-demanding celestial mechanics course in his last 
semester that Dr. Feinem had told his class about an email he received 
from the National Science Foundation regarding a new program called 
the Galactic Collision Project, a government-sponsored program to 
prepare for the much-touted event of the latter half of the century, 
the pending collision of the Heavenly Way with its sister spiral galaxy, 
Zeus.

Ever since Shawn could remember, the collision was a news item. 
Galactic collisions were a very slow process, at least as measured within 
the span of human life cycles. Over a period of 200 million years, the 
Heavenly Way and Zeus would undergo the collision process, generally 
causing little harm to any of the stars as the two large spirals merged 
into one giant elliptical galaxy. There was so much space between 
stars that galactic collisions were more a matter of grand camerawork 
by space telescopes than catastrophic events. Of course, if your star 
happened to be one destined for a direct hit (or even a gravitational 
sideswipe), it could get way too exciting.

In the case of Planet Proteus and its galaxy, the Heavenly Way, 
the collision wasn’t projected to include a direct blow or even a near 
miss. Astronomical research became more refined over the years, 
and collision parameters were fine-tuned as galactic proper motions 
between the Heavenly Way and Zeus were more precisely determined. 
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A lot of funding had gone into astronomy in Shawn’s short lifetime, 
just to reassure everyone they were safe and that future generations 
would not be threatened. Star formation and other significant celestial 
events would be triggered within the gravitational wake of two 
colliding spirals, but not a living sole would be harmed. Soles, that is, 
living many centuries in the future.

Astronomy grew by leaps and bounds in the early 1900’s, with 
bigger and bigger telescopes, and enough data to explain that galaxies 
actually exist and we live inside one called the Heavenly Way. A 
nebula called Zeus, far bigger than any other fuzzy patch in the sky, 
was the first galaxy resolved into individual stars, shortly thereafter 
determined to be the twin sister of the Heavenly Way. And then the 
amazing astronomical leaps of the mid-1900’s, when it was learned we 
were rapidly moving closer to Zeus. In fact, depending upon how you 
measured it, the collision was already underway.  When you looked up 
there were two rivers of light, one called the Heavenly Way, the band 
of stars forming our awkward view, looking out through the plane of 
our own galaxy. Intersecting it in the sky was another galactic band, 
now nearly as bright – the almost open-faced spiral of Zeus heading 
directly towards us.

For eons before man knew anything about science, he had looked 
up and seen these two galaxies as they began their collision course, but 
didn’t understand the significance. The two merging bands of white 
were called the Double Stream.

Now, after decades of headlines regarding the pending collision, 
the news seldom made the front page. How long can any media item 
capture the attention of the public? The event had been determined 
to be non-threatening, and would happen ever so slowly. Proteus’ sun 
would be one of the many stars jostled out of its orbit within our 
own Heavenly Way, probably flung (slowly) to an outer region of the 
merged giant elliptical galaxy. But it would survive in such a way that 
future generations would barely notice the difference.

* * * * *
This was the image Shawn grew up with as he learned basic astronomy, 
first from his father and later from Dr. Feinem at UCLA. So when his 
favorite professor brought up the recently announced Galactic Collision 
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Project in his celestial mechanics course, Shawn was interested, and he 
paid close attention. The National Science Foundation was now hiring 
scientists and student interns to better understand the interaction of 
the Double Stream, and to better prepare for the kickoff of the grand 
event, now officially scheduled for 2050, only 42 years away.

To say a galactic collision would begin on a certain date was, as Dr. 
Feinem reminded his class, not exactly accurate in astronomical terms. 
The public needed a calendar to remind them when such an event 
began, but the merger would take place over 200 million years. In Dr. 
Feinem’s own words: “To say it will begin in 2050 is like saying the 
human species was born on a specific date and time in anthropologic 
history. In reality, the merger is already well underway.”

