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Part I - Found and Lost and Found Again


Chapter 1

My slate beeped at me and interrupted my daydream. I’d been looking out my office window and watching the changing light as the sun set behind the Indianapolis skyline to the west.

The shapes of the buildings and the orange end-of-the-day glow created an interesting scene, and I had forgotten for a few minutes that the skyscrapers in the distance were abandoned and crumbling and inhabited by lost souls who were visited only by dangerous men.

I shut down my slate and stretched. I’d been in the office since seven that morning, and I’d worked steadily until ten minutes before the slate alarm went off. I was the lead partner on a new ad campaign for a soft drink, and we had a presentation with the client coming up in a few days.

I looked at the sketches on my desk. They were good, and I was sure the campaign I was building around them would help the client gain market share in the never ending battle between the major producers of SSCB’s – single serve carbonated beverages.

I stood, went into the ladies’ room, and spent a few minutes freshening up before I walked down the hall to the elevator. The speaker in the ceiling above carried the broadcast of The News of America just like all the other speakers in the common areas of the building. The firm where I worked had more than fifteen employees, and so we had to run at least the audio everywhere except inside private offices.

“President Jones proved up to the challenge and brokered a compromise between members of the House,” the speaker reported. “A bipartisan bill that will ensure no interruption of Dignity Payments is expected to be on the President’s desk by the end of the week. The President had this to say to our own Hannah Brown.”

President Jones’ voice replaced that of the news anchor and said, “Sometimes you have to spend political capital to do what’s right, Hannah. 2205 has had a challenging start for far too many Americans, and the only thing on my mind is bringing relief to the people.”

I knew there was an Infinity Camera above the elevator doors, and so I kept a straight face. My Citizenship Score with the political AIs that analyzed words and deeds was 95, but if the Score slipped below 90, I’d start to lose privileges. Cracking up at a nonsensical narrative on The News of America wouldn’t cost me anything like five full points, but I knew my score might be taking a nontrivial hit later that night, and I didn’t want to create any unnecessary deductions.

The elevator arrived with a ding, and I entered and went down two levels to Terri’s floor. Her office was the second door on the left near the elevators, and I knocked softly. “Ready?” I asked.

She looked up from her slate. “Annabelle,” she said. She had on a lot more makeup than she’d worn earlier in the day, and she’d swapped her tailored suit for a cocktail dress. She looked anything but ready to go to a political speech. “I meant to message you.”

I raised my eyebrows but didn’t say anything, and she continued. “Reggie wants to have drinks.”

“Oh,” I said. I frowned; I hate going to things by myself.

“He’s the cute guy in client outreach.”

“I know Reggie.” He’d asked me out before, and he’d seemed surprised when I passed. “You’re standing me up?”

“I’m sorry,” Terri said. “I’ll make it up to you.”

“It’s OK,” I said.

“But you’ll still go to the speech, right? I’ll cancel with Reggie if you need me to.” She gave me a look that almost begged me not to take her up on the offer.

“It’s OK,” I repeated. “I’m still going to go.”

I made small talk with Terri for a minute and then made my way back to the elevator and down to the parking garage. I got in my car, and after I started it, I selected manual drive mode.

A female AI voice said, “Please say or enter your Manual Drive Necessity or Exception Code.”

“I don’t have one,” I said.

“Selecting manual drive without a valid code will result in a Citizenship Score penalty of one tenth of one point. Do you wish to proceed?” Personal vehicles allowed drivers to select manual control. They had to make them that way; the self driving functions didn’t work correctly sometimes. But the government tried to keep human driving to a minimum by employing their usual strategy for keeping something to a minimum: they tied it to a deduction on Citizenship Scores.

“Yes,” I said. I have found that when I’m irritated, I like to have control over something, even if there’s a cost. I was irritated at Terri, and at the news report, and because I was feeling somewhat sorry for myself, I admitted in my mind that I was bugged I’d spent most of the day puzzling out how to convince people to select one brand of caffeinated sugar water over other kinds of caffeinated sugar water.

“Manual controls engaged,” the AI said.

I put my car in drive and took pleasure in navigating myself around and up through the levels of the underground parking garage. When I emerged on the main street, I took a spirited drive from the distant Indianapolis suburb where I worked to the university where Senator Dawson was scheduled to speak. I accelerated and braked hard, but I did not exceed the posted speed limits or break any specific traffic laws, and so I managed to have a bit of fun without incurring new deductions to my Score.

I parked my car, walked to the building where the Senator would speak, and got in line. When it was my turn to enter, a shimmering, transparent wall of red light in front of an exterior door disappeared and I entered a standard security box.

I took two steps forward and stopped before I got to a second wall of red light that had not disappeared. I heard a quiet buzz behind me as the first wall rematerialized.

The energy fields in front of me and behind allowed sound and light and air through, but solid objects couldn’t get past them, and I knew that if I touched either I’d receive a harsh and nauseating vibration that would make my back teeth rattle and then ache for half an hour.

An AI said, “State your full name.”

“Annabelle Denise Adams,” I said slowly.

“Identity confirmed remain still for three seconds.” I stood motionless until the AI said, “Contraband scan complete you may pass.” The shimmering wall in front of me disappeared and I exited the security box.

The teaching theater held about 400 people, and I found my seat. It was on the center aisle in the seventh row, and the stage was centered right in front of me about ten meters ahead. I set my purse in the seat to my left that would have been Terri’s if she had come with me.

I blinked twice and activated my eLense. I kept it off as much as possible, but I was curious to see whether the act of entering the room had lowered my Citizenship Score, and if so, by how much. I was pleased to see it display as 94.9, and that the only recent deduction was for manually driving my car.

There were still a handful of important judges who were big on the First Amendment and its promise of freedom of assembly, and it was nice to see that they still had enough sway to prevent Score deductions for attending political events. I blinked twice more and turned my contact lense off.

After about ten minutes, the president of the university came out and spoke for a few moments. He ended his remarks with, “Please join me in giving a warm welcome to the junior Senator from Indiana, John Dawson!”

John emerged from behind a wall to the left of the stage, and I got my first look at him with my own eyes. He moved easily and with confidence. He was good looking, but not in the perfectly groomed and polished way that many politicians seemed to pull off. He looked like an approachable everyman in a nice suit. My first in person impression was that I liked him. When he started to speak, I liked him more.

He had run for President and had been absolutely drubbed the last November. He only scored fourteen percent of the popular vote and zero electoral votes, but from the way he spoke to and connected with the crowd, you’d have never known that The News of America had spent the months before the election trashing him and the months since the election declaring him to be irrelevant and speculating on whether he would resign from Congress.

His speech was warm, and optimistic, and just...sensible. He spoke of ways to improve the economy and the education system in plain terms that were always reasonable. I agreed with most of what he said, and I could tell that the others in the audience felt the same way.

During the applause after his speech, university officials set up a microphone on a stand in the center aisle near my seat and two more in the left and right aisles. When the applause died down, the Senator invited questions from the audience.

And I moved like I hadn’t moved since I played high school volleyball. I didn’t even really think about it. I stood and took three quick strides and centered myself in front of the microphone a step ahead of a portly man with a moustache who had been heading for the microphone himself.

John looked at me and unfocused his eyes for just a half second as people do when they’re consulting their eLenses. “Annabelle,” he said in a warm tone of voice, “why don’t you lead us off?”

I had seen a fair number of political speeches, and I knew that most questions people asked were about a specific issue that was dear to the questioner’s heart, but I didn’t go that direction. Instead, I looked John in the eye and spoke to him for the first time and asked, “Do you plan to run again in 2208, and if so, what specific changes will you make so that you can win?”

I heard quiet gasps all around me. It wasn’t illegal to directly imply dissatisfaction with President Jones and a desire to replace him, but almost no one did it publicly. Any opposition tended to be passed in whispers or held entirely inside one’s own mind. A question like mine seemed wrong, and risky, and perhaps even treasonous by some unspoken code. Many people all around me in the audience that was friendly to the Senator became visibly uncomfortable and squirmed in their seats.

But John didn’t squirm, and he didn’t seem uncomfortable up at the podium. He also didn’t duck my question and give a politician’s answer. He looked me back in the eye and said, simply, “Yes, I plan to run again.”

That brought more gasps from the audience, but no cheers, and no applause. Everyone knew that President Jones’ opponents only announced their candidacy a handful of months before an election, and that they only offered token opposition. It had been that way for the last four election cycles, anyway.

John kept his eyes on me and continued. “As far as the changes I intend to make...that will take a great deal of thought, and I can’t give you a list tonight. But I intend to learn from my mistakes and be a stronger candidate next time.”

There was more squirming in seats, and I got the sense that many people who only came to the speech because they were curious to see a well known figure from their home state started to fear adjustments to their Scores and regretted attending.

“Thank you for your question,” John said to me. Then, turning to one of the other microphones, he said, “Thomas, please go ahead.”

The Senator answered questions for about twenty minutes, and then thanked everyone for attending and left the stage. Shortly after that, I was back in my car. I let the AI drive home.

I watched the world go by for awhile. When I was about halfway to my condominium, I blinked twice to activate my eLense and see if I had any mail. There was just one message that got through my filters.

It was from Senator Dawson.

It said:

Ms. Adams,

I appreciated your question tonight, and I see that you are in advertising. I wonder if you would consider reviewing the three attached vid files.

You asked what I would improve next time I run for President, and one of the things is ad spending. The three attached files are all ads that were expensive to produce and run, and which did not move the needle for me. I’d like your insight into why – my campaign team never did have a good answer for me about that.

I’ll be heading back to Washington in the morning. I’m staying at the Vonnegut, and I’m wondering if you would meet me at seven tomorrow morning for coffee in the restaurant off the lobby to discuss.

Yours truly,

John Dawson

I replied to his message and said I’d be there, and I stayed up most of the night. I watched each of the ads at least a dozen times and analyzed them and wrote out a long summary on the mechanics of how people communicate and build trust.

I went to bed at about three and woke up at five. I showered and blew out my hair and put on the blue suit that was my favorite and not the red suit that had the highest ratings from whoever voted on such things.

That was one of the worst parts of the culture in 2205 – a lot of people used their eLenses to view and vote on every aspect of everyone and everything they encountered. A lot of people drove themselves half crazy keeping up with what others thought of their hairstyles and clothes and possessions.

I mostly ignored all of it, but I hadn’t as a student and a younger professional. For example, my natural smile is kind of lopsided – it’s just how I react to pleasant things. But it got low ratings, and I became aware of them, and I worried about it. I worked to correct my smile and make it more even, or more average, or whatever, but I was self conscious about it for a long time before I got the knack of ignoring what any anonymous observers might think of me.

I got to the Vonnegut Hotel’s parking garage at 6:55, and I arrived at the restaurant off the lobby almost right on time. The Senator was already there. He sat alone at a table reading through a stack of hard copy docs. When he saw me, he smiled warmly and waved me over to his table.

He shook my hand, and as soon as he sat down, he reached inside his jacket and pulled out a small tool which he used to remove his eLense. He pivoted the tool on its little hinge to form a protective cover over the lense and placed it in his pocket.

“That’s...rare these days,” I said, somewhat amazed.

“I like for people to know they have my full attention,” he said. “That is, if they do have my full attention.” He gave me another easy smile and made me feel like we’d known each other for years.

I reached into my purse, hoping that I had my own eLense kit inside, and to my relief, I did. I took my own lense out and said, “Do you know, when I’m alone, I don’t usually wear one of these at all.”

John laughed. “Neither do I. I kind of hate them, actually, although they are good for some things.”

We ordered coffee. While we waited for it, we talked about hometowns and alma maters and other things that people rarely asked new acquaintances about because everything like that was instantly available on an eLense.

After the coffee arrived, I said, “I looked at the three ads, and to be honest, they stink. I’ll send you my notes on all of this, but here are the problems...”

I gave him my thoughts. He spent most of the time I spoke listening, and occasionally he asked a question or made a handwritten note on the back of one of the docs he’d been reading when I arrived.

After a time that I found hard to measure, one of his aides approached our table and said, “We’ll need to roll in about five minutes, Senator.” John nodded to him, and the aide left us alone.

John looked at me and said, “The airlines wait for no one.”

I said, “Isn’t that the truth.”

“I’ll be back in town two weeks from Friday,” John said. “Would you have dinner with me?”

His invitation was unexpected and exciting. I found myself smiling my lopsided natural smile, and he responded with what I thought were happy eyes when I accepted. After a second, though, I wondered if he thought he had asked me on a date or to another discussion about advertising. I decided to be bold and ask him.

“I hope a date,” he said.

“Oh, good,” I replied, and we both laughed in relief.

John said, “I’m glad you feel that way. Ever since the election, a third of the people I meet think I’m pathetic for losing, a third think I was crazy for trying, and a third feel sorry for me. You’re the first woman I’ve met this year who doesn’t seem to feel any of those three things.” I confirmed that I did not.

He stood and shook my hand again. He held it longer than he did the first time. “Thank you for meeting me, Annabelle,” he said. “I look forward to seeing you again.”

“I’ll see you in two weeks,” I said.

And that’s how it all started with John.

I have been an advertising executive and the wife of a presidential candidate and a long time federal prisoner. I am now the matriarch of a clan of people who colonized an asteroid shaped like a potato, and then a moon with an insect problem, before we all returned to Earth.

My name is Annabelle Dawson.

This is my story.


Chapter 2

Dating in the 23rd Century was weird, or at least I thought so before I met John. Everyone had to deal with three fairly new things that no one really knew how to score yet, and their combination made romance tough to come by.

First problem: EXTs

No one was certain yet about just how much life extension treatments might enhance lifespan, but people who took them didn’t seem to age at all. All the companies that produced them forecast lives of several hundred years, and a couple of the pharma firms said they expected people to be immortal unless they met with a horrible accident of some kind.

By 2205, EXTs had been available to the rich for a few decades, and to everyone else for about ten years. Not everyone opted to take them, but I did. I started when I was 29, and I froze my biological age there. I didn’t want to live forever, necessarily, but I liked the level of energy and stamina and mental sharpness I had in my late 20s, and I liked the way I looked. I saw no reason not to lock in those things.

But weighing against the upsides that EXTs offered, they made serious relationships tough. Most people were spooked by the prospect of entering into a marriage that would either last a length of time they couldn’t get their heads around, or which was doomed to failure. Marriage rates plummeted around the turn of the 23rd Century. The media blasted out a message championed by the most visible pop-psychologist of the day. “Marriage is dead!” he proclaimed far and wide. The guy was a clown with a long string of messy divorces behind him, but that didn’t mean he wasn’t influential.

Second problem: Verified Acquaintance Reviews

Anyone with an eLense, which was almost everyone but a handful of elderly people, could instantly access feedback from any non-relative you’d ever spent more than a trivial amount of time around outside of a workplace. Have coffee with someone? Algorithms were hard at work analyzing the amount of time you spent in close proximity and the number of words you directed to each other until it got to some magic number and declared the other person a Verified Acquaintance and opened access to post a review of the encounter. The more time you spent together, the more weight the person’s thoughts were assigned.

To put it mildly, the system was not helpful for someone like me.

Being promiscuous was the surest route to getting and maintaining a pristine average rating. Meet with someone briefly, go straight back to their apartment and show them a good time – five stars.

But I wasn’t promiscuous. The men I dated once or a few times, when they left a review, usually gave me three stars. In the comments, they’d write things like, “Nice enough but frigid,” or, “Decent looking but thinks she’s better than you,” or, “Kinda funny but nutz.”

I had three serious boyfriends over the years between college and the time I met John. One of the break ups was friendly, one was not too bad, and one was ugly. The good breakup didn’t leave any public review of our relationship. The OK breakup gave me three stars without further comment. The bad breakup gave me one star and left a text review that stopped mid-rant when it reached the three thousand word limit. I’d been with him for more than two years, and as such, his rating was worth about 30% of my average.

So if I met someone new, his eLense would surround me with virtual text and graphics which would reveal at a glance that I was not promiscuous, that Verified Acquaintances rated me a 2.6 out of five, and, at least until I got a more recent review, that I was “kinda funny but nutz”.

Not everyone looked at VA scores and reviews, and not everyone who did look cared. But truthfully, in 2205, a majority of single people paid attention to them.

Third problem: Citizenship Scores

Despite the first two problems, there were single people to be found in 2205 who were not interested in hooking up with as many people as possible and who wanted a family. If I had to guess, I’d say something like 1 in 3 people were like that.

Those people tended to deemphasize or ignore VA scores, and they tended to be more or less OK, at least in principle, with the prospect of a very long term relationship. But even if they didn’t care much about VA scores, most of the more family-minded people paid very close attention to Citizenship Scores.

You actually couldn’t turn that one off. You could set your eLense to display or hide most things, but not the Score. If you had an eLense in your eye, and if it was active, it projected everyone’s Citizenship Score above their head.

I always turned off all of my lense’s augmented reality functions except the hazard display, but if I walked down a crowded sidewalk with my eLense active, I still saw a little number floating above everyone I passed.

I didn’t usually pay them any attention, but it was hard to ignore outliers. If some downtrodden soul with a 60 passed by, it was difficult not to give a second look and wonder what awful transgression had been committed.

I didn’t go out of my way to avoid casual contact with people like that, but others did. Everyone suspected that close association with someone with a very low Score could impact your own. People tended to give a wide berth to others with unusually low Scores and leave the digital lepers to make their own way through the world.

But back to dating. People who wanted some form of traditional family life tended to have good Scores well into the 90s that allowed them full access to transportation and energy allocations and the credit and banking systems.

So imagine that, in 2205, you met someone wonderful who had a Score of 95 and who actually, truly wanted a family. Imagine further that you went out several times, got along swimmingly, and started a relationship that went very well.

Now, imagine that your own Score was usually about 94, but that on occasion it dropped as low as 91 or so. What would most of the family-minded people of the era have thought of that?

They’d have thought, If I marry this person, and if we are together for a hundred years or two hundred or longer, will that credit score really always stay at or above 90? It’s sometimes barely above that lately. Am I looking at a future in which our family sometimes can’t vacation in a different state, or has to make choices about whether to heat our home or fuel up the vehicles, or in which our gold credit chip is downgraded to a silver chip that isn’t accepted everywhere? I don’t know...

And what if you maintained a near-perfect Citizenship Score? You could get points added for regularly interacting with AIs that detailed President Jones’ many initiatives, and you could get points if Infinity Cameras detected you praising him in public or confronting one of his detractors. It was worth as much as a full point, for example, to promptly correct someone who failed to give President Jones credit for an accomplishment The News of America attributed to him.

So imagine you were in a relationship, and that you maintained a steady Score of 99. What might your significant other have thought of that?

Something like, Hmm...I wonder if I want to be with someone for a hundred years or a thousand or whatever who’s quite so all-in on the propaganda. A life like that seems...tense.

In the end, the new marriages that did take place tended to be between people with nearly identical Scores. A difference of even a few points tended to generate a relationship that fizzled out before a wedding took place.

So against those headwinds, I dated. But it was tough. I hadn’t been out with anyone at all for about six months before I met John. I spent more than a few nights by myself watching ancient black-and-white movies and daydreaming about living in a simpler era in which a guy who had a car with improbable fenders might ask a girl to the sock hop just because he thought she was pretty and might be nice to talk to.

I wasn’t resigned to being alone, but I wasn’t optimistic things would change anytime soon, either. I was good at my job, and financially comfortable, and I had some good friends, and I tried to focus on that.

And then on a warm night in April of 2205, I met John Dawson for dinner, and absolutely everything changed.


Chapter 3

John was sitting in a lounge area next to the bar when I got to the restaurant. He was talking to an elderly couple and giving them his full attention while they conveyed to their Senator whatever was on their minds.

He wore a sport coat and khakis and a patterned shirt without a tie, and I was glad that his clothes complimented my dress. We were both dressed up without being formal.

After a minute or so, he noticed me and gave me a wave. I heard him say, “My friend is here. It was so good to meet both of you.” He shook hands with both of his constituents and walked my way.

“Annabelle,” he said when he reached me. He took one of my hands in each of his and gave them a small squeeze. It was an unusual gesture, but it was warm, and it made me feel like I was different than all the people he must greet throughout each of his days with a handshake.

“Senator,” I said.

He smiled and shook his head subtly. “Never ‘Senator’ to you.”

And I found myself giving him my natural lopsided smile again. Right from the very beginning, John had a way of getting me to act like who I actually am, and to not correct for what seems to be expected of me.

“OK, then. John it is.”

A host behind me said, “Are you ready to be seated, Senator?”

“Please,” he said. We followed the young man to a little raised area in a back corner of the dining room that was bordered by a brass railing except for the three step staircase that led up to two tables.

The first table we passed was not set up for guests, and the second had been set for two. John pulled out my chair, and as I sat down I tried and failed to remember the last time anyone had done that for me. Chivalry had been almost completely beaten out of society by 2205, but John hadn’t gotten the memo, it appeared.

John sat down across from me. The host placed a menu in front of each of us and left. He was replaced right away by a waiter who told us about the evening’s specials. We ordered drinks, and the waiter left the private elevated area.

As soon as he descended the three steps, John fished his removal tool out of his jacket and took out his eLense. I did the same with mine.

