Tim Miller

The Eardrum of the Universe


Do you ever wonder where music came from?


Well, that’s an easy one.  That’s a question with an easy answer, a self-evident answer, and even a sophisticated erudite answer.


Do you ever wonder where music goes to?


That one is more complicated.


It begins with a bang.  Actually, it doesn’t have to be a bang.  It could be a thud or a clunk or a crunch or hiss or a clap or a crash or a boom or a screech or a or a or a or a or a


It begins with a sound. 

How does it end?  Well, that’s not important.  Granted, it is important, per say, but it’s clearly not relevant.  Stories are about relevance, not importance. 


This is about beginning.


We begin in the Inner Ear.  That’s where our voyage began, at least.  It’s as good a place as any to start the story.  The captain’s log (quaint little atavism, don’t you think?) doesn’t tell the half of it.  The captain was a fool.  He wrote it all down but he had it all wrong.  I have it right.  I have it straight.  They wouldn’t let me write anything down, so this is all from memory.


I trust my memory.  This is the story.


First allow me to explain the geography (I use the term more loosely than a… than a very loosely thing) of the universe for the ill-versed in the latest cutting-edge commercial cartography (alliteration – yes!).  (By the way, that’s a great field into which to look; just imagine the potential for growth alone!) 

Picture an ear: the intricate exterior, the curve of the lobes (detached), the delicate architecture of bone, cartilage, and enamel.


Then journey inside, where the sound goes.  Depart from the weird folds of the outer ear and descend into the darkness where only Q-tips dare to go.  (A Q-tip is one of those things that the centuries have not improved upon, like the quill pen.)


You will first see the middle ear, and then the Inner Ear.  The Inner Ear is an exotic location indeed.  See the design of the cochlea, the anvil, the stirrup. 


The universe looks nothing like any of that.  Nothing compares to the universe in terms of appearance, especially not a human ear.


Yet that is where we began our trek through the stars, in the region of the universe known as the Inner Ear.  We began our search close to home, right in the deepest part of the galaxy.  


I awoke with a terrible headache on that first full day.  I got out of bed and fell over.  Modern spaceflight will do that to you.  The reason a technician will give you has to do with electromagnetic fields and gravity drives and such nonsense, but all I know is that the effects are quite irritating.  Start screwing with gravity and gravity will take ever opportunity to screw with you.  Gravflight (as it is called) is the method of travel that will get you from Point A to Point B in the minimum amount of time with the maximum amount of bruises.  (Isn’t that line clever?  I came up with it myself.)

“Darn,” I said.  “Darn darn.”  (I never swear.)  It hurt.  The pain was exquisite, and a symphony of cacophony pounded in my head.  It hurt a lot.


I got up again, tested the gravity fluctuations, and regained my balance and composure almost effortlessly despite the pain.


(Traveling by gravflight in the Inner Ear really confuses your inner ear.)


“Radley, get out here!”  That was the captain.  The captain was a fool.  He was definitely not a writer.  He wouldn’t have known a metaphysical conceit from a metaphorical constant, and he didn’t either.  Know one from the other, that is.


But I acquiesced.  I got out there.  I was a fine petty officer, even though some of the other guys used to say that I was much more petty than officer.


“About darn time,” the captain said as I stumbled into the corridor that led to the communal area.  (The captain swore like a sober space captain.  I will be editing his coarse language throughout this narrative.   Decency demands no less of me.)


“We have work to do, darn it!  Why the heck did you get up so darn late?”  I told you the captain was a fool.  How could he expect anyone else to have gotten a decent night’s sleep without the deluxe captain-only anti-gravflight effect bed deluxe?  He had it easy.  And besides, we didn’t really have any work to do, anyways.  It was the first formal day of our search, but we didn’t actually have the most translucent idea what we were looking for or how to find it.

“Don’t just stand there!  Get to your station, you lazy son of a gun!  Everyone else is already there.  Briefing in two minutes!”


I obeyed again, not because I thought the captain was right, but because I wanted to go.  I was eager to get started.


At this point in the narrative, I would like to point out that sure, sure, you could probably obtain a complete transcript of the captain’s first briefing, but I feel that it would be much more trustworthy (not to mention interesting) if I took the time to summarize and highlight the key points.


“All right, boys,” began the captain (so cliché!), “it begins today.”  (As if we didn’t know!)  “And I know you are all familiar with the physics and the cartography; that’s not what this briefing is for.”  (He ended sentences with prepositions, can you believe that?)


“We’ve found the trail,” he announced smugly, when we all knew very well that he certainly hadn’t found the trail and that it was obviously just the mathematicians, which he was not.


“Background noise – some order from chaos.”  He said that but he didn’t know a thing about background radiation or order or chaos.  The ordained scientists filled it all in correctly in the written version, but all he told us then was a load of poetic nonsense.


It essentially boiled up (I am not ignorant; I am aware that the common expression is boil down, but any intelligent person knows that gas bubbles boil up) to this: in some parts of the universe, sound was audible in a total vacuum.  That was the trail.  Of course!  How could I not have seen it before?  Of course sound waves vibrating in the ether would lead straight to… straight to the very source of it all, the place where all sounds first began, the starting line (or point, or trapezoid, if you wish) of the universe.  As the implications of the captain’s rather fallacious explanation sank in, there were murmurs of surprise, approval, and incredulity.

