






Phronesis chased Inanna through ancient data archives, always a step behind. The bounty, negentropy enough for a star’s lifetime, was as huge as anything that Phronesis had ever tried for and correspondingly hard, delving into deep time, 7.3 billion years ago, at the hinge of history, during the dreamtime, the first exponential flowering of mind across the galaxy. The ones who posted the bounty wanted new information from that most-scrutinized epoch, the beginning of everything, when all knowledge was bound in fragile media that only be copied by repurposed evolved bodies or worse, stored in naturally-selected wet neural networks. Phronesis would need to sweep the galaxy to find and decode some obsolete technology so obscure that everyone else had missed it, so far.

Inanna was infuriating. Of course she was hunting the same bounty Phronesis was, of course. Phronesis was the best of the best at finding old buried data and was not used to finding themself second to anyone, but now following Inanna was their best source of clues. On ρ Coronae Borealis c, an ice giant orbiting an old star long since become a white dwarf, Inanna had searched the history of the conflict-cooperation-war-trade-assimilation-truce-coexistence with the Andromedans. Phronesis felt the shock of that first contact far from the center of Gaian civilization, on the outskirts where one galactic arm brushed another, the telescope a Gaian eyeship trained on a dim red star, the faint flickering of a starsphere in orbit around it, the unmistakable sign of intent, mind, life. They had anticipated the possibility of sapience, a truly alien civilization, with both fear and joy: fear that the Andromedans were a hegemonizing swarm like the one that had overtaken the Magellanic Clouds, joy that the Andromedans might offer novelty. These were rich records, every participant had known their importance, so they’d recorded every passing thought, every conjecture, every image received and sent as they tried to figure out what the Andromedans wanted, while they tried to say to the Andromedans, over and over, “We come in peace,” while asking, “Do you?”

Life wants to explode, to consume everything like a cancer that all too soon starves to death after it eats up all the negentropy and mass-energy it needs to survive. Sapience could moderate that, if it chose. It took millions of years to even begin to guess the Andromedans’ choice, but byte by byte sent streaking in radio waves among a trillion stars, the Gaians sussed out the Andromedans were sane. Mostly. Why was Inanna so interested in these events? They’d happened so long after the beginning. Phronesis swept back and fourth through the memories in virtualspace, each a vast lucid story on its own, until at last they saw the thread that Inanna was following. In the Andromedan Exchange, both galactic cultures had shared stories about their respective origins and histories to set out who they were. The Gaians told of the Christmas Truce spontaneous peace breaking out in the midst of the first total industrial war on Old Earth, sanity amidst madness, the guns silent for that day, to say, “See how we can be peaceful, even when forced into violence.” It had happened before ubiquitous silicon recorders, so there were no literal images of it, but after writing, so at least there was some hard evidence contemporaneously transcribed from mutable biological memory. For the Gaians’ purpose here, it was only a metonymy, that it happened was enough. Inanna had chased it elsewhere.

Phronesis fired her treeship’s engines to descend into the galactic core, hopping from red dwarf to white dwarf to red dwarf, a strand of stars. When Gaians had expanded out from Sol, they’d found a galaxy bursting with life, microbes on a dozen planets or moons around almost every star, and rarer but still millions of examples, plants, fungi, shelled creatures, worms, and a profusion of stranger multicellular lifeforms. They found no other sapients, no other civilizations—but they did find a handful of graves. One civilization had scorched their moon with runaway greenhouse, left its atmosphere thick and as dry as death, with microbes hanging on in high clouds and under the crust but only fossils and rust to show there was once something else. Others turned their planets into radioactive abattoirs where new plants and animals flourished, all dumb, or excised themselves from their own trees of life with viral scalpels. Inanna had visited one of these last ones. Phronesis chatted up the archaeologist-pathologists who still studied these worlds and plied them with expertise to coax a few more bytes from the physical artifacts in their care, but they had nothing new about Old Earth there. Inanna had laid a false trail, feigning interest in total war, and Phronesis had fallen for it. They stewed for years before setting off to retrace their steps.

The great filter of war was important, so any minor detail that Inanna or Phronesis had found would have been enough to claim the bounty, but the Christmas Truce was obscure, so maybe there was something interesting that no one had yet uncovered. Inanna thought so, at least, unless she was leading Phronesis down the garden path again. The truce began when mild dull wet weather crystallized into shocking bright frost on December 25th, apricity like a miracle. Miraculum, in classical Latin anything that could excite awe, transmuted by Augustine of Hippo into proof of his particular supernatural theology, later restored to its original meaning by processes of natural language, the religious connotations of the day associated the theological meaning with the common one. It began apparently with some display of trees and with “carols”—wasn’t that female name? Probably the records were wrong. The event was mythologized as soon as it happened, how did Phronesis sort fact from fantasy? Letters and newspapers written that same week proved it had happened, yes. Did enemy soldiers kick a ball to another across that mud scarred with nitrogen explosives? A lower probability, but not zero. Phronesis crafted tiny minds and sent them out light-fast across the galaxy seeking things that reminded them of the Christmas Truce.

Millennia later, not that long as these things went, Phronesis found a promising lead in the peripheral logs of a successful uplift project 8.265 billion years ago orbiting a satellite of an old red dwarf. The planet had unusually low topographic variation so shallow seas filled with bacteriochlorophyll-green mangroves covered most of its surface.


We’re finally making progress with our target species here, they’re having fewer offspring and starting to develop parental care, and also showing more social behaviors. I know I’ve said this before, but Buesgens’s insights on how time-embedded congition is resonate when working with them. The sulfur atmosphere means that no animals here have the energy to move fast except in emergencies, so every action they do make is deliberate and considered. Given the constant struggle our civilization has had to adapt to timescales appropriate to the size of the universe, I think they may have a lot to teach us, a million years from now.