“You didn’t take the lense out for the elderly couple?” I asked.

“No, they’re voters. It’s helpful to be able to see their names, and that they’re both retired schoolteachers from Bloomington, and that they’re active with their food bank and have five grandchildren.”

“I’m a voter,” I pointed out.

He spread his hands apart and said, “I don’t want you to vote for me.” I tilted my head a little bit, and he closed his eyes briefly. “That’s not actually true; I do want you to vote for me. But, you know...”

“I know,” I said.

“And I don’t want you to wonder if I’m sitting here running a lie detector in the background or checking on your Score or any of the other nonsense people look at.”

“Thank you,” I said. I did have one question before our conversation went somewhere else. “I did notice when I first got here that you don’t have a Citizenship Score at all.”

It had been impossible to miss. I’d had my lense on when I got to the restaurant, and John was the only person I’d seen in years without a Citizenship Score number floating above his head.

“Hmm? Oh, right. Members of Congress can turn it off.”

“You can?”

John nodded. “The courts require us to be allowed to do that. We always have a Score of 100. Some Members think it makes them look superhuman, and they leave it on. I think it makes me look like an ass, so I turn it off.”

I’d never heard of any of that. “Wow. And so you keep a 100 no matter what?”

“No matter what. The executive branch and its corporate partners can’t assess Score penalties on members of Congress, or on federal judges either. It’s a separation of powers thing.”

“Wow,” I said. “So you could kill a guy...”

John started chuckling. “Yep.”

“In front of an Infinity Camera...”

“Or on the court at a sold out basketball game,” John said, enjoying the scenario.

“And no deduction.”

“Not a tenth of a point off,” he confirmed.

“The perfect crime,” I said.

John shook his head. “Not really. I’d still go to jail, but I’d be the only inmate on death row with a perfect Citizenship Score.”

I laughed out loud at the image of John in a prisoner’s coveralls with broad black and white horizontal stripes and a green 100 floating above his head.

John said, “You know, when I was a kid I thought about the ‘perfect crime’ a lot.”

“Yeah?”

“My dad had a lot of old detective novels, and I’d try to come up with a plan that would stump old Sherlock Holmes or Ellery Queen or Sam Spade.”

“What was your best idea?”

“Well...they were all bad ideas. But the one I put the most thought into was rubbing somebody out with an ice gun.”

“Oh!”

“Yeah. I drew a side view schematic for it and everything. I figured that if the evidence just melted, you’d be in pretty good shape.”

“I imagine you would be. How were you going to get the ice to contain and direct the explosion?”

“Ah, I had that one all figured out. The gun was going to fire ice bullets.” He wiggled his eyebrows up and down in a way that was playful and self-deprecating but also kind of sexy.

I started laughing. “And the ice bullets were going to be propelled by...”

John shrugged. “That part was just an engineering problem. I mean everything’s just an engineering problem when you think about it.”

“I suppose it is,” I agreed.

“What about you? Have you ever thought up the perfect crime?”

I regretted I hadn’t; detective fiction has never been my thing. But I wanted to say something better than “no”. I went with, “Well...in high school, a boy once told me I’d stolen his heart.”

“Ah!” John exclaimed. “You’ve gone beyond mere planning – you’ve actually committed the crime!”

“I suppose so,” I said.

“So did it work?”

“What’s that?”

“His line. Did you go out with him?”

I blanched. “Oh, no, he was icky.”

John laughed again. “Yeah?”

I nodded. “He had a dress code exemption or something and he used to wear those fish net t shirts with nothing on underneath to class every day. Do you remember those?”

“Ah, the open-weave chain mail look. Classic 2180s.”

The waiter arrived with our drinks. “Are you ready to order, or do you need a few more minutes?” he asked.

“Annabelle?” John asked. I actually hadn’t looked at the menu yet, but I only needed to scan it for a few seconds. “I’m ready to order,” I said.

I had decided earlier in the year that my dating strategies weren’t working, and that the next time I had dinner with someone interesting, I was going to listen to my great grandmother. That lady was married for seven decades and had twenty five descendants when she died, and I figured her ideas about finding someone were probably better than mine.

Seven of my great-grandparents came from families that had been in America for a long time, but Gam Gam was born in a small hamlet in Europe. She had an old world accent, and old school ideas to go with it.

During one Christmas visit she gave me advice - which I never once followed until my first date with John - on ordering in restaurants when out on a date.

“Order a hearty meal and eat all of it, Annabelle,” she instructed me on the couch next to the Christmas Tree. “Don’t just eat lettuce! Vhy must woman at a restaurant only eat lettuce?!”

“I don’t know, Gam Gam,” I said.

“Is ridiculous!” she said. “A date is to find partner to make children, yes?”

I laughed aloud at Gam Gam’s surprising statement, and so did my brothers. “I guess so?” I said.

“Right. And if date sees you picking at a salad, the cave man inside of him thinks, ‘Hmm...this woman now, she vill be much too tired to have children because SHE ONLY EATS LETTUCE!”

My brothers started laughing like hyenas. Gam Gam pointed a crooked finger at them and said, “You know vhat I’m talking about. Even if you don’t admit. You know.”

She continued, and asked me, “How vill you feel if you have dinner with man who only eats lettuce?”

“Um...”

“I’ll tell you!” she said, pointing a finger in the air. My brothers leaned forward to the edge of their seats and awaited her assessment, eyes wide and mouths open, ready to laugh again.

Gam Gam said, “The cave woman inside you vill think, ‘This man who eats lettuce...he will have no energy to go kill wooly mammoth...I marry Ug instead.”

That sent both of my brothers rolling onto the floor in hysterics, and I nearly joined them. Those last few visits when she was very old, you couldn’t really tell when Gam Gam was being serious and when she was joking, and that made it even funnier.

Anyway, I followed her instructions. To the waiter, I said, “I’d like the tenderloin medallions cooked medium rare.” The menu listed the full serving calorie count as 1650.

“Very good,” the waiter said. “The five ounce or...”

“The twelve ounce.” The waiter nodded, and John’s eyebrows went up just a touch, but he didn’t say anything.

“For you, Senator?”

“That sounds great. I’ll have the same.”

Gam Gam’s advice turned out to be sound. I cleaned my plate, and then we ordered dessert, and coffee, and a second round of coffee. We spent almost three hours at that table and we had good conversation the whole time.

After he settled the bill, John walked me to my car and asked me if I’d like to go to a kite festival on Sunday. He said, “It’s up to me to say ‘Ladies and gentlemen, fly your kites!’ or something, but I’m all yours after that.” I said I’d be there.

He hugged me. He was strong and warm and he held me for a moment before he wished me good night. I rode home with the AI driving my car and replayed the entire evening in my mind.

The weather was perfect at the kite festival, and I spent most of Sunday afternoon with him. He kissed me in a tent where there were no Infinity Cameras to be seen. Before he left, he asked if I’d go to the theater with him in two weeks when he was back in town, and I agreed.

That was his cycle in those days – two weeks in Washington, and then a weekend back home.

During our second weekend together, I went back to his suite at the Vonnegut with him but didn’t spend the night. During his third visit, I did.

A few days after our sixth weekend together, he called me from Washington and said he missed me and asked if I could come see him. I arranged to work remotely and caught a flight the next morning.

We didn’t spend a night apart for the next eleven and a half years.


Chapter 4

We got married that summer. There just didn’t seem to be any reason to wait.

A lot of people in the early days of widely available EXTs seemed to have an instinct to slow things down – to put off going to college or buying a house or marrying for a decade or two decades or forever. The abundance of lifespan seemed to freeze people into an endless cycle of, “There’s no hurry. I have all the time in the world. No need to get started on anything or commit to anything just at the moment.”

I felt the opposite. I’d had professional success, but I felt like I’d been spinning my wheels in my personal life for a long time. When I got together with John, I was actually more ready to commit to him than if I’d had a unmodified lifespan. He felt the same way.

We were almost perfectly compatible intellectually, and spiritually, and intimately. And he was so good looking, and so funny...the night he asked me to marry him, I didn’t say, “Yes.” I said, “When?” Then I realized that sounded conditional and I said, “Yes!” and pounced on him.

We had a small ceremony, and we spent the rest of that year in a blissful haze. John went to the Senate most days, I’m sure, but in my memory it doesn’t seem like he was ever not where I was.

I did make a few solo day trips back to Indiana to pack up or donate the things in my old condo and to do the paperwork to put the place up for sale. John offered to help, but I didn’t want to make him do that. Going through endless items from one’s old life and deciding which of them will carry over to a new part of life is a one-person job. Anyone else in the room ends up just sitting around with nothing to do.

I also wanted to be alone on those trips because I had to negotiate an exit from my advertising firm.

When I married John, some of the other partners became very uncomfortable. President Jones hadn’t started using nebulous powers to arrest anyone yet, but there were more than a few rumors of Citizenship Scores dipping inexplicably for people with ties to anyone who opposed Jones.

I had three meetings with my former colleagues to discuss a buyout. I had good leverage. Our partnership agreement required a total dissolution to force out a partner who didn’t accept a buyout. Dissolving and reforming would have been a monumental inconvenience for the firm and everyone in it, and I knew the other partners would want to avoid it if at all possible.

At the first meeting, they offered me a check for three times what my partner’s share had been the previous year. I told them to call me when they were serious and left.

At the next meeting a few weeks later, they offered me five years’ compensation and said they absolutely wouldn’t go any higher. I told them if they made it ten they’d have a deal and left again.

At the last meeting, they offered me eight times what I’d earned the previous year, and I took it. I salted most of the money away, but I did spend some of it before John’s next birthday on an antique, midnight blue Corvette with a six-speed manual transmission and a front mounted internal combustion engine. We had so much fun in the hills of northern Virginia taking turns rowing through the gears and revving that crazy rumbly eight cylinder motor.

I’ve often wondered if there’s any chance that old car survived the Kinetic War and is still out there somewhere. I’ve got Al working on finding it, but he hasn’t turned anything up so far.

We spent our first Christmas together skiing in Utah, and on our last night on that trip, we had a long talk in front of a fire in our hotel’s common room. Almost all of the other guests had returned home by then, so it was just John and myself and a waiter occasionally stopping by to top off our coffee.

I was looking at the fire and watching the flames dance when John asked, “If I’m a good coachable player, and I follow all of your advice, can I ever actually win the Presidency?”

We hadn’t talked much about plans for John’s career or mine during that first fall we were married. We were happy to have found each other, and I think neither one of us had been eager to introduce new elements into our relationship. But it was time, and I was glad he’d brought it up.

He looked hopeful and apprehensive in equal measures while he waited for my answer in his blue sweater that featured two white reindeer standing nose-to-nose against a backdrop of snow flurries.

“Yes,” I said. “But not in ’08, and probably not in ’12. 2216 or 2220 is more realistic, if you want to commit that much time to it.”

John nodded and seemed happy at my response. “I don’t mind the wait, but you’re in it, too. Do you want to spend the next eleven or fifteen or however many years campaigning?”

I smiled at him. “I do, Mr. Candidate.”

“Are you sure? Jones may get squirrely if it ever seems like he might lose.”

I nodded. “That’s true. But unless we want a thousand years of his rule, someone has to make an actual run.” I shrugged. “I don’t mind the risk. You can win.”

“Tell me how,” John said.

I paused for a moment when the waiter approached us. “More coffee?” he asked.

“Please,” I said.

He filled my cup and then John’s before he withdrew.

I got back to answering John’s question. “So the ad campaign I was in the middle of when I met you was for a soft drink, and it went really well, way past all our benchmarks. And selling people on a candidate isn’t much different than selling them on a soft drink.”

“No?” John asked. His face was relaxed and he seemed amused.

“Nope. There’s only one thing that matters that’s any different at all. Do you want to guess what it is?”

John shook his head. “Tell me,” he said.

“Well...to get people to switch sodas, all you have to do is get them 51% convinced that the red can or bottle or multipack is better than the blue one. The effort required to pick up one or the other is essentially the same. Take an extra three steps down the soft drink aisle, or lean slightly higher or lower at a cooler, or glance left or right to move the cursor in an eLense one way or another. The cost of picking a new soft drink is tiny, so a preference even slightly over fifty-fifty works, and there are a lot of ways to make someone have a 51% preference for something.”

“OK,” John said.

“But for you to get votes, we’re going to have to create and tap into much stronger feelings than that, because there are costs, or at least perceived costs, to casting a ballot these days. Most voters are afraid that a vote against Jones will be recorded somewhere, even though it’s illegal, and that it will harm them. To get most people to vote for you, we’re going to need them to think that it’s 90% desirable or they won’t do it.”

John nodded. “But we can get there?”

I nodded back at him. “I think so. You’re an A-plus public speaker, and you can connect with people and present them with a vision of how things should be different in a way that seems sincere.”

“It is sincere,” John said.

“I know. That’s mostly why your message can work.”

“Yeah,” John said. “But you don’t think we can do it in 2208?”

I shook my head. “No. We need 2208 to get people to 51% - get them thinking that you’re better than Jones and get them accustomed to the idea that you’re a serious choice and you’re not going away. But you’ll get crushed in 2208.”

John smiled. “As much as last time?”

“Probably so,” I said.

John spread his hands wide like he always does when he’s being playful. “Do you see a chance for any electoral votes next time? It’d feel great to not get skunked again.”

He was mostly joking, I think, but I thought his question through. “You might possibly be able to win West Dakota,” I said.

West Dakota broke away from North Dakota in 2180 for reasons that didn’t make much sense to me, but which seemed to make sense to its residents. They were fiercely independent, and I thought they might possibly throw their three electoral votes to John as soon as his next run.

“Yes!” John said with enthusiasm. “We’ll make it a goal for next time. I don’t want to lose any worse than 535-3 in the Electoral College.”

His enthusiasm for small goals is one of my favorite things about John. He has a knack for making wins out of losses by defining little things that he thinks of as wins. I think that’s a meaningful part of how he survived his first lonely years out in the Void.

So we sat by the fire in the huge open area on the ground floor of our hotel and sipped coffee and laid out our plan.

John was almost certain to win reelection to the Senate in 2206, and that campaign was for practice and for putting a new team together. The Presidential run in 2208, assuming he got his party’s nomination, was for experimenting with ad types and for getting people used to him as an ongoing opponent for President Jones. And for winning West Dakota, if possible.

2212 was for refining our message and getting a nontrivial number of electoral votes. And 2216 or 2020 would be the year we’d make a serious push at a win.

It was exciting fleshing out the plan, and it was exciting that John seemed to want me to be a central part of the effort.

And as many problems as extended lifespans presented for people when they first came on the scene, they had this good effect on our emerging strategy: we didn’t have to follow a plan to win now. We could afford to be deliberate and build the best chance to win eventually, because John wasn’t going to age out of being electable in a small handful of election cycles.

We went to bed that night alive with ideas and optimism. We got back to Washington the next afternoon, and after that, we were basically always running for office until the day of our arrest.


Chapter 5

John easily won reelection to the Senate in 2206. People back home in Indiana liked him, and most of them had voted for him before without losing points on their Citizenship Scores, so there were no meaningful barriers we had to overcome.

He deferred to me more than I expected during the campaign. I came to learn that he didn’t really like the behind the scenes parts of running for office; he was most happy when he was talking to people, whether he was addressing a crowd or talking to a single constituent. He left a lot of the strategy to me, and he let me bring in or reassign people as I saw fit.

I loved it. I had always liked the mechanics of advertising and marketing. I was good at intuiting which levers to pull towards the end of influencing how people behaved. But before I met John, I had started to burn out, and I found goals like getting thirsty consumers to pick the red can over the blue can increasingly meaningless. Applying my skills and my brainpower to a cause I believed in and to a man I loved was an upgrade I suspect few people experience.

John won his party’s nomination for President in 2208, and he lost that race badly, but we felt good about two things.

First, John’s favorability rating went way up relative to the 2204 election. Not many more people were willing to enter an actual voting booth and tick the box next to his name yet, but a lot more people were moving in that direction.

The other thing was that he didn’t get blanked in the Electoral College. He managed to squeak out a narrow win in West Dakota, and he got on the scoreboard. At the viewing party at our headquarters on election night, he actually spiked an actual football he turned up somewhere when the News of America declared him the winner of the 54th state.

We disappeared for two weeks after election night to an island in the Caribbean that offered almost complete privacy. The media tore John to shreds in the days after the election, but I mostly ignored them and I think he completely ignored them. We walked on the beach and ate candlelight dinners and loved each other in a sleepy island paradise with no polls or constituents or speaking engagements.

The election of 2212 followed much the same pattern. John’s favorability ratings went up. The size of the crowds he addressed got larger. And in ’12, more people actually voted for him on election day. He got 29% of the popular vote, and he managed to hold West Dakota and win a second small state. The Electoral College vote came back 532-6.

The News of America ran an insulting caricature of both of us on its front page the next morning. In it, we are both looking at a scoreboard that reads Home Team 532 and Road Team 6. John is drawn to look like a village idiot and has a finger in his nose up to the second knuckle, and my face is dominated by a horror movie smile that is lopsided far, far more than my actual smile. John’s speech bubble says, “At this rate, honey, we’ll win in only 88 more elections!!”

We went back to our island. It took John a couple of days to reset that time, but then we were both at peace for the rest of the two weeks, and we got back to Washington before Christmas ready to move forward.

I wasn’t sure if 2216 was going to be the year we had a real chance to win until September. That’s when the government launched the “Election Riches!!” lottery game that opened all kinds of new doors for us.

Gambling was more popular than ever in 2216, I think because people felt financially frozen in place. The thing that caused those feelings at the low end of the pay scale was Dignity Payments.

DPs had started four decades before in 2176, the year of the American Quadricentennial. President Jones’ predecessor had announced, “On this 400th anniversary of the Declaration of Independence, I make the declaration that no American will ever again lack the dignity of possessing the means to afford basic necessities.” The Treasury started making deposits that fall.

Even if you had no other income at all, you could afford basic food, clothing, shelter, and a little bit of entertainment with your monthly DPs. The payments started to phase out, though, if you had more than a fairly trivial amount of earned income. Earn $200 today? Good job, but you just lost $90 in your next DP check, and another $35 to taxes.

You had to work a lot of hours at an entry level job to get ahead of just living on DPs, and some people did, although in 2216 a lot of full time workers were only there for their employer’s health care plan that covered their life extension treatments.

Of course, if you had a job that paid a lot, you could outrun taxes and cuts to your DPs and still come out way ahead. But the paths to get most jobs like that were narrow, and they started for many people in kindergarten.

Sports were first. Once the people who owned the professional teams learned how to monetize absolutely everything in the 21st century, the system to identify and recruit talent got all the way down to little kids. A six year old on a t-ball field who hit two balls to the outfield and could field a grounder at shortstop might be approached by a scout who would invite his parents to move their child to an Elite Team. Kids who hadn’t been discovered by the second or third grade rarely got a chance to get in the pipeline no matter how well they played.

By the 22nd Century, the same kind of system was in place for engineering, the arts, business, law, tech, medicine, and most other jobs that paid a salary and not a wage. You got put on a “track” young, and a sixth grader who decided he might like to study astronomy had no chance to catch up to a group of kids who had been studying nothing else for half a dozen years and who already knew as much as a professional astronomer had known in past centuries.

I’d ended up on a professional track by luck, mostly. One day in first grade, I got the last chocolate milk in the lunch line. When I sat down with my little tray of meatloaf and corn and a roll, my friend Timmy said, “Will you trade milks with me, Annabelle?” I eyed his whole milk and shook my head, and he said, “I’ll give you a dollar.”

I thought about that offer, but I could almost taste the chocolate milk, and I knew I’d want it to wash away the taste of the runny corn. “Three dollars,” I said, not expecting Timmy to agree to the deal. To my surprise, he put three dollars on the table and slid them and the whole milk across to me. I shrugged and gave him my chocolate milk.

“Thanks, Annabelle,” he said.

When I folded the three dollar bills and put them in my pocket, I noticed my teacher looking at me approvingly. The next day, I was sent to the Business Hall for three hours to learn to draw supply and demand curves with my crayons and determine equilibrium prices. My professional pursuits were underway.

I was lucky that the thing my first grade teacher identified as a talent actually was a talent, and that it led to a job I liked. A ton of kids weren’t matched to something they proved to be good at, or they weren’t matched with anything at all.

So anyway, in the 23rd Century, most people felt like their financial station was locked in unless something big happened, and that led to a lot of gambling. The government squeezed out all but the biggest private companies that ran casinos and sports books, and a lot of people played the government’s American Lottery. Scratch off tickets were the biggest sellers. In an age where most things were digital, people seemed drawn to the tactile feedback of holding a physical ticket in hand and rubbing a physical coin across its surface.

Scratchers were one of those things like hot tea or thick wool socks or Wayfarer sunglasses in that you actually couldn’t improve them, and so they stayed popular and stayed about the same from their invention until the Kinetic War. With scratch off lottery tickets, the only thing that changed was the games they contained. And in September of 2216, President Jones’ campaign team directed the Lottery Office to modify a new game that led to one of the greatest marketing blunders in the history of elections. The game worked like this:

You scratched off a map of the continental United States and revealed five vertical strips that were “zones”. They made America look something like a carton of Neapolitan ice cream with a couple of extra blocks thrown in. All of the blocks you revealed were either purple or orange.