“What about the demons, captain?  What about the demons?” asked a frantic fanatic.  (There were demons in those days, big evil slavering demons with computers and starships; the most unthinkable terror of all was that they were starships with weapons.  They were pirates, commercial and intellectual, and every Science-fearing believer had every reason to call them demons.)


(This part is quite suspiciously not included in the briefing:)


“We have taken certain… precautions,” the captain drawled.  “We understand that a venture of this scale will take us across starsystems and galaxy alike, with high risk of a pirate (the captain was a non-believer, another strike against him) attack, especially in an expensive ship such as ours with a scientific mission such as ours.  Hence the precautions.  We are capable of defending ourselves and our intellectual property.”


He meant weapons.  Our ship had illegal weapons.  I couldn’t believe he was telling us so brazenly.  The penalty for manufacturing, possessing, or using any sort of deadly weapon was death.

The frantic fanatic did not look satisfied.  I nudged him and discreetly disclosed, “We’ve got better weapons than any demon ship; we’re outfitted by the State.”

His eyes widened.  “Blasphemy?  We carry weapons in the holy name of Science?  I cannot be a part of this!  This must not be!  The weapons must be destroyed!”  The frantic fanatic was even more frantic now.  He began screaming and yelling and quoting the most hallowed Second Law of Thermodynamics.


“Radley!” shouted the captain over the cries of blasphemy and treachery.  “What the heck do you think you’re doing?  You’re a liar and a troublemaker!  Look what you did!”  The frantic fanatic was now foaming at the mouth, and the rest of the cew wasn’t sure if they should restrain him or join him.  After a few moments of delineation, they decided to restrain me instead.  Those fools.  I hope the Great Scientist in the Sky condemns them to a thousand years of social studies in Purgatory.  (Oops, that’s terrific cynicism which equals tremendous blasphemy.  But then again I’ve always been something of a heretic myself.)


Did you know that modern starships have brigs?  I didn’t know until they put me in ours.  Without even a trial!  Without even a hearing they did it!  I was accused of inciting panic and violence and subverting the State.  Without a hearing!  Oh, well.  It wasn’t really so bad.  It was just unjust, just injustice.


“Radley, you’re going to the brig,” they told me.  “Radley, you’re scum,” they told me.


On the first night of my imprisonment (still the first day of our journey), the captain came to visit.  And lecture, of course.


“Radley, you’re scum,” was what with he opened.  “I don’t know why I agreed to let you on my crew.”  Heck, he knew.  I knew, too.  I was the best commercial cartographer around.  No one could map the universe in new ways like me.  And now that we knew how we were going to find the source by using a very non-linear sort of trail, they would need me even more than ever.  I was vital to the success of the mission, and everyone, everyone, knew it.  I told the captain that very thing, and he turned a queer shade of ochre.  


“Go to heck, Radley.  We don’t need to waste our time with you useless map-making crackpots.  We brought you along as a gesture of respect to those few members of the scientific community that think your pitiful field is worth something.  Don’t forget that!  But you’re going to have plenty of time to think and make your crazy maps in here.  Don’t expect to leave until we finish the search or lose our funding.  Whichever comes last.”  He smirked.  It was a foolish smirk.


“What about when I turn out something unbelievably useful?”


He had the gall to laugh at me!  “That’ll be the day, Radley.”  He made as if to leave, but then he appeared to reconsider.  “But here now, just to keep you happy and busy, we’ll send all of our data down here and give you plenty of computer access, all right?”


I smiled.  I knew it was all just a show.  He knew he needed me.  He needed me like an orchestra needs a solid bass line.  “Thank you, sir.  You won’t be disappointed.”  I had to say it.


He laughed again.  “Sure, Radley, sure.”  With that he left.


The false smile plastered to my face lingered and then became genuine.  I had certainly won that confrontation.


We detected our first patch of loudspace two weeks into the trip.  (Gravflight is fast, but the galaxy is a big place, and loudspace is very rare.)  I’m not sure what instruments were used to identify the area, but that’s not my specialty.  My job involved making sense out of the data that was collected; I don’t care how they did it, just so long as I had my data.  I gave their useless facts meaning.  I brought the data to life.


The first map I made (based on only the one patch) was a model of a human ear, thence my earlier references.  When I calculated our position after two weeks, I discovered that we were no longer in the Inner Ear from whence we had come.  That was bad.  Based upon my cartography, the source would be somewhere near the eardrum.  We had drifted quite a ways from there.  I was just about to go to the captain with a suggestion for an immediate course change, but just then an unexpected intruder intruded.


(I didn’t have much human contact down in the brig, but who needs human contact when you have raw data?  Who wants to talk when you could be reinventing the entire concept of the map?)