But Feinem supported the government’s announcement of the 
GC Project, and Shawn was listening close as his favorite instructor 
described the program: “The public needs a specific date, and astronomy 
is here to serve the public. Scientists may view things differently, but 
we’ll always need to bow to the interests of the people. For it’s to 
humanity that we must remain committed. Besides, it’s going to mean 
a lot of GS-12 government jobs for scientists. Maybe you’ll want to 
apply for one of them.”

Everyone in the class snickered, including Shawn. But with 
graduation pending, he thought about the GC Project. With only a 
bachelor’s degree in physics, what were his realistic chances for such 
a job? Then again, what would it hurt to apply? The application 
procedures were already posted on the physics department bulletin 
board, right beside a similar NASA poster recruiting the next class 
of astronauts. In 2008, it was known that those with ambitions as an 
astronaut had a lot of challenges ahead. The Space Shuttle would soon 
be decommissioned, without a replacement vehicle on the horizon. 
So how far removed from reality was applying for a Galactic Collision 
position? Fortunately, there were two grades of jobs listed – project 
scientist and student intern. Project scientist was a stretch (GS-12), 
but student interns were on the opposite end of the spectrum, with an 
advertised pay scale equating to minimum wage and no GS grade at 
all. But an internship might meet Shawn’s criteria for a temporary job 
with a lot of freedom. So just before graduation, he applied.
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The application process was considerably more complex than he 
expected. First, he received a packet in the mail that required extensive 
background information and a signature on the dotted line for a 
complete security check. Meanwhile, he submitted applications to 
three prospective commercial corporations with openings in applied 
physics, which he considered “glorified engineering.” As he waited 
for replies from these companies and the GC internship, he moved 
back in with his parents in Pomona. Lots of his classmates had been 
forced into the “return to the nest” syndrome. Economically, times 
were tough, and he had classmates who didn’t even bother applying 
for a job. Instead, a common tendency was to move back home, and 
try to enjoy a few months of unpaid vacation, while waiting for a slot 
in graduate school. The only difference for Shawn was he wasn’t ready 
for graduate work, so he really needed a job.

The Galactic Collision internship took longer to process than the 
other three companies, two of which provided almost immediate 
rejection letters. The third never bothered replying. So in October 
2008, while settling into an extended recess between school and 
who-knows-what, Shawn finally received a reply regarding his GC 
application. He was scheduled for an interview, which made him 
realize two things: the internship selection process was more extensive 
than he had expected; and they seemed to be in no hurry to hire 
interns.

* * * * *
“So, Mister Russell, tell us about your football experience at UCLA,” 
said the bearded man with the bright red shirt who sat squarely in the 
middle of the surprisingly young interview panel.

Shawn had been intimidated as soon as he walked into the room 
in a hotel near Los Angeles International Airport, expecting a one-on-
one interview with a government bureaucrat. Instead, he now faced 
three informally dressed men and two women. One of the youngest 
men had a classic geek look, including thick-rimmed glasses and a 
pocket protector with protruding pens. It looked like a casual panel 
from the original cast of Capcom Houston, minus the white shirts and 
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ties. But it wasn’t their appearance or their numbers that intimidated 
him; it was their initial greeting:

“Sit, Mister Russell,” said the bearded man in the center.
No “Hello” or even “Please have a seat.” Just “Sit!”
As he took his seat in straight-backed chair, it reminded him more 

of an interrogation than an interview. Shawn considered his attire. He 
had spent money he didn’t have on a new dark-blue suit, including the 
latest in expensive bell-bottom trousers. When he handed his credit 
card to the clerk, he remembered feeling confident this expensive 
purchase was in the best interest of assuring his internship interview 
went well. If nothing else, he would look professional. Now this – a 
panel of geeks with no common sense regarding interview techniques, 
and a first-question about football. Even in his college business 
management course, he had learned more about how to set a proper 
interview atmosphere than these bozos seemed to know.