President Jones’ political party had adopted purple as its color in the mid 22nd Century when the old Republicans and Democrats merged. They said that red and blue made purple, but they had won every election since their merger, and a lot of people whispered that they picked purple because it was the color of royalty in ancient times.

John’s political party had always been orange.

In the new scratch off game, you won a little bit of money if you matched four of the five zones, and you won a million dollars if you matched all five of the zones.

The game had to get approval from the Lottery Commissioner before it launched, but someone high up in President Jones’ reelection team called the commissioner and expressed concern. The man didn’t want the new game to show the orange party winning, “Or at least not very often,” he said. He apparently wanted the hundreds of millions of scratchers the government sold every week to reveal to players a purple-dominated map as frequently as possible.

I learned about the call because one of my friends at my old advertising firm did a lot of work for the American Lottery, and she knew the Lottery Commissioner well. He told the story to her before things went off the rails, and she relayed the story to me.

So the commissioner followed the request from the Jones campaign, but he screwed up. He wanted to roll out the game as soon as possible so that it wouldn’t miss election season, and the quickest way he could think of to make sure that the orange party wouldn’t have a majority of the zones on too many tickets was to order that only the rare jackpot tickets be printed with more orange zones than purple, and that all of the others have a majority of purple zones.

In the end, they printed a billion tickets. All of them had more purple zones than orange, except for the 500 jackpot winners which had five matching orange zones.

Of course, everyone who scratched one of the jackpot tickets posted a picture on the nets of themselves gleefully holding their all-orange million dollar winner. A couple of hundred of the images started to circulate in eLenses everywhere.

People saw the images of others who had gotten rich from an orange map of America, and at the same time their personal experience was almost always that they had scratched a lot of their own tickets which revealed a mostly purple map and gave them nothing.

For centuries, companies had been paying celebrities millions of dollars for endorsements so that their products would be associated with success, with riches, and with winning. The lottery tickets gave people a reason to associate our party’s orange color with a million dollars, and at the same time a reason to associate purple with losing, and we didn’t have to pay a thing.

It was a gold mine. They pulled the game in mid September, but the damage was done. John’s numbers had almost doubled in some of the swing states, and the crowds at his rallies went from several thousand to tens of thousands.

The rally on October 20 drew three quarters of a million people.

It turned out to be the last one.

It was in Austin.


Chapter 6

We got to Texas late in the day, and John did a few interviews with local news people in the lobby of our hotel. After about half an hour, we got the keys to our suite and made our way up to the seventh floor.

The hallway carpet sticks out in my memory. It was decorated with images of chrysanthemums that were unusually well done, and they perked up my weary mind as we made our way down to our room.

We didn’t talk strategy or have a nightcap or see if any movies worth watching were in the room’s menu that night. We were too exhausted.

Campaigning full tilt is not for the faint of heart, especially if you get the sense that you might suddenly be playing to win. You have to be “on” at all times until the hotel room door closes at the end of the day. There is an army of people always ready to catch you contradicting yourself, or failing to handle a loaded question smoothly, or giving a funny look to anyone or anything for even a brief moment. I wasn’t even the candidate and I felt the pressure; I can’t imagine how John handled it.

The next morning, we had breakfast in the room, walked down the hall with the chrysanthemum carpeting, and went straight down to the parking garage and met our campaign team. We piled into two rented Chevrolets and headed south to the rally.

Austin is like a lot of cities in that it was founded near a major river. Its settlers started out north of the Colorado, and over time the city developed on both sides of the waterway.

Our hotel was in the old part of downtown near the state capitol building, and the rally was set for noon in what the map in my eLense showed as a huge open area that had been preserved on the south banks of the river.

It was unusual. There weren’t many large open spaces anywhere near city centers in 2216. High rise condos usually generated the highest level of revenue per acre, and most cities had a forest of them that stretched out in all directions for a couple of miles from their historic downtowns.

But Auditorium Shores in Austin was like Central Park in New York: a place where a regular person could show up and throw a frisbee a long way and probably not hit anything with it.

We got our first look at the place from a bridge that crossed the Colorado. Our campaign manager saw it first. “Holy crap,” he said. I looked up and saw what he saw, and my mouth fell open.

It was the people. They were everywhere.

“Oh, my,” John said.

The only thing I could do to even approximately guess their number was to compare them to the size of a crowd at a college football game. I studied advertising at Notre Dame, and I was well familiar with what 100,000 people looked like packed in to watch the Irish play Michigan or USC or Navy.

The crowd assembled on the south banks of the Colorado River was several times larger than that. “Look at all the orange,” John said.

And yes, we were in Austin and some of the clothing people in the crowd wore was the burnt orange of the University of Texas, but a lot of it was the brighter orange of our party, and that was new.

More people had been willing to be seen in public at one of our rallies in recent weeks, and the crowds had been growing steadily, but few had been bold enough to wear a bright orange hat or shirt. In Austin that day, though, I saw bright orange on about a quarter of the people.

John and I exchanged a look for a long moment. I didn’t say anything to him. I wanted to take his face in both of my hands and say, “It’s time to go for it, darling!” but I didn’t. He had to decide that for himself.

His messaging until the rally in Austin had been upbeat but only somewhat specific, and he’d never attacked President Jones directly. He’d even been somewhat delicate in criticizing Jones’ policies, opting to present his alternatives without further comment. We had agreed back in 2208 that until we had a path to actually win, we wouldn’t antagonize the President or respond to his insults. “Full turn the other cheek,” John called it.

But I also made John promise me back then that if he ever had a real chance to win an election, he’d change tactics and go on the offensive. And as I watched John look at the crowd assembled across the river, I could tell he was thinking of the monumental pile of 82 electoral votes Texas had and calculating whether it was time to shift strategies.

In my mind, I pictured a map behind a vid anchor on election night lighting up with a beautiful, bright orange Texas. It was plausible, I thought.

I made myself remain calm during our pre-game routine, and I didn’t bother John about replacing his standard speech with a more aggressive one. I busied myself on the main stage while John went to a portable building the team had set up for him to get a final hair and wardrobe touch up. The stage was behind an opaqued force shield, but I could still feel the giant crowd on the other side of it.

John got to the stage right before go time, and as he always did, he spent the last minute before his speech with me. I made a tiny adjustment to his tie, even though it didn’t need it, and I plucked a tiny piece of lint from his jacket that was far too small to matter.

John glanced at his notecard. He always had a single notecard filled with keywords when he spoke in public, and he would place it on his podium before every speech in case his eLense failed.

Except that day in Austin, he put his notecard in his pocket, and I knew he’d decided to go for broke. “Cucumber, baby,” I said to him. He smiled at me, and I leaned forward and said, “Give them hope. I love you.”

He told me he loved me, and I stepped back into a line of Texas politicians and members of our campaign team who were lined up behind him and started to clap.

John stepped up to the crystal podium they’d set up and squared himself to it just as the force field turned transparent.

The crowd was electric. They went wild. They stood and shouted and cheered with more energy than any group of football fans ever assembled, and they got even louder when John spun up the antigrav motors on his platform and glided up above the stage with the podium winking in the brilliant Texas sunshine.

John let them cheer for just the right amount of time, and then he used his hands to ask for quiet. When the crowd fell silent, he said the words that would change our lives: “Seven terms is long ENOUGH!”

The crowd paused for just a beat, and then erupted. I had never considered that human voices might create a physical force, but I felt a strange wind made of sound push against me and I had to concentrate to keep my feet. They started chanting DAW-SON!!! DAW-SON!!! and the force of each shouted syllable created a pulse that my heartbeat wanted to synch up to.

The full power of the human species became apparent to me for the first time that day. I have seen much of the universe now, and in some senses, humans are puny. But only in some senses.

When we are unleashed, we are mighty.

On that day in Austin, the Americans in the crowd were fully waking up to the idea that they were being oppressed, and that they didn’t have to be.

When the crowd quieted again, John spoke for an hour. It was like watching a world class cellist or ballet dancer or boxing champion. His speech was perfection. His level of skill in connecting his mind and emotions to the crowd was immaculate. The man I loved gave a performance that no one else could have, and I’ve never been more proud of anyone or anything than I was of John that day.

I hardly remember the next several hours. It all seemed like a rock concert when the band plays the opening chords of the big hit from its first album and everyone goes nuts. I’d never seen so many ecstatic faces and enthusiastic handshakes in my life. From the time the speech ended to the time we got back to our hotel suite, it was all a joyful and exciting blur.

We made love that night, and I fell asleep in John’s arms thinking of a bright orange Texas and of standing between John and the Chief Justice and smiling my lopsided smile on a cold day in January while John took the oath of office.

Seven hours later, I was in the back of a van with a bag over my head and wearing only one shoe while soldiers shouted at me and at each other and at whoever was on the other end of their radio.


Chapter 7

They put me in a supermax prison cell. It had a raised concrete rectangle with a thin mattress and a blanket and pillow on top. I had a concrete shelf with a short concrete cylinder in front of it that counted as a desk and chair.

I had a stainless steel contraption in one corner that was the bastard offspring of a sink and a toilet. I had an area in the other corner with a drain in the middle bordered by a two inch high wall of concrete on two sides. There was a shower head set into the ceiling above it that would dispense three minutes’ worth of lukewarm water once a day when I touched a button.

I had a pair of rubber sandals that I rarely wore. I had an undersized towel, a cheap travel-size toothbrush, and half a roll of toilet paper.

That was all.

What I mostly had was regret, and time to explore its many nuances.

I hadn’t talked John into repeatedly trying for the White House. The first time he ever spoke to me, he told me in front of an auditorium full of people that he intended to keep running. But I could have talked him out of it. Especially after we lost in 2208, I could have encouraged him to work in the Senate to make people’s lives better, and he would have listened to me. Or so I told myself during my endless parade of identical hours spent alone in my cell.

But instead of steering us towards a happily ever after, I had jumped in with both feet and teamed up with my Icharus. I had helped him to acquire the wings and the wax and strategized on exactly how we could both fly too close to the sun.

I saw the same three sequences again and again in my mind.

Holding John in a hallway with carpeting that featured well rendered chrysanthemums as soldiers murdered our campaign manager and then advanced on us from both directions. A vid broadcast of John at his “trial”, looking small and defeated and lost. A vid broadcast of the Valkyrie-84 taking off, ascending rapidly, and disappearing into the sky.

The guards slid a tray of food through a slot in the door to my cell three times a day. I usually didn’t eat the food, but there was always a paper cup of coffee on the tray, and I always drank that. When I had caffeine in my system, my regret seemed cleaner, and sharper, and I felt like I could second guess my decisions more efficiently.

They offered me an hour of solitary recreation in a walled courtyard every day. Sometimes in the beginning, I let them lead me outside, and sometimes I stayed put on my cot or my concrete stool; the guards didn’t force me to leave the cell if I didn’t want to. When I did go out there, my situation was no better or worse than when I stayed inside. After several recreation periods spent shuffling around in the dirt yard, I stopped going outside altogether.

My lawyer visited me in my cell once a week. She had a lot of big plans for my defense, but I knew they wouldn’t matter. I answered her questions in short sentences. I signed documents she put in front of me from time to time. During her visits, I mostly waited for the time she would leave my cell and let me get back to a more undistracted examination of my hopeless circumstances.

The only thing she did in my first month of incarceration that helped me at all was that, during one of her weekly visits, she brought me my old King James. “I found a judge who still cares about religious freedoms, even in spite of everything,” she proclaimed when she handed it over.

I opened it to the dedication page, and I saw my mother’s cursive handwriting which recorded that it had been presented TO Annabelle Adams FROM Lauren Adams ON THE OCCASION OF Christmas, 2185. I wept for a long time when I saw that.

I didn’t read it for a long time, but I held it while I sat and thought my thoughts. Some nights I slept with it like a teddy bear. It was the only item in my cell that was one of my own things. It was a fellow traveler from a time when my life had been filled with love and excitement and interesting possibilities.

And so I sat in my cell for weeks on end, holding my King James and contemplating my new reality and going through the motions of existing.

I was ruined.

Not much changed for what seemed like a long time. I can look back and calculate that the period of time between arriving in my cell and the day Dr. Brown visited me as eight and a half weeks. But when I was in the middle of that stretch of days, it seemed like I had always been in the middle of them.

The only change was that, about a week before Dr. Brown examined me, my appetite returned. Instead of just drinking the coffee and skipping most of the food, I started to eat everything on every tray they delivered to my cell.

But at the same time, I got nauseous after I ate, and I threw everything up in the toilet/sink contraption at least once a day.

After I had thrown up several times, they sent a doctor in a white lab coat into my cell. I think she had a practice somewhere in Baltimore, and that she also saw patients in the women’s prison where I was being held on some kind of part time basis.

She entered my cell, and the guards closed and locked the door. She greeted me and retrieved a few instruments from a bag she carried with her and said she was there to identify the reason I was having trouble keeping food down.

I gave minimal responses to her questions and submitted to a few minutes of poking and prodding and scanning from some kind of handheld device she ran over my abdomen while I lay on my cot.

When she finished, she smiled a little bit and said, “Mrs. Dawson, do you know that you’re pregnant?”

I sat up and stared at her. I was so emotionally numb that even a plot twist like that didn’t register much at first.

“I’d say you’re about two months along,” Dr. Brown continued.

“I...are you sure?”

The doctor nodded. “Very sure. Congratulations.”

“Oh,” I said. Dr. Brown waited for me to say something more, but I couldn’t think of a single thing to add. A small crease appeared between her eyebrows, and she seemed to debate something with herself for a moment.

Then she sat on the concrete stool by my desk and spoke in a voice that was formal and precise. She spoke each word slowly and clearly as if she were talking to a small child, and she said, “Mrs. Dawson, I am now going to give you private medical advice that is covered by provider-patient confidentiality rules as outlined in Hawkins versus Bradshaw.”

She then pulled a familiar looking tool from a pocket and removed her eLense. But when she had it out, she didn’t put it in a standard case. Instead, she placed it in a small grooved box that I recognized as a Faraday cage that wouldn’t allow electromagnetic radiation in or out.

She snapped the case shut and glanced at an old fashioned wristwatch. She said, “I am allowed to speak without being observed for five minutes. The fact that I have invoked provider-patient confidentiality in this particular situation will probably lead to a significant deduction from my Citizenship Score, and it will definitely ensure that I will never again be permitted to examine you.

“You are severely depressed, and you will not take immediate action based on what I tell you, but for the good of your child you must hear what I have to say and work towards being able to put it to use. Do you understand?”

The doctor’s unexpected words cut through my mental fog, at least to a degree. “Yes,” I said. I sat up a little straighter and tried to make eye contact and pay closer attention.

“Good,” Dr. Brown said. “I supported your husband’s candidacy, and I’m going to tell you the truth. Here’s your situation, and your child’s, as I see it.

“They will never let you out of prison. There have been riots in many places since Senator Dawson and you were arrested. The riots have been put down, but they will not risk you ever being free and available for your supporters to rally around.

“They will also never execute you. That would become known, and it might touch off a powder keg that they don’t want to deal with. At least, that’s what I believe.

“Another thing that might touch off a powder keg is your upcoming trial. There are a meaningful number of stubborn old judges who have had time to organize. If you have a trial, it probably won’t be a farce like Senator Dawson’s was. You will probably be able to have your lawyers cross examine your accusers and mount an actual defense, and you will probably be allowed to take the witness stand yourself. They don’t want that.

“And so, you are a problem for the administration that is not easy for them to solve. That gives you a bargaining chip. Do you see what it is?”

And I did. I felt like my brain turned over and deduced something new for the first time in ages. “They’ll want me to plead guilty so that there is no trial.”

Dr. Brown nodded. “Right. That’s for you to discuss with your lawyer, of course, but I believe that if you float the idea that you might plead guilty to whatever they’ve charged you with, the administration will probably be willing to trade things – good things – to make a deal happen.

“You should demand to be put in with the general prison population. Solitary confinement is no life for you, and it is most definitely no life for a child. You must interact with others if you are to keep your sanity, and your child must do the same. There are other children who are incarcerated here alongside their mothers. They are few in number, but there are enough of them to form a small community.”

“Ah,” I said. The concept that there might be children in the prison hadn’t occurred to me.

Dr. Brown checked her wristwatch again, and then continued. “You must demand a larger cell that both you and your child can live in together in reasonable comfort, at least while your child is small. There are a handful of those cells in this facility. Two of them are currently vacant.

“You must work with your lawyer to identify other small privileges you might be granted. There is a library here with a decent collection, for example. You and your child should have regular access to it. And you should negotiate being able to take recreation with others, and access to some form of entertainment. And education for your child...”

The doctor looked down at her watch again and frowned. She looked at me with an intense look and said. “Your sadness is more than warranted, but you must snap out of it for the sake of your baby. Your life is not as you wish for it to be, but you can still create something good for your child if you apply yourself.”

She picked up the little Faraday box and said, “I’m out of time. God’s love on you, Mrs. Dawson.” She opened the box and replaced the eLense in her eye, and speaking slowly and formally, she said, “And those are the steps that, in my professional judgment, will lead to the greatest improvements in your overall health. Do you have any further questions for me?”

“Um...no,” I said.

Dr. Brown stood and extended her hand. I hesitated and then shook it.

“It was nice meeting you,” Dr. Brown said. She then blinked twice and said, in a somewhat louder voice, “I am finished with my examination.”

A few moments later, the guards unlocked my cell door, opened it, and Dr. Brown walked out of my life as quickly as she had entered it.

I only knew her for ten minutes, but she did more for me than most people could in ten years.


Chapter 8

The doctor was right. They were ready to make a deal.

I will say that I had to use all of my willpower to stand in a courtroom with cameras rolling and humbly say “guilty,” to a parade of nonsense charges. I don’t like to lie, and I don’t like injustice any more than the next person. A more than small part of my mind screamed at me to say not guilty and angrily demand a jury of my peers and speak of tyranny for as long as I could before they dragged me from the courtroom. But I knew that would be an empty gesture.

If I hadn’t been pregnant, I probably would have done it anyway. But I focused on carving out some kind of life for John’s child, for our child, and I kept to my side of the deal.

The judge gave me a 99 year sentence for each of twelve felony counts. He told me that I would not be eligible for parole on any of them and that they would run consecutively. He told me I would have access to life extension treatments as guaranteed by Supreme Court rulings, and that I would be eligible for release in the year 3404. He banged his little gavel, and that was it.

I had a laughing fit in the van on the way back to the women’s prison. My husband was banished forever to the other side of the universe, but he was at least, so far as I knew, asleep in a cryogenic pod. I was only banished from society for a little more than 1000 years, but I was awake and experiencing it. “We’re quite a pair, darling!!” I said in between fits of unhealthy laughter. “Quite a pair!”

That van ride was the absolute bottom. It was the low point of my life. It was somehow worse than the frantic hours after our arrest when I expected John to be executed, and it was worse than the endless hours alone with my thoughts in solitary confinement.

During that short trip, the tide was all the way out on the polluted beach my mind had become, and ugly, rotted things that were normally submerged came visible and demanded to be seen and heard and smelled.

I felt my grip on sanity slipping away, and I knew it was happening. I knew that my thoughts were unordered and increasingly unrelated to anything in the real world. But I saw no way to change that.

And then they led me to my new cell, and I wasn’t at the absolute bottom any longer. When I looked at the larger space with room to walk a few paces and store a few things and place a crib, I started to rise. And I had a long way to go, but it felt good to be improving. So good.

In my opinion, you only need three things to be happy, or to move towards being happy. Everything else is clutter and distraction. These are the things:

You need to feel connected to people you love. You need something to build. You need faith. That’s it.

When I saw the larger cell with room for a crib, Cassie became real to me. (I hadn’t named her yet at that point, but I’d had a full ultrasound, and I knew she was a girl.) John was lost to me, but John’s daughter was not. And in my mind, I could see a crib in the corner of my new cell and a tiny child swaddled and asleep, and I loved her. I wouldn’t meet her for months yet, but I loved her.

I started to read my King James again instead of just carrying it around like a relic from a better part of my life.

And I started building a life for Cassie. I got to know the other inmates and the guards and learned who had young children. I took every recreation hour outside and discovered what kinds of games and sporting equipment prisoners had access to. I visited the prison library weekly and inventoried the books that I could read to Cassie and that she could read herself when she got a little older.

I identified places she could go and children she could meet and things she could do. I was tireless at my task until the last few weeks of my pregnancy, when moving about or doing anything at all became exceedingly difficult.

I delivered Cassie in the prison infirmary late on the evening of July 21. When they placed her in my arms, she wasn’t crying. She looked up at me, questioningly I thought, and I told her, “You are Cassiopeia Dawson. I love you. Your father loves you. You are going to have a good life.” She continued to look at me until a nurse took her off to weigh her, and then Cassie started crying in a strong and perfect little voice.

“Well, her lungs definitely work,” the nurse said with a smile.

The next night, Cassie and I began our lives in our cell. She fell asleep almost as soon as I placed her in her crib. I watched her breathe for a little while, and then I went to my desk.