It was the frantic fanatic, though he was a bit calmer after a fantastic fortnight to calm down.  (Hey – fantastic fanatic!  That’s an idea!  Fantastic frantic fanatic!  Frantic fantastic fanatic!  Fanatical frantic fantasy!  Fantastical fanatical franticy!  But I regress.)


“Radley,” he whispered, as if it made any difference how loud his voice was.  The brig was designed so that everyone could hear every sound if they so desired.


“Radley,” he said again, louder this time.


“What do you want, gosh darn it?”  He was being silly.


“Radley, I just want to know if it’s true.  They’ve been telling me that it was all a lie for the past two weeks, but I don’t know if I can trust them.”  Smart man, that fanatic.  “So just tell me.  Are there weapons?”


“Of course there are weapons,” I said with no hesitation.  I didn’t actually know that, as such, but what else could “precautions” have meant?


The fanatic looked almost relieved.  It was a surprising expression for him to express at that time, but I soon discovered his reasons for doing so, for so doing.  


“Yes… of course.  I am glad, for this means I have done the right thing.”


I began to grow a bit uneasy.  “What did you do?”


He smiled blissfully.  “I have ensured that our weapons will never be used.  May we die knowing that we have helped to save humanity from destruction.  May Science remember us as humble heroes.”


I didn’t want to be a humble hero if that meant I had to die first.  I didn’t plan to die.


All of a sudden a tremendous boom ripped through the ship.  The placid fanatic smiled again, eyes closed.  “It is almost done,” he murmured softly.


It’s a sad thing he was wrong.  It was only just beginning.


A louder boom sounded, and then another louder still, and another.


The fanatic looked puzzled.  Then he died.


He slumped onto the floor and his body made a sound like breaking glass.  The booming continued to the point of a monotonous monotone.  Boom.  Boom.  Boom.


The effects of gravflight chose that moment to knock me down as I struggled in vain to read the door.  I hit the floor with a sickening squish.  I tried to shout but a sharp hiss emerged from my obviously impaired vocal chords.  


The image of my ear map flickered on the screen at the computer terminal.


The air shimmered and my fingers vibrated.


I frantically struggled to locate our position on my map.


We were directly on top of the Eardrum of the Universe.  But how had we gotten there?  We had been a journey of months away earlier that day, drifting aimlessly in that patch of loudspace.


Loudspace that must have carried us directly to the Eardrum… but not at the speed of sound, or even light… It was something much faster, much faster than gravflight. 


I had to talk to the captain.  My footsteps sounded like barking dogs.  I had to talk to the captain.  I had to talk to the crew.  I had to get out of the darn brig!


I massaged my bruised knew and made it a crunching noise.  I coughed, and a howl erupted.  I kicked the wall and it sounded like a bomb going off. 


It took me all of six point two seconds to realize that it was a bomb going off.  I had forgotten about the fanatic and his sabotage, which is rather odd, seeing as how his frantic corpse was staring at me just then.


So his bomb went off, and it sounded very much like a bomb going off, even in the distortion caused by our presence in the Eardrum.  It sounded like a very large bomb.


After six point one seconds had lapsed, the brig had begun to depressurize.  It took the other tenth of a second my synapses to fire and tell me that the brig had begun to depressurize.

I scrambled into a vacuum suit (they don’t send you to the brig to die) while I heard someone’s distorted voice over a speaker, shouting frantically for people to evacuate the ship in the lifeboats.  It had to be that fool of a captain.  I had to talk to him, I had to!  He was going to rupture the already damaged Eardrum if he let the engines on those lifeboats fire!  I knew it!  Don’t ask me how I knew.  I’m the cartographer.  I knew.  I knew the captain would rupture the Eardrum, and only I knew what that meant.


The sounds pulsed around me.  I felt… I felt like… I was a… It was like… It was…


It was like beauty.  It was beautiful.  

I didn’t hear it in my ears.  The music of the spheres, I think they called it.  

“Play on, spheres,” I thought.

Oh, if only they did!  Forget all the petty little things I said about the captain before.  Those all pale in comparison to this one event.  This wasn’t a matter of personality or idiosyncrasy.  This was a matter of life and death.  

The life and death of the universe.

“Play on, spheres, play on!”

The captain didn’t have a clue when he gave the final order for those of us who could to leave.  He burst the Eardrum.  He let the universe die.  He let the music go silent.

I’m all alone now, here in the ship, here in the center.  Here at the source.  Here at the point where the universe began.  It appears that even the universe is fated to suffer from brutal irony.  This was also the place where the universe was killed.  The sounds were too loud, and too close.  The captain did it.  

Here I am at the source.  I can hear my own voice, but just barely.  Maybe I’m imagining it.  Either way, I’m going to fade away soon… Everyone outside the ship probably already has.  They were departing from the center, but the center will be the last place to die.  The universe is collapsing around its wound, collapsing around its center.

Collapsing around me.


I leave this silent record as testament, testimony, and testimonial.  No time for revisions.  No time for research.  Just silent testament.  


Maybe the music of existence will grace the dying universe some future time.  But for now, death will reign supreme.

Play it again, spheres!  Please?  Play it again.  Play it over one more time, just one more time.

It got quiet all of a sudden.  I’m afraid of the silence.