“Well, I was a walk-on wide receiver, and I didn’t get much playing 
time on a team like that. But I’ve always loved football, and it was a 
chance for me to test my skills. It was really enjoyable.”

“What do you mean ‘a team like that?’” asked the same bearded 
man.

So that’s it – we start with a question with little meaning, and then 
see how I handle the pressure of an interview. At least they get credit for 
innovation.

“We were fifth in the PAC-12 the year I played, which wasn’t too 
bad. So just getting some time on the field was something I considered 
an important accomplishment. In high school, I was a starting wide 
receiver, but at UCLA I barely got to play. That’s how good they were.”

“So did it make you regret trying out,” said the young pocket-
protector geek, sitting at the end of the table. “I mean, why bother?”

“Not at all. It was one of my most valuable experiences at UCLA. 
Practice was grueling, and it demanded a heck of a lot of dedication. 
So my studying time had to be focused. But I really enjoyed the total 
football experience.”

The bearded man with the red shirt again: “You were on the team 
for four years?”
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“Well, I’d tried out for the team in my first year, but I missed the 
cut. Same thing for the next two years. It wasn’t until my senior year 
that I finally made it onto the team.”

“Sounds painful,” said the geek, seated off to Shawn’s far right. He 
didn’t look like he knew the shape of a football. “You said you didn’t 
get much playing time. Exactly how much did you get?”

He might not know the number of yards on a football field, but 
he was paying attention.

“Well… Actually I got into a game only twice that year. I played five 
minutes against Stanford, just before the end of the game. The third-
string quarterback threw a pass to me, but it went way over my head. 
I also played in the last few minutes of the USC game, when we were 
getting whipped something fierce. This time, the same quarterback 
was right on target, and I caught the ball in a stutter-step play angled 
towards the sidelines. I ended up losing a yard.”

“Very impressive,” said the bearded man. “I went to USC.”
This kind of questioning, seemingly unrelated to anything 

involving astrophysics, continued for another hour. As the interview 
progressed, Shawn became more relaxed as he realized this group of 
five was sincerely interested in his attitudes towards life. Fortunately, 
they didn’t ask him about his mediocre grade-point-average, although 
they already must have examined his transcripts. There were questions 
about his political orientation (which he described as “close to none, 
but hovering on Democrat”), his philosophy regarding global warming 
and the population explosion, and even his attitude towards death and 
the process of dying. They finished with a inquiry about his musical 
tastes. Not one question hinted at his knowledge of astrophysics.

* * * * *

“You’ve got the job,” said the voice on the phone. “Of course, it’s 
only an internship, but it has some benefits we didn’t include with the 
job announcement.”

“Great!” replied Shawn. “I can start anytime you say.”
By the end of the phone call, Shawn was set for a meeting with 

a Galactic Collision representative, who would drive to Pomona to 
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meet him. Together they were supposed to set up a work schedule and 
discuss additional benefits, which seemed a bit remarkable to Shawn. 
Bringing a GC employee to Pomona seemed excessive, since this was 
only a low-paying internship. The voice on the phone had explained 
these new GC jobs were handled under a special protocol requiring 
an initial “pre-employment overview meeting,” and that would be the 
time to discuss all conditions of service, including “worksite selection.”

It sounded more like the Peace Corps than a scientific project, and 
Shawn realized he didn’t have the slightest idea what the internship 
entailed. He didn’t even know where GC employees were based, but 
the fact that the representative would meet him in Pomona indicated 
there were positions on the West Coast. He had assumed he might 
have to move a long distance, and the financial implications were 
suddenly of concern, although he hadn’t even questioned relocation 
requirements when he applied for the job. It was one of those shots 
in the dark that seemed a good idea at the time. Now it was clear he 
hadn’t the slightest idea what he’d gotten himself into.

On the other hand, it was only an internship, so he could still get 
out of it. If the Pomona meeting brought up issues not easily resolved, 
he could still just walk away. And he might need to.

◊ ◊ ◊ ◊ ◊ ◊ ◊
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