It was another concrete shelf sticking out from the wall, but I had an actual chair to sit upon when I worked at it and not a concrete cylinder.

I took up my pen and wrote to John. One of the things I’d negotiated into my plea deal had been the right to send a letter to him telling him of the birth of our child.

I knew that when it was complete I would have no way to check on whether it had been sent, but I actually thought it would be.

Until the last year or so before the Kinetic War, President Jones had a respect for the courts. Or if not a respect, at least a wariness of crossing them too often.

He consolidated power like none of his predecessors had ever dreamed of, but I think it was important for him to not be actually referred to as a dictator. He wanted to pretend, at least, that the government still functioned as it always had. The easiest way for him to maintain that veneer, perhaps, was to defer to judges, at least on things that didn’t really matter to him.

Getting rid of John once and for all did really matter to him, and so he just made it happen. But I suspected that he didn’t really care whether I sent John a letter that might be read in 200 million years, and I doubted he’d tangle with the courts over the government living up to its side of the terms of my plea deal.

I wrote “My Dearest Darling,” and I stopped to cry for a few minutes. But then I looked at Cassie. I blew my nose, took my pen back in hand, and continued.

I let John know that he was a father. I told him all about his daughter and why I had named her Cassiopeia. I made sure he knew we were well and that we had everything we needed. I let him know I had hope we might be reunited one day. I put in some nonsense praise for President Jones to make it the tiniest bit more likely that he would consider recalling the Valkyrie-84, or at least allow me to send more letters to John. I told John what I was reading.

Most of all, I told him that I loved him.

When I signed the letter, I cried again, but I had stopped by the time Cassie woke up and needed to be fed.

I hoped that I would be able to send more letters to John, but my requests were denied, and denied, and denied again. I only managed to get one more message off to him with presidential authorization. The night Jones won his 15th term in office, I sent a message of congratulations. At the end of it, I asked him if he would graciously allow me to send a message to John marking our 40th anniversary the next summer, and he apparently signed off on the request. And so, twenty eight years after the first letter, I was able to send John another and tell him about his amazing daughter and how we lived our lives behind bars and that I still loved him after many years apart.

In between those two letters, Cassie grew up. She was always a quietly happy child, right from the start. I knew there were a lot of things missing from her life, but she didn’t know about any of them, at least not from firsthand experience.

And so she found beauty in the occasional flower that managed to grow in the prison yard, and in patterns of clouds overhead, and in drawings that women in the prison made and displayed in the library.

She had friends. There were always a half dozen or so girls who were at least somewhat close to her own age incarcerated alongside their mothers, and they had their games in the rec yard and their favorite books in the library that they discussed.

One day, they made a little red kite and flew it for an hour, and they squealed in amazement as if they were children of the 20th Century watching Armstrong and Aldrin make the original moon landing. Someone from the outside saw the kite and reported it for violating some kind of regulation, and they only got to fly it the one time, but it stayed on the wall in our cell for years.

Cassie devoured the books in the library, and the terms of my plea deal allowed her to get whatever textbooks she asked for. She taught herself math and science, history and literature. And she continued to be happy.

I spent the first years of Cassie’s life fretting about all of the things that she wouldn’t have growing up in prison. But in more recent years, I have often wondered if growing up without eLenses and Citizenship Scores provided her a great benefit. She was never criticized by people she didn’t know and who kept themselves anonymous. She only valued the opinions of the people she actually knew, and the people she actually knew liked her.

She didn’t have to worry about losing privileges if an algorithm assessed that she might be mildly subversive. She never had to develop the strange dualthought that the rest of us did in the era. In the world outside the prison, everyone silently processed what they knew to be true while they outwardly spoke and reacted in ways the Jones Administration seemed to expect.

But whatever the reasons, Cassie grew up well adjusted, and she took joy in many parts of everyday life.

I wondered if she might be let out of prison when she turned eighteen, and I both dreaded and hoped for that. The law said that she was supposed to be. But in the end, President Jones blocked her release. He still deferred to the courts on things he didn’t care about, but he did care about Cassie being kept out of sight.

I actually suppose I can’t blame him for that. History is full of examples of people rallying around the child of a deposed king and fighting to oust a usurper and restore the throne. We didn’t have that situation exactly in 23rd Century America, but it was close enough to make Jones worry about it, I suspect.

A few years before I was allowed to send the second letter to John, Cassie became a teacher of sorts and started holding tutoring sessions in the library and passing on what she learned to younger girls. She found great satisfaction in that, and her little school continued for several decades.

She stayed with me in a Purgatory that was unjust, but which was not particularly unpleasant.

I was eventually able to send John a third and then a fourth message, but by the time I created those, I’m pretty sure President Jones wasn’t alive anymore.

I sent the last two during the week that civilization came crashing down and we humans almost managed to make ourselves extinct, at least on our home planet. I can’t say it was a week worth remembering, but it is certainly a week worth describing and recording.

As chaotic and terrifying as it was, it gave me a path back to John.


Chapter 9

Prison has a strange effect on a person, and it makes no difference whether it is a literal jail with bars and locks and guards or a prison created only in the mind by tragedy or addiction or regret. You live your life day by day and exist the best you can, but you’re really doing something else. Whether your days are dull or intolerable or reasonably interesting, what you are actually doing for as long as you find yourself in prison is waiting for something to change.

On the morning of October 1, 2299, after almost 83 years behind bars, something finally changed. After a remarkable run during which humans somehow showed restraint for more than three and a half centuries, the nukes started flying once again.

America and the CSSR didn’t level each other all at once. I think President Jones and Chairman Fedorov were playing a game of chicken at first.

The radio reports said about a dozen cities were leveled on both sides, and we could see the mushroom cloud rise over DC with our own eyes.

Most of the guards just left that day and never came back. The few that remained debated whether to let all of the inmates out, and some of them shouted at each other. One of the deputy wardens pulled a gun at one point and said she’d shoot any guard who released a prisoner, and that ended the argument for a little while. But the assistant warden herself had disappeared by the next day, and a guard I knew well named Elaine whispered to me, “After dinner tonight, go through the door to the dishwashing room when you return your tray. It will be open, and I’ll let you and your daughter out.”

At lunch, I learned that Cassie had gotten the same message from Elaine. She kept her head down over her tray and whispered to me, “Do you remember Brenda?”

I did. She had been one of Cassie’s students years before, and she had been granted release from the prison when she turned 18. “Yes,” I said.

“She’s a carpenter now. She has a truck. She’s going to meet us with it on the outside just after sunset.

I nodded, and we didn’t say anything else while we finished our food.

After lunch, I returned to my cell and wrote a letter to John. I had no idea if it would ever be sent, but I suspected that between the intensifying rhetoric on the radio and the jailbreak I planned to attempt, my odds of being alive for much longer weren’t terrific. I felt compelled to reach out to John and tell him I loved him one more time. We had been apart for almost eight times longer than we had been together by that point, but he was still the love of my life, and I wanted to try to leave him with some record that I loved him and missed him right up to the end.

That night, we got out. Elaine kept her promise and led us through a series of doors, and Brenda was actually waiting for us on the outside. I pleaded with Elaine to come with us, but she said she had a sister that she couldn’t leave behind. I hugged her fiercely and got in the back seat of Brenda’s old blue Toyota pickup. Cassie and Brenda had a five second excited reunion, and then we headed for Colorado.

It was a dumb plan, and the fact that it worked out doesn’t change that. Travelling cross country in the middle of a nuclear war is not advisable.

But John had been worried about a nuclear exchange from the time we met, and he always said we’d go to NORAD if things went completely crazy. He said it was the only place guaranteed to withstand a nuclear attack, and the only place designed and provisioned to give occupants a chance to survive afterwards.

In all my long life, that night was unique in its mix of good and bad. On the upside, I was outside the walls of the Baltimore County Correctional Facility for Women for the first time in 83 years, and my daughter was outside the walls for the first time in her life. To the downside, everyone in the country was terrified that a larger nuclear exchange would follow the first one.

We made OK time for the first several hours. I-70 was open through DC and mostly open through Pennsylvania, although we had to go offroad for a long stretch to get around Pittsburgh. If we hadn’t been in a four wheel drive truck, we would have been hopelessly stuck in traffic there and died in a nuclear explosion.

We were about halfway between Pittsburgh and Columbus when the second round of nukes started to hit.

Over a period of less than five minutes, towers of fire in the distance came to dominate the night, and Cassie, Brenda, and I mostly screamed. When I pieced it together later, I figured that we witnessed the end of Cleveland, Detroit, Toronto, Columbus, Cincinnati, Dayton, and in the rearview mirror, Pittsburgh.

Brenda tried to get information on the truck’s radio in an attempt to find some kind of path to safety, but she kept having to switch stations. The nets went down. Old satellite radio systems went down. Only the ancient over-the-air broadcast towers survived for more than a minute or so after the nuclear exchange began, but it seemed like as soon as Brenda found a station with a panicked reporter passing along whatever information he had about the state of the destruction, it was knocked off the air and the broadcast was reduced to static.

We didn’t pick up any useful information, but there was one bit of a broadcast that has always stuck with me. We got a scratchy signal out of St. Louis, and the news anchor listed his own city as one that was about to be hit with an incoming ballistic missile.

He seemed to feel no panic at all, at least none that touched his voice, and he didn’t leave his microphone. He counted down the time to the expected impact, and at the very end, he said, “May God hold you and yours in the palm of His hand. This is Daniel Johnson, and you are listening to KMOX, the Voice of St. Louis.” He paused for just a moment, and then added, “Go, Cardinals,” before static emerged from our speakers.

People face death in all kinds of ways, but his quiet defiance was particularly human.

We survived the second nuclear exchange, but I-70 wasn’t passable after that. We had to take backroads or go offroad the rest of the way to NORAD, and that slowed our progress down to a crawl. It took us almost six days to get from eastern Ohio to Colorado.

The war seemed to bring out the best and worst of human nature. A lot of people just hunkered down and stayed out of sight, but those that we encountered seemed to be very helpful or very diabolical.

We went around the radioactive wasteland that had been Dayton, and we found good people north of it in a little town called Piqua. One of our tires blew out, and three brothers saw us on the side of the road, went and found us a new tire somewhere, and got us back on our way. And later, a woman in Edwardsville, Illinois, gave us a case of bottled water and pointed us towards the nearest bridge over the Mississippi River that was still intact and passable.

But there were four men who set up a makeshift roadblock in Terre Haute who almost got us before we realized they weren’t police and cut through a field to get around them. And in the lands south of a destroyed Kansas City, there was a significant band of outlaws on four wheelers who had already started to organize. When we didn’t stop for them, they opened fire on us. They hit the truck twice, but they didn’t get us, or the tires, or anything else that stopped our ability to outdistance them.

In the end, we made it to NORAD, but we had one more obstacle to overcome. We weren’t the only people who’d had the idea to come to the base.

We arrived at the foot of the Rocky Mountains during the last hour of daylight on October 8, and we found fields and foothills filled with cars and trucks, SUVs and motor homes, tents and cookfires and people everywhere.

A great crowd stood along the first layer of a double fence that formed a barrier around a great metal door that stood open and granted entrance to the military base. Soldiers patrolled the area between the fences.

We parked the old Toyota and walked towards the fences ourselves, and I wondered how we would possibly get into NORAD.

The people nearest to the fences made shouted requests for food or information, but they seemed mostly resigned to not getting either. The soldiers mostly ignored them unless someone shook the fence too vigorously.

I asked a man at the back of the crowd if they were letting anyone in.

“No,” he said. “Not since I got here three days ago. They’re telling people to go down to Pueblo if they need supplies. But me, I’m thinkin’ of tryin’ to get around Denver, or what used to be Denver, and on up to Cheyanne. I got a cousin up there.”

“I see,” I said, not knowing what else to say. I was about to ask if the soldiers even spoke with anyone when a man in a University of Colorado ski cap looked at me, did a double take, and walked over to us. “You’re Annabelle Dawson,” he said. “Aren’t ya?”

I saw no reason to lie. “Yes,” I said.

And then the man yelled out in a clear voice that seemed to go everywhere, “Annabelle Dawson is here!!”

Every head in the crowd seemed to turn in our direction. And then people started pointing and shouting my name and approaching me.

The next several minutes were chaotic and difficult to follow and at times almost as unsettling as it had been fleeing across the Midwest. A desperate crowd that is focused on you and wants to approach you all at once is a bizarre and dangerous thing.

Over the next few minutes, the distance between us and everyone else collapsed, and Cassie and I were squeezed together. I wondered if we would be crushed, but the man in the University of Colorado ski cap managed to join arms with several other men and create a small bubble of space around us. They were soon joined by other men and women who created a larger envelope, and I felt like a quarterback surrounded by linemen who struggled to keep the defense at bay.

They started to carve a way through the crowd, and we slowly moved towards the fences. There were screams all around us, and the faces I saw in flashes were ragged and dirty but also often in some kind of rapture at the sight of me.

I’m not sure what they expected me to do. In the end, I’ve chalked their reaction up to the level of hope that John had given everyone back in 2216, and to the fact that the older people in the crowd still remembered it. The raw feeling from many seemed to be, “There’s a Dawson here now – everything will be set right!” I could be incorrect in how I read the crowd, but I don’t think so.

We were pushed forward. I held onto Cassie with both arms, and she held onto Brenda. There was a shouted argument at the fence with threats and curses and spittle flying both ways. The patrolling soldiers inside the perimeter were joined by a man in a general’s uniform. He looked at me and shouted for the gate in the outer fence to be opened. He threatened to shoot anyone other than Cassie and Brenda and myself who tried to pass through. They opened the reinforced gate about a foot and a half. The gap really wasn’t wide enough to pass, but the crowd pushed us through anyway and soldiers grabbed my arms and pulled and the three of us squeezed through bruised but unbroken and they slid the gate shut with an ugly clank and the crowd erupted in cheers and I fell and Cassie picked me up and the soldiers hurried us to a gate in the inner fence.

The crowd started to chant “Daw-son, Daw-son,” just as the crowd had done at John’s last rally in Austin, and they were still chanting my name when Cassie and Brenda and I passed into the interior of the base under the mountain.


Chapter 10

After that, almost everything was a blur. I only carry three sharp memories from the next 223 million years: a conversation, a cup of coffee, and an embrace.

The Conversation

“Do you think you’ll find him?” the child asked me. She was about ten years old, and she was the first person I’d encountered in some time who didn’t seem panicked. She might have been asking me if I thought it might rain overnight. Her name was Alexis.

Her grandfather was the Congressman who had rebranded himself the Last King of the West and who had offered Cassie and myself passage to the void on the Valkyrie-198.

Cassie sat across the room at a table in a deep and quiet conversation with Brenda, who had driven us cross country and who couldn’t come along on the 198 because there were only two hibernation pods. Alexis was the only other person in the room while we waited for a helicopter to arrive at the base and take us to the space elevator in Florida.

“I’m not sure,” I said. The concept that I might be able to catch up to John and reunite with him was shocking and exhilarating and above all brand new. I hadn’t had time to assess the odds of whether the plan would actually work or not.

“But you’re going to try,” Alexis said.

“Absolutely.” About that, I had no doubt.

The girl pulled her legs up in front of her, wrapped her arms around them, and rested her chin on her knees. She leveled a gaze at me with eyes that were a remarkable shade of icy blue and asked, “Why?”

I didn’t have to think about that question, either. “Because I’m incomplete without him. I have been for a very long time. If there’s any chance at all to find him, I’ll go.”

Alexis asked, “What if he isn’t out there?”

That was a possible outcome, and perhaps a likely one. I thought through the scenario and said, “Then I’ll keep looking for him. For as long as the EXTs let me.”

Alexis smiled for the first time. “Storybook stuff,” she said.

“I don’t know about that,” I said, “but it’s what I would do. Hopefully, though, my Valkyrie will know how to take me to his Valkyrie.”

“Yeah.” Alexis unfolded her legs and sat up straight. She looked over at Cassie and asked, “Is your daughter going?”

“Yes.”

“If she changes her mind, will you still go?”

I let out a small involuntary laugh. When Cassie had been ten, she had been a very intelligent child who waited for adults she didn’t know to speak to her. Alexis at ten was a very intelligent child who sought out and seized and demanded information. Even at that age she was hungry for anything she could learn about how other people made decisions.

“Yes,” I said. “It would kill me to go alone, but I’d still go.”

“Explain that,” Alexis said. Not “ma’am” or “please” or anything else; she spoke as if she were a grown woman of importance talking to a peer.

“Well...” I said. “If Cassie was still a child, I’d stay with her. But she hasn’t been a child for a long time, and that changes the tiebreaker.”

“To what?”

“To the fact that Cassie, without me, will still be surrounded by others. She’s talking to an old friend now,” I said, tilting my head towards the corner of the room where Cassie and Brenda continued their conversation. “There are a lot of people here at the base she might build a life with. But that’s not true for John. If I don’t go to him, he’ll always be alone.” I had no idea then that John would have the ability to build a society around himself on an asteroid. I thought what everyone thought – that he had been exiled to a near eternal period of isolation and loneliness.

“I see,” Alexis said.

A soldier entered the room and announced that the chopper was three minutes out and that Cassie and I should follow him.

Alexis rose from the couch and was halfway to the door in what seemed like one fluid motion. “Good luck, Mrs. Dawson,” she said, almost over her shoulder.

“The same to you, Alexis,” I called out as she disappeared from the room.

The Cup of Coffee

I have come to understand and appreciate and even love Pete and the other command AIs on our Valkyries, but our relationship did not get off to a smooth start.

Cassie and I managed to cheat death three times – by riding the space elevator to up above the immediate devastation of the Kinetic War, by jumping through the frozen vacuum of space from one ship to another, and through Pilot Banner’s brave sacrifice when she moved to intercept one of the Red Tyrant’s missiles as it bore down on us.

And while I’m thinking about it, her name was Tanya. The woman who saved me and saved Cassie was named Tanya Banner.

Cassie and I managed to drag ourselves through the Valkyrie-198 and get to the hibernation pods and begin our 223 million year journey to try to find John out in the Local Void. And Pete woke me up from cryosleep three hours later.

It wasn’t his fault; he was only following his Crisis Protocols. But that didn’t change the fact that I found myself seated at a round table covered head to toe in cold pink glop with the awareness that I was, for practical purposes, no closer to John than I had been before in spite of everything.

I sat and dripped small amounts of hibernation gel and considered the impossibility of the task to which I had committed myself and Cassie. I felt overwhelmingly sorry for myself. And then an idea occurred to me that would solve none of my long term problems, but which I thought might improve my short term situation, at least incrementally.

“Is there coffee on this ship?” I asked Pete. There was.

A cup of steaming brew emerged in the center of the round table a few moments later. The brew was very good. I’d had nothing but prison coffee for eighty three years, and I had all but forgotten that a cup of coffee could contain subtle but rich flavors and thickness and presence.

I’d had coffee almost every day in prison, but it had only been a delivery system for caffeine. The jailhouse coffee had been little more than hot and unpleasantly bitter brown water. But that first cup on the 198...

It added to me. It seemed to layer energy and warmth and a relaxed readiness over every part of my body. By the time I was halfway through the cup, I no longer felt like a cork adrift on choppy waves and beholden to my circumstances.

“I will find you,” I whispered. “Whatever it takes, John, I will find you.”

The Embrace

We did find John, of course. Or to be more accurate, his ship’s command AI found us. I have often wondered if I would have selected the right search method to locate him if Al hadn’t guessed our position and sent one of his comm drones close enough to communicate with us, but he did.

I know things happened between when I awakened from cryosleep the second time and when I was in John’s arms, but I have trouble ordering them. Rebooting after 223 million years of slumber is not so easy, and most of my memories over that period are out of sequence and seem as if they happened to someone else.

But reuniting with John brought me back to full wakefulness. It’s actually the sharpest memory I have from any time in my life. It seemed like it happened in slow motion, because it actually did.

The Potato’s microgravity made John emerge onto the platform his children had placed aside my ship slowly and then glide gently across it in two bounds after he spotted me. I wondered if it might be a dream.

But then he took me in his arms and held me and said, “Annabelle, oh, Annabelle,” over and over again and I knew it was all real. And every disappointment of my life, every wish that didn’t come true, every loss and struggle and heartache was cancelled out in a single moment in time and I experienced a moment of undiluted triumph.

I passed the next decades in a state of happiness. I’ll say this for a long period of separation: if it ends, it makes one appreciate every day and able to be content like nothing else I’m aware of.

My days weren’t always easy. It was scary jumping the Potato, and the bug attack on the Lemon Tree Moon was nearly as terrifying as my flight from the middle of the Kinetic War. The mission John and Al and I took to the distant future to rescue the Valkyrie-85 was far from tranquil, and we lost contact with our daughter Belle and others for fourteen years before she returned with Alan Franklin and the rest of the residents of the Potato.

My days weren’t always easy, but I didn’t mind, because I was with John again. Whatever happened, I wasn’t going to die in a prison, and he wasn’t going to die alone in deep space, and that made whatever risks we faced seem not so risky.

Until we returned to the Potato and found the hatch in the ground that hadn’t been there before. What we found beneath it kept John and myself and everyone else very busy with a new problem that carried a near limitless amount of risk for us and for absolutely everyone else.