It’s going so well we thought we’d throw an old-fashioned winter solstice celebration, notwithstanding the lack of winter or snow here.



Phronesis lit the recorded hologram up in real space: a mangrove trees strung with mirror-filaments and draped with pearlescent aerogel, hung with ornaments that had to be age-old symbols. At top an image of one of the uplift targets danced like a star twinkling through atmosphere, red as their planet’s sun.


With those six muscular hydrostats, their radial symmetry does mimic the traditional stylized star well, doesn’t it? That dance is a preexisting behavior, we didn’t teach it to them! I know the mangrove’s shape doesn’t look too much like an Old Earth conifer but it was too appropriate not to use, and even given the different chlorophyll, the green is almost the same. Later we’ll sing under it and exchange gifts to commemorate our milestone.



Phronesis circumambulated the tree, admiring the art, and then noticed on the far side a card in among the ornaments. They frowned and with a gesture magnified it.


Hello, Phronesis. I caught you following me, didn’t I? I hope I’ve led you on a merry chase, it wouldn’t do to make it too easy on you. Have you figured out what I’m looking for yet? I’ll give you a hint: look at the tree again.



Phronesis said, “Fuck.”

Maybe Inanna was trying to put Phronesis off the scent again, but they couldn’t take the chance. They searched for connections to each of the symbols on the tree and then every association of that symbol: Feast of the Nativity, New Year’s, Easter, lunar calendars, Passover, Dies Natalis Solis Invicti, Annunciation, Epiphany, Saturnalia, mistletoe, ivy, holly, yule, Odin, misrule, commercialism, carols from carole oh they were songs, magi, astrologer, astronomer, Star of Bethlehem, syzygy, planetary conjunctions, double occultations, comets, and supernovae. Arguments of long-dead scholars over whether such a star existed and if so what it was contained clues in them that if Phronesis had enough context they could build a star map. Beneath the surface of a dense dusty moon, they reconstructed that context from nanopatterns inscribed in glass and intended to last for eons and assembled a map to Old Earth.

Up they flew almost light-fast, away from the galactic core towards the edge, engines blazing with the power of a stellar core, gamma-azure in the vacuum. In the gulfs between stars and nebulae wandered lost planets, and hidden among them drifted Old Earth. On the way they passed the Sun’s bloated form, swollen with helium fusion and red as an ashy sunset. Ahead of them, Phronesis saw another ship, shining as white-bright as a nova, on the same purposeful arc: Inanna, of course. She would beat them to the bounty by centuries at least. Phronesis wasn’t that surprised, not by now, as they had a suspicion and would if nothing else see it validated or refuted. Like two rising stars they soared above the disk, past the rim, to their goal.

Phronesis followed Inanna into orbit: Inanna had waited for them. White ice seas below glistened around darker land, shifted from the old shapes by billions of years of tectonic action but recognizable nonetheless. Phronesis’s lander drifted down gently to the surface, a few miles from Inanna’s, and Phronesis hiked that last stretch, snow and gravel crunching underneath their feet. Inanna had set up a 20-meters-tall Abias balsaema, modified to resist near-vacuum and temperatures only a few degrees above absolute zero, and stood beneath it to greet Phronesis. She waved, her hand visible as it passed in front of the star field behind her.

Phronesis said, “You were one of them. Born here. That’s why you were always one step ahead of me, you know secrets from the very beginning.”

Inanna nodded. "I made a bet with an old friend that it wouldn’t work. The joke was on me, because they revived me, but couldn’t revive him. Still, there were some gaps left when they defrosted my brain, missing memories. They didn’t know where my home was any more than I did, so I left to find it.

“Someone moved it. That’s why it was so damned hard to find.” She turned to look out over the frozen ocean. “Admittedly, if they’d left it in its original orbit, long before the Sun devoured it, its increased brightness would have boiled off all the oceans, and the Earth would have become a hellscape like Venus. All the living things were already established elsewhere, so it was fine, better even, for it to ice over, to preserve it, a museum of the cradle of the mind. Or so I assume.”

“Did you find what you were looking for?” They gestured, indicating not just the physical planet, but also the priceless knowledge to be learned from it with the technology Inanna could bring to bear.

“I did.” At her silent command the tree bloomed with lights like small suns, the biological aerogel that insulated it giving each one the faintest wisp of a halo. “You saw the tradition from my childhood, to banish darkness on the shortest day of winter with a tree like this. We would exchange gifts, eat sugar cookies, drink hot chocolate and eggnog, in front of the fire, under the tree. I remember how to make those things, too, now, but while I had a fir tree handy in my gardens, I’m going to need a true Gaian biosphere for the vanilla beans and cacao seeds.” She turned to face Phronesis. “In the spirit of the holiday, consider the bounty my gift to you.”

“So, you didn’t set the bounty? I thought, maybe…”

She grinned. “No. I only used it. I’m an opportunist at heart. I tried searching directly, but with trillions of rogue planets to sort through, it was hopeless. In so doing, though, I some found bits and pieces that told me a map existed. I still needed to find it, so when I saw that bounty, I left some leads to lure you in. You’re better at this business than I am, when I’m not cheating.”

Inanna turned away and stepped toward her lander, but Phronesis said, “Wait—look, once I knew you would beat me—I didn’t come here for the money. I wanted to know why this meant so much to you, to know you. Fifty-fifty split, if you tell me some things about Old Earth that no one else knows.”

Inanna considered that for a moment, then nodded and said, “Sure. You should know, though, that next I’m looking for the ones who moved it.”

"I’m game for that. Think they’re the same ones who set the bounty?

“I doubt it, but maybe? We can talk that over on my ship, though—three Kelvin makes for a picturesque winter scene, but it’s damned uncomfortable.”
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