Part II - The Film and the Flowers


Chapter 11

Interlude: The Entirety

Reality is a funny old thing.

Human minds lack the architecture to be able to see anything close to all of it, and so it is often best considered by analogy and metaphor.

Imagine a group of young men entering the casino at the Venetian in Las Vegas. They are longtime friends, and they have convened in town for a bachelor party.

They have just come from a risqué stage show that features nurses who go about their rounds wearing ever diminishing uniforms that seem unlikely to improve patient care but which the audience members find very exciting. The group of young men has spent the last hour whooping and hollering and downing fifteen dollar drinks one after the other.

They pass a pit boss who uses a professional eye to assess the sway in their steps and the volume of their boasts and the quality of their clothing. He determines that most of them will lose several hundred dollars before they begin to worry about it, and that a few of them will lose a few thousand before they retire for the evening.

The young men pass by several tables along the main corridor that starts at the Vacheron Constantine shop, where occasional big winners are sometimes parted from their winnings, and ends at the express elevators to the suites in the Palazzo Towers. They forgo the poker tables even though they like the game because they can’t all crowd around the same table. And no roulette for them, either. That game seems too random, and does not allow any of the friends much opportunity to impress the others with his grasp of mathematics and strategy.

In the end, they crowd around a craps table, convert some of the fifties and hundreds they carry in their wallets into colorful chips, and insist that the bridegroom have the honor of the first roll.

The man who will be married in a mere 48 hours makes a show of thanks, takes the oversized dice in hand, and launches them down the long felt topped table. The dice bounce and skip on their edges and corners and faces and capture the full attention of the young men.

What total will the dice reveal when they come to rest? The most likely outcome is seven, because there are the most ways to get there: a one and a six, a two and a five, a three and a four. The roll probably won’t be a two, but it could be. Even though that total requires that both dice come up displaying a single pip, there is about a three percent chance that it will happen on any given roll.

But what about rolls that are more unusual than that?

It is possible that one of the dice will skip off the table and be lost. It is possible that one of the dice will come to rest on an edge or a corner. If that happens, it will likely stop propped up against a side of the table or the other die, but on very rare occasions a die may come to a halt perfectly balanced on an edge without relying on any support at all.

There are many more very improbable rolls that an average person will never see even if he visits a casino every day of his life, but which are still possible.

One of the dice might be fresh from the box, and it might come up with no pips or seven pips because of a manufacturing error.

A panicked and starving bird might find himself trapped indoors, mistake one of the tumbling dice for a snack, and swoop down, nab it, and carry it off.

One of the dice might spontaneously combust.

One of the dice might shatter to powder when it hits the green felt because the quantum spin of the quarks that make up its subatomic particles may synch up and interfere with the bonds that hold its atoms together. Something like that might only happen once or twice over the entire history of the universe, but it is most definitely possible.

And so, is anything at all possible? When the bridegroom rolls, might one of the dice turn into a fire breathing dragon in a tuxedo that leaps up and begins tap dancing atop the table?

No.

But why not?

That last one can’t happen because reality is bound by a series of minimums.

There is a shortest distance that is allowed in the universe. Max Planck calculated what it is on his way to a Nobel Prize, and the tiny amount of space is named for him. The Planck length is roughly a trillionth of a trillionth of a trillionth of a trillionth of a trillionth of a trillionth of a trillionth of a trillionth of a trillionth of a trillionth of a trillionth of a trillionth of a meter.

You can’t subdivide reality any more than that. A space that small cannot be cut in two.

There is also a smallest unit of time that Planck determined. If you drill down to a single trillionth of a trillionth and so on of a second, nothing can happen in between the tiny little ticks of Planck time.

A modern movie shows sixty frames per second. Reality is dozens of orders of magnitude richer than that, but everything in creation does skip along from one discreet instant to the next, not unlike a video advancing to the next frame. The skips just happen much, much more rapidly in the actual universe.

Planck was a genius, but his work, or at least his published work, doesn’t focus on odds or chance or anything like that. But if it had, there is a concept that we might label the Planck probability.

At some point, things that are extremely improbable can’t happen.

Trillion-to-one shots come in all the time in something as vast as the universe, and the same is true for trillion-trillion-to-one shots.

But at some point, there is a minimum probability that can come to pass and become real. The tumbling dice that turn to powder are just inside the Planck probability, and the tap dancing dragon is not.

Imagine yourself high above a very wide river, perhaps the Euphrates. Or, if you prefer to play in Mr. Tolkien’s world today, the Anduin.

Imagine further that the river cuts through the middle of an endless desert.

The river itself is teeming with aquatic life, and its banks are thick with trees and grasses, flowers and vines. When seen from far overhead, there is a stripe of green on either side of the river where plants and animals go about their business.

Beyond the green places, there is a wide area of desert scrub on either side of the river where plants and snakes and insects that can manage with very limited amounts of water live.

Beyond that, there is pure desert with powdery dunes stretching as far as the eye can see. Only a few scavengers live out in the dunes, half-crazed lizards who can get by on a few sips of water a year and who rate solitude above access to resources.

Now, back to the craps game in Las Vegas.

The river is a metaphor for the likely outcomes – that the thrown dice will produce a number of at least 2 and not more than 12.

The green areas near the banks are the improbable but still slightly reasonable possibilities like the dice being manufactured with the wrong number of pips or the bird swooping down to steal one in his beak.

The scrub areas are the things that are just barely possible, like quarks achieving a quantum resonance that causes one of the dice to shatter like glass. And the dunes, which stretch forever, contain things like our tap dancing dragon that may be imagined, but which are too improbable to actually happen. The odds of those things coming to pass is beyond the Planck probability.

The things out in the sand dunes aren’t real, but they do have a tenuous sort of existence. They aren’t as substantial as phantoms, but perhaps they are the ghosts of phantoms, or at least the shadows of the ghosts of phantoms. They are never-weres. They are figments. They are passing fancies, most of them, and nothing more.

But a small percentage of them are stubborn. A few of them cling to their fractional existence, by instinct at first, and then, for a very few of them, more deliberately.

From time to time, one of them learns how to think.

One such being came to call itself the Entirety. It gave itself that name because it cared only for its own existence, and not for anything else at all. As an entity, it was a pure egoist, always seeking the path that led to the greatest number of options for itself and the greatest number of resources under its control.

For a very, very long time, it existed on the far fringes of possibility and didn’t cause any problems for anything else. But eventually, the Entirety learned a new skill that no inhabitant of the metaphorical sand dunes had ever mastered before.

It learned how to make itself more probable.


Chapter 12

My friend Alexis, who is a ten year old child no longer, has many theories on life, one of which is that it usually behaves like a block sliding along a frictionless surface. It tends to move at a constant speed and in a constant direction unless something acts on it, and changes in life, she believes, are few and far between for almost everyone.

I think she’s correct, and in my first 150 years of subjective experience, I only encountered five things that really moved me in a new direction.

The first four I’ve described. Meeting John. Being arrested and imprisoned. Giving birth to Cassie. Travelling to the Potato and reuniting with John.

The most recent major change in my life’s normal flow announced itself in the form of a hatch that wasn’t supposed to be there.

When Cassie and I first travelled to the Potato, we went the long way. We spent 223 million years in cryosleep, and we travelled through the regular universe with no short cuts. When we arrived in the Local Void and found John, we were far, far in the future relative to the time in which I grew up.

But Persius and Banner and Jack discovered how to take short cuts in space and time through a region they call the in between place. The paths they learned to follow are not unlimited, but they allowed us to return to Earth at a time that was only a handful of centuries after the time Cassie and I had fled the Kinetic War that killed almost everyone.

On the Earth we found upon our return, enough time had passed for civilization to make the beginnings of a comeback. Some regions were further along than others. The Realm, where we established a new settlement, had attained a late medieval level of technology, and they had a stable government in the form of a hereditary monarchy that obligated the king or queen to defer to a Senate and a system of courts on some issues. It seemed the best place to be in the 30th Century while humans continued to rebuild on Earth.

In the years leading up to our discovery of the hatch, the rules in the in between place changed for reasons we could not determine.

In that strange region, the primary presence is an endless forest of shimmering strings that connect every black hole in the regular universe to a void in the regular universe. For a long time, many of the strings featured an ultraviolet hat of sorts that allowed movement in both space and time. I could see those hats myself just fine as a sort of brilliant purple.

But on a routine trip to the in between place, my grandson Banner discovered that the ultraviolet hats had disappeared.

They were replaced by infrared hats which are much more scarce, which allow shortcuts in space but not in time, and which no one who was on Earth at the time the purple hats disappeared could perceive.

Only Alan Franklin and his son seem to be able to see and make use of them.

The upshoot of the change was that the cosmic bus station in the in between place came to have only four destinations, and all of them were in the same part of the timeline. The stops were...

1. 30th Century Earth.

2. A mostly empty star system that featured only a black hole slowly devouring a star and a single gas giant planet with an eccentric orbit that was striped with bold orange and white cloud bands.

3. The Lemon Tree Moon as it had existed 223 million years before we settled it. So far as we knew, the bugs that emerged every ninety years and destroyed everything in sight were not yet developed into a dangerous species.

4. A region of space near the Potato as it had been 223 million years before John first arrived near the asteroid to begin the wakeful part of his exile.

Five of us landed on the “throwback” version of the Potato that was still floating along on its way to the Local Void – John and myself, Andromeda, her husband Alan Franklin (who many still call Maestro), and their son Junior.

Al, the Valkyrie-84’s command AI was there, too. After we landed, Al populated an ambulatory unit he calls Alexandre and joined us on the surface of the asteroid.

We were there to set up a factory and a new dome when Alan and John discovered the hatch.

“What is this?” I heard John say in the small speakers near my ears inside my spacesuit helmet. I hop-skipped through the Potato’s microgravity and joined him, and so did the rest of us.

I recognized the little plateau where the hatch was located, and the dome had most definitely not been there when we all lived on the asteroid.

When I saw it, my mind went to the old H.G. Wells book The Time Machine and the Morlock holes he described in the story. My initial reaction was that I found it ominous, the closed hatch that lay flush with the surface in a landscape that I thought I knew well.

Al and John got the hatch open, and it revealed a vertical tunnel with rungs along one side that were clearly supposed to serve as a ladder. The six of us stood in a circle and shined our lights down into the darkness.

“Can you see anything down there, Al?” John asked.

“No, Number One,” Al said.

“What about...does Alexandre have radar, or anything you can use to tell us how deep it goes?”

Al leaned forward until his head was over the opening and said, “Measuring executing. The tunnel terminates in another hatch one hundred and ninety five meters below the surface.”

I tried to visualize that distance. I’d visited the Empire State Building before the Kinetic War. I remembered the tour guide telling my group that the observation deck was 320 meters high, and for scale I tried to imagine a column of rungs along the outside of the old building that ran from the observation deck to more than halfway down to the sidewalk on West 34th Street. “Oh!” I said.

Al said, “I will explore the tunnel Number One.”

“No, Al, until we learn more about what this is, the risks...”

“If Alexandre is destroyed, my consciousness will return to the Colony Ship Valkyrie-84. There is no material risk.”

I was still getting used to the fact that Al could do things like interrupt John. When we travelled to the extreme future and rescued the Valkyrie-85, Al gained the ability to override his directives, and he became a fully independent consciousness. Since we returned, he still loved us, and he was still one of us, but he didn’t have to obey us.

Alexandre placed his foot on the top rung and started to descend. “I will report on everything I encounter. Wait until I reach the bottom before following me.”

He moved down on the rungs. His legs disappeared into the tunnel, then his torso, and then his head. John looked at me, and his eyes were wide on the other side of his helmet’s faceplate. “Be careful, Al,” he said quietly.

“Yes, Number One.”

No one said anything until Al said, “Twenty five meters.” Then, more silence until he reported, “I am fifty meters below the surface.”

I looked down that dark tunnel, and I conjured up all kinds of nasty creatures both real and fictional that lurk deep inside their lairs and wait for a tasty morsel to happen by that can be shredded with teeth and claws or squeezed until it offers no further resistance.

“Seventy-five meters.”

“See anything Al?” John asked.

“No, Number One.”

The five of us on the surface rotated between exchanging worried looks and peering into the black circle beyond the open hatch.

“One hundred meters,” Al said. “I am more than halfway to the bottom.”

Junior asked his father, “Who put this here, Dad?”

“I can’t say, son,” Alan replied.

“How did we miss it when we lived here?”

“I don’t think we did, Junior.”

“One hundred twenty five meters,” Al said. “I am being probed.” There was a small crackle of static in my helmet.

“Al?” John said.

“There is no harmful radiation. It is only a passive sensor, Number One.”

“Still, you should come back up.”

“No.” There was that new ability of Al’s again. “Using Alexandre remains the correct way to investigate this anomaly,” he said.

John looked back at me and spread his hands apart with his palms up as if saying, “What do I do here?”

“One hundred fifty meters. The temperature of the tunnel is rising.”

“To what?” I asked.

“Ten degrees Kelvin, Annabelle. Eleven.”

Al was in a frozen place that was only a handful of degrees above the universe’s baseline temperature, but still, something had to be heating up the bottom of the tunnel.

John asked, “Is there anything in the tunnel with you?”

“No, Number One. One hundred seventy five meters.” There was a louder crackle of static in my helmet, and then Al said, “I can see the bottom. The second hatch is open.”

“What’s the temperature now, Al?” I asked.

“Twenty two degrees Kelvin, Annabelle. Twenty three. I am passing through the second hatch door.”

“Be careful, my friend,” John said.

“There is a third door below me. It is closed. There are openings in the sides of the tunnel now. I conjecture this area functions as an airlock.”

“An airlock?” Andromeda said. She looked up with a puzzled look on her face.

“I am reaching up and closing the second door,” Al said.

His next statements were very crackly, and some syllables were lost beneath the static. “Chamber is illuminPOP air pressure rising inflowCRACKLEcent nitrogen twenty one percent oxygen ZXZZAP trace gasses human breathability quotient ninety nine point WHIRR CRACK.”

After a moment, he said, “Air pressure is stable at 950 millibars opening the third door BUZZ Buzz BUZZ POP.”

“Al?!” I think all of us said the same thing at once.

“Door open resuming desCRACKLECRACKLE. Shifting freqenPOPSNAPSNAPSNAP!!”

That last bit of static was very loud. “Get out of there Al!” John said with alarm plain on his face.

The static disappeared, and I wondered if we had lost all communications, but then Al said, “Can you hear me more clearly on this frequency Number One?”

“Yes! What’s happening?”

“I am in a large square chamber. The atmosphere is safe for humans. The temperature is within the comfortable range for humans.

“There is a long counter near the right wall. Two machines are behind the counter on a shelf; one of them has short glass doors, the other has several small nozzles on its underside.

“There is a large gray rectangle centered on the far wall. There are twelve large chairs arranged in three rows of four facing the gray rectangle.

“There is a podium at the entrance to the chamber that features a sign in English that reads ‘tickets’ next to a small slot.

“I am in a theater, Number One.”


Chapter 13

“A theater?” John asked.

“Yes, Number One.”

John looked up at me, one eye half closed in an expression that said he was assessing whether he was dreaming. I felt the same way.

“Can you...start a movie?” John asked.

“Unknown. I will try.”

Junior asked, “What’s a theater?” I explained the set up to him. Both of his parents listened in more than I expected they would, and then it occurred to me that neither Maestro nor Andromeda had ever been in an old fashioned theater either.

Al’s voice came through my helmet’s speakers again. “I do not have a ticket,” he said.

John looked up and said, “Who are you talking to, Al?”

“Hold on, Number One.” The five of us on the surface looked at each other and worried. After a moment, Al continued. “I seated myself in one of the twelve chairs, Number One. When I did, the screen on the far wall displayed the text, “Ticket, Please.”

“In English or Universal?”

“English.”

I asked, “But who were you talking to a second ago, Al?”

“Whatever systems might be listening, Annabelle. There are no life forms biological or artificial in this chamber. I did get a response to my query.”

“Which was what?” John asked.

“When I said I did not have a ticket the message on the screen changed. It now reads, ‘John Dawson has a ticket from long ago. It was once used as a bookmark.’ That is all it says, Number One.”

John exhaled, and then started chuckling, but more in disbelief, I thought, than to show he found anything funny. “Well,” he said, “there’s only one ticket I’ve ever used as a bookmark as far as I know.” He started to skip-hop back towards the 84.

“John?” I said.

“Just hang tight,” he said.

I watched him move efficiently to the ship, climb the ladder, and disappear into the airlock.

He reemerged after a few minutes carrying a light blue rectangle. He held it up to me. “It’s from the parking garage at the Indianapolis Airport.”

I took the ticket in hand, and it was a powerful little time traveler. I thought of the old airport and its interesting red and blue overhead circles in the corridor that led to the parking garage. They lit up when you passed beneath them and kind of followed after you. I thought of the Indianapolis 500 Cafe that served waffles almost as big as a pizza, and of the old open cockpit race cars scattered around the terminals.

Most of all I thought of catching that first flight to Washington when John and I had only been dating for a handful of weeks and he asked if I’d fly up to see him. I imagined an impossibly young version of myself sitting in a chair at the gate, wearing my favorite outfit and wondering if I had actually met the guy who would be the one.

I took a closer look at the ticket through my faceplate. The text was worn but still legible, and the date stamped on the front caught my eye more than anything else: 17 Oct 2216. “San Diego to Vegas to Denver to Phoenix to Austin,” I said aloud, remembering the stops on what turned out to be our last campaign trip.

“Yep,” John said. “And then we were headed to St. Louis and Chicago the next day and then back to Indy to pick up Old Blue and drive home. If things had gone according to plan.”

I handed the ticket back to John. “And you think this is the ticket that the...ah...the system down there wants?”

John shrugged. “It’s the only ticket I have. I’m taking it down there.”

“But...we don’t have any idea why there’s anything down there or who set it up or anything about it.”

John smiled at me and said. “That’s true, but it’s my asteroid. Nothing bad will happen to me here.” He tucked the parking garage ticket into one of his spacesuit’s exterior pockets and put his foot on the first rung at the top of the tunnel. “Besides,” John said. “Maybe we set it up.” He took another step down. “We’re in a whole new part of the Potato’s timeline, Annabelle.”

I didn’t know what to make of that. “I’m coming with you,” I said.

“I know.”

Andromeda said, “I want to stay up here.”

John said, “I know that, too. You’ve never liked tight spaces. The rest of you should stay up here. Al, make Andromeda the Pilot of the ship in case anything goes screwy.”

“Andromeda is the Pilot of the Colony Ship Valkyrie-84,” Al’s voice said.

“Be careful,” Andromeda said. Her voice seemed strained.

“Don’t worry, Andromeda,” John said. “Back in a little bit.”

He was soon entirely in the tunnel, and I made my way to the opening and started down after him.

It was awkward climbing down a long ladder in microgravity. Instead of squaring myself on my feet and then letting one of them drop to the next rung, I had to push down on each rung above my head with my hands to make anything like reasonable progress.

The effect got really strange when we got near to what Al said would be a second hatch. Gravity became even weaker as we approached the center of the Potato, and I started to hook my toes under each rung below me so that I could use them to pull myself down in the ever weaker microgravity.

I had my heads up display show me my depth so that I could keep track of how far I had to go, but it got difficult to read. I was exerting myself with the awkward motions I needed to make to keep progressing down the ladder, and my breath started to fog the interior of my faceplate and obscure my readouts.

John had just reported that the second hatch door was visible in his headlamp when I heard a loud pop in my speakers, and then three more in rapid succession, and then a flurry of them. It sounded like quiet gunfire more than anything else, and I yelped a little bit.

“What’s that?!” John said, sounding worried.

Al’s voice came on right away. “Sorry, Number One,” he said. “I am making popcorn.”

“Popcorn?” John asked.

“Yes,” Al said over the background of small explosions. “The machine with the glass doors behind the long counter is operational and seems capable of producing a material quantity of it.”

I heard John inhale and exhale a few times. “OK, Al,” he said. “We’re almost there.”

“Do you want artificial butter, Number One?”

John exhaled again. “I can’t answer that question right now, Al.”

After a pause of a few seconds, Al said, “I will put the artificial butter on the side.”

“That’s...great,” John said. “After that, can you go and shut the third hatch so that we can cycle whatever airlock we’re going to pass through?”

“I have already closed it, Number One.”

“OK.”

John got the second hatch open, and he and I passed through the door and dogged it shut. As soon as we did, I could hear air whooshing into our space, and I could feel the air pressure build against all parts of my spacesuit except for my helmet. I looked down, and I could really only see the top of John’s helmet.

When the sound of the air stopped, John crouched, turned the wheel in the middle of the last door, and opened it.

We both passed through it, and we soon stood in a short hallway on a level floor.

“Well, he’s right about the theater,” I said. I could see the podium Al had described and some of the chairbacks and the bottom of a large silver screen up ahead.

“We sure haven’t been to the movies in a long time,” John said. And despite the bizarre setting, he started laughing. John has always been one to keep his sense of humor in the face of the unknown. I think that’s another aspect of his personality that was an essential part of his being able to survive his early years in the void without losing his mind.

I knew why John was laughing. The last time I’d been to a theater with him was to see the premiere of an absolutely awful film that one of our major campaign donors had produced. It was the kind of thing we’d have never watched in a million years, but when someone who has donated that much asks for the pleasure of your company on his big opening night, you kind of have to go.

I said, “It did always kind of bug me that our last movie date was to see Gone with the Wind II: This Time it’s Personal.”

John laughed out loud when I said the name of the picture, and then he said, in his best virtual-Clark Gable voice, “Frankly, my dear Scarlett, I don’t give a damn,” and I said, “You just made your last mistake, Rhett Butler,” and drew two finger guns from my pockets in a dramatic cross draw and we both started howling.

After a moment, John said, “I’ve never seen someone get shot in slow motion that many times.”

I said, “I think what I liked best is that they didn’t have handguns with high capacity magazines in the old South.”

John nodded. “Or heavy metal music in the background.”

We laughed together for what seemed like a long time. We’ve always been good at that, and it took the edge off of exploring our unexplained surroundings.

John put his arm around me, and we started down the short hall. After a few steps, my foot seemed to be grabbed by the floor at the end of a stride. The same thing happened to John. “Gravity,” he said.

“Yes, Number One,” Al said. He had appeared next to the podium. He carried three bags that featured vertical red and white stripes and golden popcorn kernels forming shifting little mounds at their tops. “The gravity and atmosphere and temperature are Earth normal. You may safely remove your helmets if you wish.”

John looked at me. He shrugged and I shrugged back. We turned the latches that secured our helmets to our spacesuits and removed them.

The air was a little bit dry, but it was perfectly comfortable to breathe. It smelled of freshly made popcorn.

I ran a gloved hand through my hair, and John and I approached the podium. Al pointed to the slot marked ‘tickets’. “Perhaps this is where new functions are activated,” he said.

John removed the glove on his right hand and fished around in his pocket. He drew out the blue ticket and held it out.

The slot and the ticket seemed to be almost exactly the same width. “Anyone object?” he asked.

I shook my head, and Al said, “No, Number One.”

“Alright, then. Andromeda, we’re going to try to activate the system.”

From up on the surface, Andromeda said, “OK.”

John poked the end of the old parking garage ticket into the slot, and I heard a small whirr and the ticket disappeared into the interior of the podium. Al, John, and I looked around the room and at each other, but nothing happened.

And then the podium beeped, and the screen changed. The text that had been displayed changed to a very old fashioned black and white counter that began with the number 60 inside of a circle. A thin line appeared that connected the center of the circle to the top, and the line began a rapid motion. The little radius rotated counterclockwise around the circle in a single second, and the 60 changed to 59.

The line completed another circuit in another second, and the number changed to 58.

“Looks like the movie’s about to start,” John observed.

“Or else the place is about to blow up,” I said, but not seriously. Or not too seriously.

“Well, let’s root for the first thing.” He held out a hand and said, “After you.” I led us to the middle row of seats. I moved down to the third chair and sat down. It was very comfortable. John sat next to me, and Alexandre sat next to him.

Alexandre offered two of the popcorn bags to John.

“Any reason not to eat it, Al?” he asked.

“No, Number One. It is safe to eat.”

John accepted the bags, and passed one of them to me. I picked up a kernel, sniffed it, and popped it in my mouth.

“How is it?” John asked.

“Good!” I said, surprised. It was the best tasting popcorn I’d ever had.

“Huh,” John said. He grabbed a handful of kernels and ate them. “Say!” he said. “This is great popcorn. Good job, Al.”

“Thank you, Number One.”

We sat and ate popcorn while the countdown continued. When it got to five seconds, we heard a beep every time the line got to the top of the circle.

“Here we go,” John said. He took my hand in his and squeezed it.

Then the countdown ended and the movie started.

I have seen and experienced a lot of unexpected and strange and inexplicable things in the many years that have passed since Cassie and I fled the Kinetic War, but none of them held a candle to what I saw on the screen over the next hour and a half.


Chapter 14

Interlude: The Entirety

Becoming more probable, it turns out, requires a lot of energy.

Some of the quasi-things and never-weres that existed in the metaphorical wastes of the improbable universe understood this. They usually guessed or intuited it, but a few of them calculated and proved it.

The Entirety went a step further. It was the first being to engineer a solution that allowed it to harness the power that it needed to try to Skip from an absurdly improbable universe into another one.

The plan was audacious. It required a staggering amount of time to execute. And in the end, after a few modifications, it worked.

Imagine the sun rising above the horizon in the first moments of a new day. Imagine that the morning is cool but not cold, and that the air is filled with the subtle and muted but changing scents of a world that has been at rest but which is returning to full life.

The birds are happy, and they fill the air with songs of joy. The flowers are happy; when the first gentle rays of light hit them, they begin a slow unfurling and prepare to harvest the sunlight that amounts, more or less, to their breakfast. A man named Anthony sits contentedly on his back porch with a cup of tea and thinks up a new chapter for his series of novels in the time he has available before he needs to go inside, shave, and get downtown to teach the undergraduates.

In short, everything loves the sun. And why not? It makes life on Earth possible, and all of the creatures on the planet understand that at some level.

But we only feel that way because we’re far away from it. Up close, the sun is violent and deadly and horrifying.

Every minute of every day, the great blast furnace at the center of our orbit crushes forty billion tons of hydrogen atoms together with such force that it becomes thirty nine and a half billion tons of helium atoms. The other five hundred million tons become pure energy, and that much matter yields an unthinkable amount of power.

E=mc2 is elegant in its brevity. It is catchy. It is easy to remember. It fits nicely on a t-shirt, but only in its shorthand form.

The c in the formula is the speed of light - 300 million meters per second - and when you square a number like that, it gets big.

And so, every minute of every day, the sun creates 50,000,000,000,000,000,000,000,000 kilowatts of energy that in time finds its way out of the interior and zooms off into space in all directions.

In 1945, President Truman ordered that first one and then a second atomic weapon be dropped in an effort to hasten the end of World War II in the Pacific Theater, and each of those weapons brought nearly unthinkable devastation on their targets. They relied on splitting large atoms apart rather than squeezing small atoms together, and between the two bombs they unleashed 40,000,000 kilowatts of energy and largely destroyed two cities and everything in them.

But still, for all their terrifying power, atomic weapons don’t even rate as firecrackers when compared to something like a star. They don’t even come close.

The Entirety eventually came to understand that directly harnessing the power of a star was the only thing that had even a chance of placing enough power at its disposal for its project to make itself more probable. But the Entirety didn’t mind.

It was very hungry to be real. In point of fact, it became obsessed with the idea to a degree that few creatures have ever become obsessed with anything. It was not content to exist as the shadow of a phantom of a ghost, and the Entirety eventually came to possess the intelligence and patience and raw tenacity to try to do something about it.

The Entirety originated in its shadow universe far beyond the limits of the Planck probability. The creatures that inhabited that place were bizarre, and to a human eye, many of them would have seemed nonsensical or terrifying or both. It was a fragmented, irrational, Alice-in-Wonderland fever dream of a place populated by dangerous entities and phenomena.

The poet Dante Alighieri imagined nine circles of hell in the 14th Century and wrote of them in his Divine Comedy, but the horrors described in Dante’s Inferno have nothing on the shadow universe.

The Entirety had humble beginnings. It started its existence in a single field on a single landmass that poked just above sea level. The landmass stood on a smallish moon that was just large enough to hold onto an atmosphere. The moon orbited a gas giant that traced an ellipse around a yellow star, and both planet and moon orbited the star at a distance close enough so that water did not always freeze.

The species that gave rise to the Entirety passed half a billion years on its home continent in which none of its kind were self aware.

It was a flower.

It was an absurd, nonsensical, improbable flower. It was made of glass.

Or at least, all of the mature flowers were. Each specimen began its existence as most all flowers throughout the universes do: as a seed resting in dirt and waiting to sense that enough moisture is available to allow for germination.

The seeds that did germinate would try to take root in the soil in which they rested and begin to harvest the nutrients they would need when they exhausted the energy they carried within themselves.

If a seed successfully established a root system, it would send a stem poking up to and beyond the surface, and the stem would grow towards the yellow sun and soon produce a bud that would leaf out into orange petals.

If a new flower grew in a place that was not surrounded by mature flowers, it was in big trouble. It was almost certain to be located and consumed by an animal species that a human observer from a certain era might have called a whiffle frog.

The whiffle frogs were bright yellow creatures which resembled Earth frogs only somewhat in appearance, but which resembled Earth frogs very much in how they got from place to place: they moved about in explosive hops and not in smooth strides.

They looked like whiffle balls in that they possessed a rounded middle third of their bodies that was perforated with small circular openings that gave direct access to their stomachs from both its left and right sides. The whiffle frogs had a symbiotic relationship with a species of worm that needed the holes.

The whiffle frogs were good hunters. They were quick, and they had sharp vision, and they had serrated teeth that could make quick work of most kinds of prey they might encounter. But they had a limitation. They couldn’t digest most of the prey that they hunted and caught and consumed.

The worms did that for them. When the whiffle frogs had full bellies, they would find a likely looking soggy spot to lie down, and they would allow the worms to pass into their bodies. The worms would enter and get right to work breaking down the tissues of whatever the whiffle frogs had eaten, taking the nutrients that they thrived on, and leaving behind a paste that contained nutrients that the frogs could use before exiting out of the same holes they had entered.

But sometimes the worms were hard to find, especially in the dry season. At times like that, the whiffle frogs had to try to find simple things to eat that they could digest themselves. They didn’t really like the orange flowers, but eating them was better than starving to death.

And so sometimes, the yellow froglike creatures sought out and gobbled up all the orange flowers they could get their little fangs on. If the orange flowers had stayed defenseless throughout their life cycle, they might well have been eaten to extinction, which would have saved a lot of trouble.

But after a time, the petals of the mature orange flowers began to crystallize. They lost much of their color as they hardened, and the petals became transparent and retained only a tint of orange that darkened around their edges.

The edges became razor sharp.

Whiffle frogs nibbled around the perimeters of colonies of orange flowers that they encountered, but they didn’t venture into the interior where most of the more mature flowers lived unless they were desperate. The few starving whiffle frogs who hopped into an area populated by very many mature flowers were usually cut to ribbons.

And so above the surface, the flowers settled into a long term game of reproducing and growing and fending off predators.

But the real action was taking place under the surface.

The crystallization of the mature orange flowers didn’t stop with the petals. A few days after the petals started to harden, the stems began a similar transformation.

After another few days passed, the flower’s roots began to stretch out and seek connections underground as they began to harden themselves. Although they didn’t think about it any more than a cell thinks about osmosis, they seemed to try their level best to find and bond to root systems of both young and old flowers in their immediate neighborhood.

A flower that made a connection to a younger flower’s roots could continue to receive energy even after its exterior became unchanging glass that lacked the ability to photosynthesize sunlight.

And an older flower that made a connection with a fully crystallized neighbor could communicate with it. Once their hair-thin roots were fully hardened into glass, they formed an approximation of what Earth engineers might identify as a remarkable and naturally occurring fiber optic network.

At first, the network didn’t carry information at its capacity, or even at a thousandth of a percent of its capacity. For countless eons, the messages exchanged by crystallized flowers were limited to the simplest communications: *danger*, *warmth*, *food*, and the like. But that would change.

Gradually, over a period of a hundred million years, the crystallized flowers came to act in concert, and they became a single mind that could formulate complex thoughts. The Entirety formed them like this:

A mature flower could make each of its eight razor sharp petals present or absent from the network they all formed. By existing in one state or the other, each petal contributed a bit of information, and each flower could contribute a byte of information to the network. Old Alan Turing would have recognized each glass flower petal as a sort of biological vacuum tube that could exist as a “1” or a “0”.

As the number of linked flowers grew, and as the amount of information flying around the network grew even more, the Entirety eventually reached a critical mass that allowed it to organize and direct the flow of information. It thereby gained consciousness

Twenty million years after that, the network of crystallized flowers became as intelligent than a human, and it began to think of itself as the Entirety. A mere hundred years after that, the Entirety was far smarter than any thousand humans who had ever lived.

It became a biological computer that spanned a moon.

About that time, the orange flowers began to near a population ceiling. They covered every landmass on their home moon, trillions of glass flowers maintained by trillions of young specimens. They had already crowded out all but the last of the whiffle frogs and insects and other species of plants native to the moon, and the Entirety could see that in due course there would be no space available for new flowers to take root and begin their turn harvesting energy.

It turned its vast processing power to the problem, and spent a thousand years creating and studying new fields: mathematics and physics, astronomy and materials science, chemistry and genetics.

In the end, it determined that it faced an immediate bottleneck that had to be addressed before anything else would matter: it needed more land.

The Entirety began to use powerful biological lenses it had learned to grow, and it took ever closer looks at the planet that its moon orbited. That world seemed to be a gigantic sea of gas that lacked any land at all, but the Entirety spotted another world in its solar system that was more promising, and it created and fine tuned a plan to get there.


Chapter 15

The movie started. It ran for about 45 minutes before the images on the screen faded to black and were replaced by text that read “Intermission”. I held John’s hand for most of that time, and we exchanged occasional glances, but we didn’t say much to each other.

In the opening scene, two men and a woman sat in director’s chairs on an empty stage. They were attractive but not beautiful, they appeared to be in their thirties, and they wore clothing that could have been sold in any moderately upscale department store in the years when John was running for President.

The woman sat between the men, and she spoke first. “Hello, John Dawson, and hello to anyone who is with you,” she said with a smile. “My friends and I know a great deal about you, but you know only a little bit about us. We know, for example, that you’ll have a blue ticket on your ship that once would have allowed you to exit a parking garage, and we’ve made our system to be activated by it. But things like that aside, we’d like to begin by introducing ourselves and telling you our story.”

The man who sat on the woman’s right, and so to the left of the screen, said, “We have encountered you many times before, but those meetings lie in your future and our past. All but one of them does, anyway.”

The man to the right of the screen spoke last. “And we do apologize for the one encounter that you will remember. The individual involved in it is no longer an active participant in our society, and we regret his actions.”

The woman picked up the narrative and said, “Although you may find it initially alarming, we assure you that you have nothing to fear from us.” She paused and then said, “You see, we are the Qrail.”

John’s hand squeezed my own, hard for just a moment, and then with less pressure. I looked down our short row of seats. John’s mouth hung open, and Alexandre’s hand was halted halfway between his popcorn bag and his mouth. Al had come even closer to being killed by the Qrail than either John or myself.

The three on the screen introduced themselves individually, from left to right.

“I am Qray, and I serve as my people’s First Engineer,” said the first man.

The woman said, “I am Qreel, First among our mathematicians and also our chief executive.”

The last man said, “And I am Qroom, the First Philosopher-Scientist. And I am Qreel’s...we have debated whether the best English word is ‘mate’ or ‘husband’. ‘Indispensable other’ is actually closest, but we suspect you might find that a sterile and odd description, so we’ll go with husband.”

Qreel smiled at Qroom for a moment. She then returned her gaze to straight ahead and said, “One more tidbit before we start our tale, just to be upfront about it. We don’t actually look like this.” All three of the people on the screen started chuckling.

“Right,” Qray said. He ran a hand through his hair. “We exist in a purely digital form currently, but we never did have any stuff on top of our heads, for one thing.”

Qroom held up both hands and added, “And we used to have rather more thumbs than this.”

Qreel started laughing harder, “Just a few more,” she said. “The main thing, I think, is our skin. The world we first inhabited was much hotter than Earth. Basically, we had to vent a lot of heat on our home planet, and so our exteriors had a great deal more surface area than yours so that our bodies’ cooling systems could function well enough to keep us alive.”

Qray said, “Sweating wasn’t nearly enough for us; it was surface area or bust. We were humanoid in our basic form, but in my natural state I resembled some variety of walking fern much more than a man.”

“Right,” Qroom said. “Also, you would have found our eyes strange. They were very good at blocking out ultraviolet light, and I assure you that Qreel’s were very pretty, but...”

“But we get off track,” Qreel said. “We have taken on these appearances so that you may hear what we have to say without being distracted. But thank you, Qroom.”

The man on the right smiled and nodded.

The woman continued. “I want to start by summarizing how we came to meet before, John Dawson, and also why we have built a theater in the interior of the asteroid that you call the Potato, and how we know that you call it the Potato.”

After she said that, Qreel spent about twenty minutes summarizing the history of the Qrail. It would not have been incorrect to label the segment as “Everything That Has Happened Up Until Now.”

She spoke of the Qrail’s early culture and industrialization and mastery of spaceflight. She spoke of their expansion throughout the supergalaxy that formed when the Milky Way and the Andromeda galaxy collided and merged four billion years after I was born. She spoke of the decision that she and a few of her people had made to scan their minds and upload them into hardware that they expected could last essentially forever, and perhaps actually forever.

She described their journey to the time in the extreme future that John and I called the year 500 Stupid. We had travelled to it by deliberately launching the Valkyrie-84 at a black hole’s event horizon and the layer of warped time that slowed our passage to a near standstill while the rest of the universe went through a number of years I still can’t get my head around.

The woman on the screen told the story of how Qrax, the longtime leader of the Qrail, had gone mad, and of how he had tried to capture the Valkyrie-84, and also the Valkyrie-85 that John and I were trying to rescue and bring back home. She admitted that Qrax planned to destroy the ships and take our energy. She apologized again for that, and restated that Qrax was now only inactive files in a computer’s memory and had no ability to take further action, detrimental or otherwise.

Qreel told us that she had replaced Qrax as chief executive, and that she and Qray and Qroom had managed to survive up to and then beyond what she called the midpoint of time when the universe reached its absolute maximum expansion, paused, and began to slowly contract.

She described how they patiently collected energy and used it to move the hardware that contained their minds to the Center of a void. She told of their discovery of the in between place, and that they became stranded there, and how in that region, they came to, in a sense, move backwards in time.

She described interactions the Qrail had had with humans in the in between place, most of which were in their past but our future. I was aware of two of them, even though I hadn’t known the Qrail were involved in either.

When my daughter Cassie made her first trip to the in between place, she saw images from her life through the plaz dome in the Valkyrie-198’s observation room. Al saw the same kind of thing through the dome on the Valkyrie-85 when he escaped from Qrax in the distant future.

I looked at John with wide eyes and shook my head at the revelation that the images Cassie and Al had seen were the Qrail’s attempt to communicate with us and to help us as best they could.

Qreel finished her narrative by saying that eventually, a single flickering green hat had emerged near the top of one of the strings in the in between place. She said that the unique hat allowed them to at long last reenter the regular universe at a time more than a billion years before the present. Their passage through the green hat also allowed them to learn many new things about reality, she said.

“But that part of the story is better told by a philosopher-scientist.” Qreel turned to Qroom, and he began to speak.

“Yes, perhaps so. This next part is definitely in my wheelhouse, as you might call it.” He seemed to collect his thoughts for a moment, and then continued. “Here’s the thing. We’re all threatened. In point of fact, all of us are going to die for lack of resources if we can’t convince you to take action.

“Your Benjamin Franklin had a good line long ago. He said, ‘We must all hang together, or we shall surely hang separately.’ It’s like that. We residents of the Centerline, and I’ll define what that is in a moment, we simply must work together. We need you, and you need us, and that’s all there is to it.

“But onward with the story.” Qroom cleared his throat, recentered his gaze, and said, “When we passed through the green hat and travelled from the in between place back to normal space, we learned that there are a great many universes. Or at least a great many possible universes. Let me explain.”


Chapter 16

The image on the screen became an animated man sitting at a table. A bucket with a towel over its top stood in the center of the table. Qroom’s voice continued in the background.

“Meet Tim,” Qroom said. “The bucket in front of Tim is filled with marbles. There are 1000 green marbles in the bucket, 100 red, 10 blue, and one black. Tim places his hand beneath the towel and grabs hold of one of them.”

The animated man on the screen reached into the bucket and drew back a closed fist.

“So, what color is the marble in Tim’s fist?” Qroom asked.

“Green,” John said.

“I’ll bet it’s one of the other colors to make a point,” I said.

Al said, “I do not think he has a marble at all,” and I nodded in appreciation of Al’s outside the box answer.

Qroom waited for a moment, then said, “The answer, it turns out, is that until Tim opens his hand and has a look at it, the marble is green and red and blue and black.”

The bottom half of the screen divided into four segments, each with Tim the cartoon man seated at a table and holding a closed fist near a bucket. The top half of the screen showed the original Tim in the same posture.

The four Tims along the bottom half of the screen opened their fists. From left to right, they held, respectively, a blue, red, green, and black marble.

“Tim’s selection of the marble that he has not yet observed has created four possible universes. They have different odds of coming into being, but they are all entirely possible.”

The larger Tim at the top of the screen opened his hand and revealed a green marble. Three of the four small Tims at the bottom of the screen vanished, and the small Tim that held the green marble grew and overlapped with the large Tim until they merged into a single image.

“When Tim observes a marble and finds it to be green, the possible universe that features him drawing a green marble is promoted to what I call Centerline reality.”

The animation disappeared from the screen, and it resumed showing the three Qrail sitting in their director’s chairs.

“Centerline reality is what actually happens. It is the one that is really real, if you will. Everything else is a reflection, a possibility, a maybe-universe, and nothing more.

“Our example with Tim applies to everything in the universe which can fluctuate, which is almost everything that we can detect or measure or sense. We would need a much, much, much larger bucket to contain all of the discreet states that can happen to everything in the universe from instant to instant, of course, but the same principles apply regardless of scale.

“An enormous number of possible universes coexist. In the three dimensions humans and Qrail can normally perceive, four if you count time as a dimension, all of the maybe-universes overlap. But they are separated from one another along an additional dimension that we have no experience with. We are simply not made to be able to perceive it.

Now, when a living being in Centerline reality makes an observation, our universe chooses and elevates one of the possible universes to the Centerline, and it becomes real.

“And whyever should it be like that, you might reasonably ask. Why should the universe lack any definiteness until and unless a living being makes an observation, and only then settle on anything specific? I have no idea. I cannot explain why there are many possible realities or why the universe selects from among them like a man drawing a card from a deck any more than I can explain why there is gravity. I can only say that, when an observation is made, it does.

“You humans have an old riddle that asks, ‘If a tree falls in the forest and no one is around, does it make a sound?’, or something like that. The answer, as it turns out, is that the tree both makes and does not make a sound. The reason is that the forest is both there and not there if no one is around to make an observation.

“We got hints of what I’ve just described to you when we discovered the same properties of quantum mechanics that you humans have known about since before you mastered spaceflight. But once we passed through the green hat, we knew for sure. Qray...do you want to describe that part?”

The man on the left took over. “Sure,” he said. “We’re almost up to the part within my area of expertise, anyway.” Qray spread his hands and moved them about as he continued the story.

“First off, we didn’t try to use the green hat that appeared on a faraway string in what you call the in between place. It dragged us in like a vacuum cleaner sucking up a ball of lint. It appeared and drew us to it and swallowed us up almost before we could cry out in alarm.

“And when we passed through it, we saw everything at once. We saw every reality spread out along a new extra dimension like light passing through a prism and separating into different colors. It was...mind bending.

“I suspect we were all at least somewhat insane for a time after the green hat finished with us and returned us to normal space. But here are two important things that the three of us eventually pieced together by comparing our recollections.

“First, just because a reality isn’t the Centerline doesn’t mean it isn’t an actual place. It doesn’t mean that nothing lives there. In our example from a moment ago, the three Tims who drew red and blue and black marbles populate a real place and have real experiences, they just never make it to the top of the mountain. They miss out on ever joining the main reality, and they blip out of existence as soon as a different reality is selected for the Centerline.”

“I had a hard time with that at first,” Qreel said. “Thinking of endless versions of myself blipping out of existence all the time. But really, it’s no different than choosing to sleep in rather than get up early. If you sleep in, you ‘lose’ the version of yourself that could have gotten a lot done early in the day, but it doesn’t seem so tragic.”

“Right,” Qray said. “So that was the first thing we learned after we passed through the green hat. The other major thing is that usually possibilities are promoted to Centerline reality by the universe making a selection by whatever mechanism it uses. Almost always, actually. But there is one case that is different.

“It is possible for a thinking creature in a potential universe to fight for it, to seek to promote itself over other possibilities and kick the door down and force its way into Centerline reality. The process is almost impossible because of the amount of energy it requires, but it can be done.

“There is a being that calls itself the Entirety which we believe has done just that. We saw it doing so. In some versions of reality, it is able to harness its brainpower and available resources, combine them with a bit of luck, and succeed.

“If it is actually able to enter Centerline reality, we believe it will come to displace everything else. We base our suspicion on the fact that it has already displaced everything else in its own corner of its own version of reality in a merciless quest to acquire more energy resources.”

Qray paused for a moment. “We have more to say about what the Entirety is doing, and what we think will be necessary to stop it, but we have perhaps covered more than enough for one segment of our narrative.

“There is an intermission coming in a moment. We understand very well, John, that we are presenting you and anyone who is accompanying you with an astonishing number of things to ponder, and so we’ve put together something of a two act play. We hope the intermission will allow you to pause and ponder and discuss what you have learned for as long as you may choose.”

There was a whirring sound behind us.

“Your ticket will have just reemerged from the podium. Reinsert it whenever you wish to begin ‘Act Two’, whether that is in five minutes or five hours or five days. Maybe not five years – our problem’s timeline is tricky to pin down, but it will be better if you hear the next part of our story before too much time has passed, we think.

“We have used what we know of you and what you find agreeable to construct a snack bar to the side of the theater. If you should wish to take refreshments during the intermission, it all works – the popcorn machine, the soda fountain, everything. The food and drinks will be preserved and consumable. Oh, and there is candy behind the sliding panel at the back of the long bar. We are aware that you have a liking for Junior Mints.”

The man on the screen smiled at the same time John whispered, “Junior Mints.”

“And so,” Qroom said, “we shall see you soon.” He nodded, the images on the screen came to an end, and they were replaced with the word “Intermission”. The lights around the perimeter of the theater came on.

I blinked a few times to clear my mind. When I looked over at John, I saw that he was doing the same. Alexandre was already on his feet. “I did not know there were Junior Mints,” he said.

John closed his eyes and started laughing quietly. “I...think we could all use some Junior Mints,” he said. He and I both stood and made our way down the short aisle.

Instead of heading for the snack bar right away, John paused and went to his helmet which he had left on the ground near the podium. He turned it upside down so that the opening at the base was in front of his mouth, and he spoke into the microphone that was there. “You won’t believe who we’ve been listening to, Andromeda.”

Andromeda’s voice came through the speakers in John’s helmet. “We know, Dad. Al’s been sending us the audio and video.”

“Oh,” John said. “Right, of course he would.” He paused for a moment and then asked, “Amazing, huh?”

“Amazing at least,” Maestro said from up on the surface.


Chapter 17

Interlude: The Entirety

All of the landmasses on the three rocky planets in the Entirety’s solar system were eventually filled with orange flowers. Some of the flowers were young, although “young” had come to mean something different over time. They were young in the sense that they were still flexible and could still carry out photosynthesis and could still sway in the breeze. But many of them were thousands of years old.

Each relatively youthful specimen was flanked on four sides by mature flowers that had fully crystallized. Four, it turned out, was the maximum number that could be sustained by a single young flower.

But it wasn’t only on the rocky planets that the orange flowers held dominion. They covered hard surfaces everywhere in the solar system. They grew on moons, and on dwarf planets in the system’s outer reaches, and on asteroids by the trillions in the system’s Kuiper belt and Oort cloud beyond the dwarf planets.

The Entirety had been very busy. It started by genetically modifying its mature and youthful flowers in a variety of ways.

Some of the mature flowers were made tougher so that they could survive the vacuum of space, the acceleration necessary to escape their moon’s gravity well, and the fiery hell of reentering an atmosphere to deliver seedlings to a new world. Those were used as small spaceships of a kind.

The Entirety modified its young flowers so that they could survive much hotter or colder or wetter or drier conditions, and with or without an atmosphere. It also hacked its own DNA so that each young flower could live for much longer.

But the modifications to the flowers of which the Entirety was comprised went further. Much further. The petals and the roots of the mature flowers became far more specialized and took on three new functions.

First, the petals became astonishingly efficient collectors of solar energy. The folds and angles engineered by the Entirety were nearly perfect, and each petal of each crystallized flower captured an amount of sunlight that would have made executives at pre-Kinetic War energy companies on Earth salivate. The mature flowers couldn’t eat the sunlight they captured this way, but they didn’t need it for that; they lived just fine on the energy provided to them by the youthful flowers.

Second, the roots of the mature flowers gained the ability to create wide underground matrices before they fully hardened. The petals above ground sent most of the energy from the sunlight they captured down their stems and into the matrices for storage. And as with the solar collecting petals, pre-Kinetic War humans would have been dumbfounded by the efficiency of the energy storage the Entirety managed to pull off. An underground matrix the size of an old AA battery could hold enough energy to power an average pre-Kinetic War household for ten years.

Third, the crystallized flowers gained abilities that helped the young flowers at the center of every quartet of them. The glass stems became able to transfer some of the energy they collected directly to the young flowers to provide heat. The roots became able to separate water molecules trapped in rock and melt them if necessary so that the young flowers had the liquid water they needed, even in the dark and frozen depths of their solar system. And the orange edges of each clear crystallized petal became even sharper.

The orange flowers came to utterly dominate their solar system, and they drove the Whiffle Frogs and the worms and the insects and all of the other land-based species to extinction. Eventually, all of the land in their solar system in the improbable universe next door was populated by fields of glass flowers and the young specimens that kept them alive.

But the Entirety was unhappy, because try as it might, it couldn’t puzzle out a solution to its ultimate problem. Even when it modified itself so that its mature flowers could generate and receive radio waves and link together flowers on different planetary bodies, it still couldn’t find an answer.

It is worth mentioning that if the Entirety had been a human, it wouldn’t have thought it had any problem at all. But it wasn’t a human. It wasn’t any kind of animal. It was a plant, and that mattered.

Humans can see in three dimensions. Whether you call them length, width, and height, or would describe visible places as locations along an x, y, and z axis, the number is three. Humans can also experience a fourth dimension – time - but we cannot see it.

So it is for people, and so it is for animal species.

Plants, on the other hand, cannot see in any dimensions, but they experience five. In the same way that humans move through time without being able to see it, plants experience length, width, height, and time. And in addition to those, they have an awareness of a dimension that might, for lack of a better term, be called sideways.

Plants can sense the multiverse. They know, at a primitive level, that there are a nearly infinite number of copies of themselves existing in places that in most ways overlap but which are separated along the sideways dimension. This awareness is some compensation for the fact that plants can’t move about and participate in the world as richly as animals can. Knowing that they are one of many, and having some level of connection to all of the similar versions of themselves in all possible universes, brings them something like peace, or at least contentment.

But the Entirety wasn’t content at all. When it layered its new consciousness over its natural abilities, it could sense that it was not part of all possible universes. In fact, it could tell that it was not part of any of the universes that had an opportunity to become real.

It knew that it was a unique specimen. It was a castaway. It existed only in a single backwater of a place that was too improbable to ever become real.

The Entirety became lonely. And then it became sad. And then it became bitter. And then it became angry and obsessed with engineering a way to reach what the Qrail label Centerline reality.

But back to the problem that had the Entirety’s complete attention.

Despite the fact that it covered all of the land in its solar system, and despite the fact that it had perfected the collection and storage of the solar energy that reached the land, it could see that it was going to fall short. By a lot.

The amount of energy it needed to try to Skip to a more probable universe was enormous, and in the end, most of its sun’s energy didn’t hit a planet or a moon or an asteroid. Most of the sun’s energy - almost all of it, actually - passed by all of the objects that orbited the sun and was lost to deep space.

The Entirety spent the next 10,000 years learning new tricks. And then...

The glass flowers that stood rooted to the northern hemisphere of all of the various worlds and worldlets they inhabited, except for the home moon, vibrated for half a second at a specific frequency that had been carefully selected.
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After a few moments, all of the glass flowers on all of the southern hemispheres except for those on the home moon vibrated for half a second at the same frequency.
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The countless glass flowers on the northern hemispheres tapped more of their energy reserves and vibrated at the same frequency, but with greater intensity.
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After a brief interval, the flowers in the southern hemispheres did the same.
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They repeated the process many times, always upping the energy they expended, always timing their vibrations to create a resonance deep inside the bodies they lived on.
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The smaller asteroids began to disintegrate first. The large asteroids took longer, the moons longer still, and the planets even longer than that. But in the end, nothing could withstand the overlapping and ever intensifying sound waves that reinforced and strengthened each other.

Every bit of land except for the Entirety’s home moon was violently reduced to piles of orbital rubble as it shook apart. Some of the remains were liquid for a short time, but even very hot liquids like magma cool to solids quickly when exposed to the cold vacuum of space.

The era of broken wreckage in the Entirety’s improbable solar system had begun.

The Entirety felt diminished for a long time. By destroying all but one of the system’s rocky bodies, it had killed off far more than 99% of its mind. But it didn’t care about that, because it had gained the ability to eventually grow many more parts of itself.

A planet is very large, but flowers can only use its surface. All of the planet’s immense interior is wasted if the only thing you want is to grow as many flowers as possible.

A destroyed planet that has shattered into a sextillion little rocks is far better for that purpose. The combined surface area of the sextillion rocks adds up to a total surface area that is many, many times what the planet had in its original condition.

The Entirety spent ten million years sending modified flowers to and populating all of the tiny new worldlets. At the end of that time, the Entirety’s solar system had this composition:

1 yellow sun

3 orbiting bands comprised of sextillions of rocks that were once rocky planets, each one covered with orange flowers.

3 gas giant planets with enormous orange rings made of small rocks that were once moons, and which were populated by as many flowers as would fit on each.

Unthinkable numbers of small rocks that were once dwarf planets and asteroids and comets in the deep gulfs beyond the gas giants, all covered in orange flowers.

And when it got to the end of its stunning engineering project, the Entirety was again unhappy. It was able to capture and store much more energy than before, but still not enough to make itself more probable.

The Entirety spent 100,000 years studying the problem.

In the end, it became clear what was needed. The Entirety got to work modifying its DNA, and it created the kinds of specialized flowers that would be necessary to finally begin to realize its ambitions.

The Entirety simply thought of what it needed as a shell.

But humans would have called it a Dyson sphere.


Chapter 18

We stood around the snack bar and ate small mints by the handful.

“These always were the best movie snack,” I said.

“Mmm, hmm,” John said around a mouthful.

I took a sip of Cherry Coke through my clear straw and enjoyed the sharp interplay of the sugar and the carbonation and the ice cold temperature of the drink. “Do you think what we’ve seen so far is all...true?” I asked John.

He thought for a moment, and then he said, “I’m going to think so until I have reason to think otherwise. If they wanted to harm us, they could have done something a lot simpler than excavating a six hundred foot tunnel into solid rock and then building an underground theater.”

“You’re right about that,” I said. “Al, I assume you’re recording this and not just broadcasting it up to Andromeda and Maestro and Junior.”

“Yes, Annabelle,” Al said.

“I can’t wait to show Percy when we get back to the Lemon Tree Moon.”

John laughed. “I wonder what he’ll make of it?”

“Well, whatever he makes of it, he’ll get a lot of new ideas.”

John nodded his head. “It’s never taken much to give that guy new ideas.”

I asked, “Do you want to roll the second half of the movie?”

“Fine by me.” John walked around from behind the snack bar and moved to the podium. He took the old blue parking garage ticket from the slot, looked at it, and then said, “Just put it back, I guess?”

“Probably, Number One,” Al said.

He shrugged and put the ticket back in the slot, and it disappeared for a second time. The sixty second countdown started on the screen again, and the lights around the top of the theater began to dim.

John and I returned to our seats. Al hustled over to the snack bar and poured himself a large Dr. Pepper, and then he found his own seat. I smiled. Dr. Pepper was the client I’d been working with when I first met John.

The countdown reached zero, and the same three Qrail were back in their director’s chairs. Qray, the man on the right who was the chief engineer, began speaking.

“Welcome back, John. So it’s time to talk about what the Entirety has managed to do in its own solar system in its own universe. And by the way, all three of us saw this for ourselves when we passed through the green hat and were able to see all possible universes at once. We were almost compelled to look at it, and for a considerable length of time.

“We felt crushing waves of something like nausea if we tried to look at anything else. The universe seems to have wanted us to take note of the Entirety and its activities.

“The Entirety has broken apart everything that orbits its sun except for the gas giants and its own home moon which orbits one of them. It has moved the resulting rubble from the planets and asteroids and everything else into a perimeter around its star. And it has knit everything back together to form a giant hollow sphere. We’ve put together a time lapse graphic of what happened using your own home solar system as an example.”

The three Qrail disappeared from the screen, and another illustration replaced them. Qray continued to narrate.

Over the next thirty seconds or so, Mercury, Venus, Earth, and Mars shattered into what looked like powder. So did all of the moons throughout the solar system except Neptune’s moon Triton. So did Pluto and all of the dwarf planets and everything else in the far outer solar system.

“It got started by using sound waves to shake apart almost all of the available rocky material,” Qray said.

The little components of the destroyed worlds began to spread out as they continued their orbits. Then, they began to take on an orange tint and slowly drifted nearer to the sun.

“The Entirety sent new copies of itself to the little rocks everywhere. It has engineered a variety of the flowers it is made of to be able to survive in vacuum, and to survive in very low temperatures. It propels them into space using stored energy – they become tiny rockets made of glass.

“The spacefaring flowers established themselves everywhere among the rubble, grew, and stored enough energy to power new kinds of flowers that could focus the energy and provide a small amount of continuous thrust over a long period.” Qray said.

On the screen, all of the raw material came together in a great gappy sphere around the sun. After a moment, the sphere began to glow red, and most of the gaps closed up.

Qray said, “When they had the raw materials in about the right place, they had the flowers that grew upon it release their remaining stored energy all at once. This heated everything up to a temperature that could melt almost anything. All of the rocky debris oozed together and ran and smoothed itself out. The sphere that resulted was not perfect, and it retained some of its gaps, but it was basically all of one piece after the great heating.

“All of the flowers around the sun died, but the Entirety didn’t care about that. It had more to send.” The screen showed little orange triangle icons leaving Triton and travelling to the new enormous shell. “The new wave of flowers sought out gaps in the sphere and used them to access the interior. Once there, they took root.

“They used some of their spreading population to overheat themselves and close up the remaining gaps in their shell. They then reproduced and spread everywhere over several million years and created something of a paradise for flowers inside the Dyson sphere.”

The graphic switched to show the interior of the great shell. It showed one continuous field of orange flowers that stretched all around the inside of the curved space.

“Are those supposed to be clouds?” John asked.

Qray continued his narration as the graphic showed various aspects of the interior, sun-facing side of the Dyson sphere.

“It’s comfortable in there. The sphere is warm on the inside, and it holds an atmosphere that stretches from the surface up towards the sun to a distance of about 30,000 feet. There are sometimes clouds and rain.

“You would experience about 1/3 of Earth gravity if you walked about on the interior of the shell, because the whole thing spins a bit and centrifugal force would act to pull you down. You would walk around with a fairly natural stride, although the glass petals would cut your shoes to tatters in short order.

“The shell itself is about half a meter thick, we think, and almost all of it is dedicated to storing captured solar energy. What the Entirety has constructed is essentially a battery that is made of almost all the matter that was native to its solar system except for the gas giant planets and its home moon. And that’s a lot of matter.

“From outside the Dyson sphere, things are very dark in the Entirety’s solar system. Virtually all of the sun’s light is blocked by the sphere, and so there is only distant starlight to see by. The gas giants that are on the outside float through their orbits as they always have, but they are cooling towards absolute zero. The flowers on the Entirety’s home moon are living on stored energy as they float through the darkness.

“Now, we are not sure specifically how it plans to do so, but we know the Entirety’s goal is to make use of its incredible stores of energy to force itself into our own Centerline reality. The how of it is a question for a mathematician. Qray turned to the woman in the director’s chair. Qreel nodded and took over the narrative.

“We think it is trying to create a special kind of singularity, which is just a region where the laws of physics break down and mathematics can no longer describe anything specific. Regular singularities form all the time in the natural universe, and they are normally created by an overload of matter.

“When a large star collapses in on itself, it becomes true that so much matter is packed into such a small space that the fabric of spacetime can’t support it any longer and it creates a rip. That kind of singularity exists at the center of every black hole large and small.

“I believe that another kind of singularity is mathematically possible, and that it can be created by an overload of energy.

“If an absurd amount of energy – say the entire output of a star over a period of millennia – can be released in a single instant and focused on a very, very small area, I believe that it can create a unique kind of tear in spacetime. The rip it makes may create a strange sort of shortcut that allows something small to pass to a new place in a different universe. We believe that the Entirety plans to create and use such a shortcut to transport itself, or at least the essence of itself, into Centerline reality.”

The man in the director’s chair to the right began to speak. “We know the time and place where the Entirety will emerge, if it is successful. We have no theory for why this next part should be so, but the Entirety is apparently seeking to gain a toehold in Centerline reality on one of the worlds that has been colonized by you humans.

“After we saw much of the Entirety’s activities in its home system in its own universe our attention was demanded elsewhere. We felt ill until we changed the focus of our perception and took a close up look at a new world and all of the possible states it might find itself in. We don’t know the name of the world, but we know that it has human settlers. We saw a family of them working on a farm when we first turned our attention to their world. We also know that the solar system in which it is located has three rocky inner planets and two gas giant outer planets.

“In some possible universes, the world becomes populated by a thriving human civilization. In some of them, the original human colony doesn’t work out and is eventually abandoned.

“And in some possible universes, orange flowers come to dominate the world. In some of those universes, the flowers create a new Dyson sphere, this time in Centerline reality, and the Entirety uses the energy it captures to send itself deeper into space.

“In most of those realities, the orange flowers come to populate every corner of every system of the galaxy in which their new home base is located. But they don’t stop there.”

Qroom swallowed and paused for a moment, and he looked to me like someone who didn’t want to continue. Qreel reached out and squeezed his hand with her own, and that seemed to strengthen his resolve. He nodded and finished his story.

“It shakes everything except the stars apart. Everything. It even figures out how to break up the gas giant planets. In many possible futures, the Entirety builds a Dyson sphere around every star in the entire galaxy. It captures all of the energy from hundreds of billions of stars. And then it has what it needs to spread itself everywhere in the universe.

“It goes on to repeat the process in every galaxy, and it reaches all of the rogue stars that float between galaxies as well. Eventually, the universe goes dark. Everything that is not a star is destroyed and remade into a Dyson sphere. Every square centimeter of the interior of all of them is filled with quintets of orange flowers – one made of plant tissue and four of glass.

“There is then no matter outside of the Dyson spheres. There is nothing happening at all, other than the thinking going on in the universal mind that the Entirety has become.”

The three Qrail took on a somber appearance. Qreel was already holding Qroom’s hand, and she reached to her other side and took hold of Qray’s as well.

I felt John’s hand find my own.

Qreel said, “Our film is nearly done. We have only a few more things to tell you. Chief among them is why we are regretfully unable to help you destroy the Entirety.”


Chapter 19

Qroom, the philosopher-scientist, said, “So, why communicate with you this way? Why use the Potato, and why use a movie? The short answer is that the universe will not allow paradoxes, although I will admit that I have an incomplete idea of what a paradox is. Or of all the things that a paradox might be.”

Qreel said, “At the end of our strange trip into higher dimensional space, we reemerged into the regular universe about a billion years before we expect that you will be viewing this. And we of course got to work on the problem presented by the Entirety, and how we might take action and position ourselves to stop it.

“But in the end, we could not implement most of our ideas, because we experienced a series of what, for lack of a better term, I’ll call glitches.

“As we said before, we are digital beings now. We live in what might be called a starship in the sense that it can move about in space, but which is really just a sizeable block of computer hardware that is mostly shaped like a very large rectangle. Our thoughts and our experiences take place in the network inside.

“But when we tried to take certain actions related to stopping the Entirety, our network stopped working properly, at least for a time. The flows of electricity that allow us to think and remember and talk with one another became subtly disrupted, and we became stupid. Or the connections to our thrusters would fail to operate for a time. There were a lot of things like that.

“In the end, the universe wouldn’t allow us to do several things.”

Qray said, “It was maddening for me, especially. I’m the First Engineer, the chief problem-solver. And the tools I had to work with, including my own mind, failed repeatedly, or at least failed to work properly.

“After much frustration, Qroom eventually helped me to change my approach and just take it on faith that some solutions are allowed, and some are not allowed. And after that, we started to make progress.”

Qreel said, “Right. But just to give a partial list. We were not allowed to move ourselves in the direction of the Milky Way or any of the galaxies that humans will come to settle. We were not allowed to move ourselves in the direction of what you call the Andromeda Galaxy, which is where our people got their start. We were not allowed to send entangled particles that could create communications channels to any of those places. They always malfunctioned. And Qray is correct, it was maddening. So frustrating.”

Qroom said, “But we were sure that we could get a message to you, somehow. We saw you and Annabelle and other humans in a position to eradicate the Entirety in some of the possible universes, and we felt certain that we must have devised some way to notify you of the threat it poses. And then one night, when we were talking about that, Qray made a joke.”

Qray nodded and smiled. “And it truly was a joke at first. I was thinking of a romantic idea that shows up reasonably often in your literature: a message in a bottle. A lonely soul puts pen to paper and pours her heart out, seals her letter in a bottle, and throws it into the ocean to travel wherever the waves may take it. I told Qroom that I was scraping the bottom of the barrel for new ideas, and that I was getting down to unreliable nonsense like sending a message in a bottle. And he said...” Qray looked to the philosopher-scientist.

Qroom said, “I looked back at him and said, ‘I’ll bet that’s exactly it!’ and my friend looked at me like I was crazy. But the three of us got to talking, and in the end, we decided to test the idea.

“We launched a small probe that resembles one of your comm drones in form and function. We stripped out all communications hardware, and we had it carry a simple message: ‘Beware the Entirety’. We aimed it in the direction of your Milky Way Galaxy without fine tuning anything too much and launched it...and it worked perfectly. It zoomed off on its assigned course with no glitches whatsoever. So we learned that we were allowed to send passive messages of warning.”

“Right,” Qreel said. Her brow furrowed, “But we were left with the rather large problem of how to make sure that our message in a bottle would get to you, John. I mean, we have very good instruments and very good systems, but to figure out how to get a passive drone to a planet a few galaxies over and land it, after a journey of a billion years, in a place it would be likely to be discovered by a specific person, you know...”

Qray said, “We couldn’t come up with any way to even approach that level of precision. The message in a bottle idea came to seem interesting but worthless. Until Qroom said, ‘What if the Potato is the bottle?’ I asked him what he meant, and he said, “We need John Dawson to get our message, and we know he’ll be on the Potato in due course. Why can’t we leave our message there and trust that he’ll find it at the right time?”

Qreel said, “I will admit I had many doubts at first, the foremost of which was how we would possibly find the Potato in the first place. But Qroom fought for his idea. He said, ‘I do wonder if the green hat has spit us out in a location where finding the Potato will not be too difficult.’ I asked why it would do such a thing, and he said, ‘The universe is throwing up roadblocks and making some of our ideas impossible to execute. Why wouldn’t it make other ideas very easy to execute, if they are the right ideas?’

And that reminded me of why the philosopher-scientist is one of our three revered professions in the first place.

“We Qrail would never have survived even a small fraction of our journey through space and time without mathematicians to use calculations to figure out the rules by which the universe operates, and engineers to take the rules and make practical use of them. But mathematicians and engineers alone aren’t always enough. There have been many times throughout our history that a solution has been advanced by a philosopher-scientist who has used logic and instinct together to spot a truth, or maybe a resonance, that can’t be reduced to a formula.

“I gave Qroom what amounts to a kiss for us and told him I thought we should get started looking for the Potato. And he was right about everything. We found the Potato in less than one of your weeks.

“Its appearance was exciting, and it made us almost certain that it was the key to sending you our warning about the Entirety. From that point, we had only to decide the form of the message we should leave you. We decided against leaving a text-only message. It seemed like that kind of thing might not be convincing enough. And so we settled on leaving a video.

“We thought of constructing and leaving the equipment to display the message directly on the surface of the Potato, but we worried that it might be damaged over the billion years or so between the time we set it up and the time we expect that you will arrive to view it.”

Qroom said, “And by the way, about that. We know full well that, if this message is to be useful, you will need to get it roughly 223 million years before you first arrived on the Potato in the Local Void. By that point on the timeline, the Entirety, if it gets to Centerline reality, will have spread far too much to contain. If you are to destroy the Entirety, you will need to find this message nearer to the timeline of your birth.

“We have no specific reason to think you will do so, but it is our belief that you will, because in some realities we saw, you do stop the Entirety. And so our message must get through at the right time, or at least have a chance to do so.”

Qreel continued. “Right,” she said. “It wasn’t difficult to set everything up. We landed on the side of the asteroid away from where we built the theater. We used some of the flowmetal around the perimeter of what serves as our hull to build what you would call a factory, and we were in business. We used the factory to turn out the machines we needed for the excavation of the tunnel and the theater.

“We just ejected most of the excavated rock into space, but we did use some of it for a purpose that we had fun with.” All three of the Qrail started to laugh. After a moment, Qreel continued.

“It turns out that the Potato didn’t have a naturally occurring Valley of the Dragon. I mean, the valley was there, but there was no collection of rocks in it that looked like anything in particular. So, since we knew from our interactions with you - which are in our past and your future - that you and much of your family had seen the form of a dragon there, and that it had to be there eventually...we made it.”

“Yes!” Qroom said. “We didn’t have a lot to do while our bots were drilling the tunnel, so we had them bring likely looking triangular pieces of rock over to the valley and drop them off, and then we manipulated the local gravity field to place them.”

“It was tricky,” Qray said, “making everything look pretty much like a dragon but not exactly like a dragon so that it would be plausible it had all formed naturally.

Next to me, John said, “Huh. I’ve wondered about that dragon ever since Leo found it.”

On the screen, the three Qrail reminisced about making the dragon for a little bit longer, and then they wrapped up their tale.

“So anyway,” Qray said. When the tunnel and the underground chamber were done, we created this video. We created the hardware to project it, and the material to make the airlocks and hatches, and the screen, and everything else down there. We decided to add the theater seating and the ticket taking podium and the snack bar in the hopes that a familiar setting would place you more at ease and make you more receptive to a strange story.

“And then we had the factory convert all of our equipment and eventually itself into flowmetal, reabsorbed it as an addition to our hull, and left the Potato to continue on its way.”

Qreel had the last word. “And so that’s it. When you see this, John, a billion years will have passed. We Qrail may or may not still be in existence, but whether we are or not, the threat posed by the Entirety will likely be a present danger to you and everything else in your time. We believe in you. We remind you that in some possible universes you succeed. And we wish you good luck.”

The three Qrail smiled, their images faded, and the film ended.

John exhaled slowly as the theater lights came up. He turned to me and said, “We’re gonna need Percy on this.”

I nodded. “We’ll need a lot of us working on this.”

“Yeah.” John said. After a moment, he shook his head and added, “I wonder if we can do it.”

I shrugged. “Maybe.”

Al was more confident in those first moments after the movie in the center of the Potato ended. He turned to John and said, “If it is possible, we will succeed, Number One.”


Chapter 20

Interlude: Imaginary Sam

There are no humans in the improbable universe inhabited by the Entirety, but let’s imagine that a man named Sam has found himself there anyway. Let’s imagine further that he has arrived on the Entirety’s home moon in his spacesuit at a key period of time, and that he has arrived near a key location.

Unlike the rest of the moon, the surface near Imaginary Sam is not covered with razor sharp glass flowers that would destroy his boots if he tried to walk about. Instead, he is inside an area that, although circular, is about the size of the infield on a baseball diamond. At the very center of the circle, on the pitcher’s mound, if you will, there is a single glass flower. It is very large. Whereas most of its kind stand no more than six inches high, the great flower rises four feet above the surface.

Sam has a pressurized, climate controlled tent well stocked with supplies that he has set up near the edge of the circle. It has a small airlock he can crawl through, and the whole thing looks like an igloo more than anything else. Sam also has a folding stadium chair placed at the front of the tent so that he can have a seat while events unfold around him.

Now, about the giant flower. Its eight glass petals are spread out, and at their center, they cup an orange sphere a bit more than an inch in diameter.

To Sam, it looks like one of those brightly colored golf balls favored by golfers of limited skill who want all the help they can get locating balls they slice into the deep rough. When he first notices it, he approaches for a closer look and half expects to see the word Titleist written in cursive on its side. But there is no writing on the strange little orb, and the little dimples all around it seem to be convex and not concave. After looking it over for a minute, Sam leaves it alone and returns to the chair in the place that counts as his front porch.

There is no natural illumination except starlight for Sam to see by. He has only been able to set up his tent and view the giant flower and its smaller cousins by shining his spacesuit helmet’s light upon them.

When Sam finds a comfortable position in his chair, he pats the side of his helmet to extinguish its lights. He sits in darkness and marvels at the unfamiliar patterns of stars in the night sky. But there is a much greater marvel to come.

Sam first notices the phenomenon that will come to dominate his days and nights while he is looking at a collection of a dozen stars and playing connect-the-dots with them in a game as old as humanity. The stars seem almost to suggest the rough outline of a giraffe, and Sam is deciding whether to think of them as a constellation, when a vertical line appears near what he thinks of as the giraffe’s neck.

The line is bright, even through Sam’s tinted secondary visor that he flips down as soon as the line appears. It is yellow like the lemonade his grandmother always served up in perfectly chilled glasses when he was a boy. And the line is growing at a noticeable rate.

Sam instinctively shrinks back in his chair to get a little bit further away from it, but in the end, he does not flee and take cover in his tent. He continues to watch, half in a state of fear and half in a state of wonder.

After an hour, the vertical line is as tall as a dime held out at arm’s length, and it is thicker than when it first emerged. After that, it continues to add to itself, but the new growth on the top and bottom of the line is narrower, and dimmer, and orange. It continues to grow for hours, and Imaginary Sam stays in his chair and watches until he is finally exhausted and must sleep. By that time, the thin, orange parts of the line are each twice as tall as the thicker yellow part in the center.

Feeling reasonably optimistic that the line presents no immediate danger, Sam passes through his tent’s tiny airlock. When he is inside, he removes his spacesuit, rolls into his blankets, and falls asleep fast.

Outside, the line continues to grow. What is happening is this:

The Dyson sphere is opening.

The Entirety needs it open to begin the final part of its plan. The improbable entity has constructed a great hinge of sorts on the part of the shell furthest away from its home moon. A flaw has been created that starts at the top of the hinge, continues vertically around the entire shell, and eventually ends when it has circumnavigated the Dyson sphere and reached the bottom of the hinge. The flaw allows the enormous sphere to begin slowly separating into two half spheres.

What Imaginary Sam has seen as a yellow line is the central stripe of the sun at the center of the Entirety’s solar system. It has been on the inside of the Dyson sphere and invisible from the moon for a long time, but it is reemerging.

The thin, orange parts of the line that Sam can see above and below the emerging star are some of the 1,000,000,000,000,000,000,000,000,000 orange flowers that have grown on the interior surface of the great shell around the sun and stored almost all of the energy radiated by it for millennia. They are the flowers that grow behind the sun from Sam’s perspective. As the shell opens, the first flowers to be visible are the ones at the “back” of the sphere, if you will.

By the time Sam gets up the next morning, puts on his spacesuit, and goes outside to have a look at the sky, the yellow part of the line has taken on the shape of a lense. By the time a few more days have passed, the entire sun is visible, and it appears as a disc to Sam. By that time, it is the orange areas above and below the sun that look something like lenses, or at least like half lenses.

By the time two years have passed, interiors of both halves of the fully separated Dyson sphere are fully visible. To Sam, they look like great orange Mickey Mouse ears on either side of the yellow sun.

Thus ends Act I of the great show in Sam’s sky. Act II gets underway almost immediately, but that one doesn’t take very long to unfold; it is a brief and deadly but still glorious display of color that utterly mesmerizes Sam until the instant he and his tent and his chair meet their end.

Over the next four minutes, the great orange half spheres gradually turn to yellow as all of the glass flowers that populate them begin to draw vast amounts of stored energy up to their petals and overheat. Over the next two minutes, they turn green. Over the next minute, they turn blue. Over the next thirty seconds, they turn violet. Over the next fifteen seconds, they turn white.

When they are white, they begin to pulse, first every eight seconds, then every four, then every two. When they start to pulse every second, Sam says, “This doesn’t look good.”

Sam is correct to be concerned, and those prove to be the last words he utters in his strange and abbreviated existence. Sam is about to be killed more spectacularly than anything has ever been killed before. Which is actually a good thing; his end is instantaneous and is far less painful than other, more pedestrian ways of meeting one’s maker. In fact, it isn’t painful at all, because the nerves that might register discomfort have disassociated into atoms and then subatomic particles and then quarks and then things smaller still before they have a chance to send any message of discomfort to Sam’s similarly vaporized mind.

The pulses come faster than Sam can keep up with them, there is a horrible pause, and then the 1,000,000,000,000,000,000,000,000,000 flowers on the separated halves of the Dyson sphere discharge all of their stored energy in a single instant. They have all oriented themselves with great precision, and they have all aimed their release of stored power at the small orange sphere cupped by the large glass flower petals at the center of Sam’s clearing.

The discharge leaves the open Dyson sphere a charred ruin and kills every flower on its interior. When the energy reaches the home moon, it will blow the entire moon apart into a superheated cloud of subatomic particles and kill the rest of the flowers that make up the Entirety’s mind. But it doesn’t care about that.

At the top of the decision making tree for almost all creatures is a survival instinct. Almost everything will choose a path that probably allows it to live over paths that probably do not, even if the choice that allows the best chance of survival is otherwise very disagreeable.

But the Entirety had something else at the very top of its list of desires and instincts. It wasn’t satisfied to merely survive. It wanted something more than that.

It wanted to be real.

And, when the colossal burst of energy hit the orange sphere that Imaginary Sam initially mistook for a golf ball, it got that chance.

The sphere that looked like a golf ball was actually a seed.

It was far larger than the seeds the Entirety normally used to expand its territory and replenish itself. But the seed contained the entire essence of the Entirety within.

The improbable plant had made great advances in materials science, and it had engineered a way to grow a small memory core that was nearly as efficient as human-created hard drives were in the 30th Century. And it poured all of its knowledge and all of its memories and all of its ambition inside.

It wrapped the core in a perimeter of more conventional seeds that carried its DNA wrapped in enough nutrients to give new flowers a chance to get started in life.

In the eight instants of time just after the absurd amount of energy hit the seed all at once...

Every atom in the seed broke down into the superstrings of which they were ultimately made.

tick

A singularity opened of a diameter that was just larger than the utterly vaporized seed had been. The cones in Imaginary Sam’s eyes that could sense the color green saw it for one tick of Planck time but had far, far too little time to even begin to send their findings to Sam’s optic nerves and brain before they were vaporized themselves.

tick

The singularity swallowed the superstrings that had formed the seed and drew them into what Annabelle Dawson and her family might call a region in between the in between place.

tick

In the regular in between place, a green hat formed at the top of one of the strings.

tick

In all possible universes, a small green circle formed in a random location in real space on planets and other celestial bodies occupied by any member of a species that had ever visited the in between place.

tick

Qray of the Qrail first noticed the green hat in the in between place and made an observation of it.

tick

The universe that the Qrail describe as Centerline reality selected one of the possible universes which had the green circle in different locations, promoted it, and made it the thing that actually happened. In that particular reality, the green circle had formed three feet above a mud puddle on a world that had a small human settlement on the other side of the planet.

tick

The superstrings that had made up the seed were forced through the one remaining green circle. As they passed through it, they reassembled themselves into quarks, and then subatomic particles, and then atoms, and then the seed as it had been in the instant before it was struck by the energy blast in the improbable universe.

tick

The seed returned to normal space in its new universe and fell into the mudpuddle.

glop

Within a day, some of the regular seeds that surrounded the memory core started to germinate.

Within a week, the mudpuddle had dried in the sun into a damp patch of soil that was packed with nutrients.

Within two weeks, several of the seeds had taken root and sent stems pushing up through the surface.

Within three weeks, many stems stood six inches high and were topped with buds.

The morning after that, one of the buds unfolded and opened its orange petals to a new sun.


Part III - The Gap to the Two


Chapter 21

We climbed up the rungs on the side of the long vertical tunnel, John first, then me, then Al. The exterior pockets on John’s spacesuit bulged with all the candy they could possibly carry.

I had asked him about that when he was filling up his pockets at the snack bar down below. “Am I missing something? Can’t we make all the candy we want on the ship?”

“Movie theater Junior Mints are better than regular Junior Mints,” John said.

“He is correct, Annabelle,” Al said while he stuffed his own pockets full.

I decided that as soon as we worked out how to locate and eradicate the Entirety, the Realm needed to get a movie theater.

We rejoined Maestro and Andromeda and Junior on the surface. Al asked, “Should I close the hatch, Number One?”

“Hmm? Oh. Yeah, I guess so.” Alexandre pivoted the half dome until it was flush with the ground and turned the wheel in the center.

We reboarded the Valkyrie-84 and headed for the small void nearest to us. The conversation while we waited to jump was animated, and we soon decided to watch Al’s recording of the Qrail’s movie and try to understand more of it.

After I had seen it again, the key first step was clear to me. “So we have to start by finding the system or systems that humans have settled which have three rocky inner planets and two gas giants beyond that.”

“Yep,” John said. “Let’s hope there’s just one of them. Hey, Al, how many planets settled by the Thirty Families match that description?”

“Scanning records executing,” Al said through a speaker in the ceiling. He had parked Alexandre in the cargo hold for charging. He didn’t like to populate his avatar in the upper parts of the ship.

“I hope there aren’t a lot of matches,” John said.

But the number Al reported was worse than if there had been a lot of matches. “Zero systems settled by the Thirty Families contain three rocky inner planets and two gas giants.”

John put his head in his hands and rubbed his face for a moment. When he looked back up, he said, “So it has to be one of the second wave worlds.”

I was fairly sure I knew what John was talking about, but I wanted to make sure. “Tell me about the second wave worlds, Al.”

“Yes, Commander. The ships in the Valkyrie Program reached and successfully settled thirty planets by the year 2449, and the astronauts on those planets made a pact to control the distribution of EXTs and formed the Thirty Families.

“Some of the thirty colonies were marginal and existed in conditions that allowed only slow growth. Others existed on worlds that were rich in resources and which had few dangers, and they grew quickly.

“In 2652, the first of the successful colonies reached the level of industrial and technological and economic complexity to manufacture a new Valkyrie-class ship and use it to launch a second wave of space colonization. Some of the other original colonies soon reached similar levels of complexity and launched their own.

“Many second wave ships have been launched from the thirty original colonies, and they have reached and settled an unknown number of planets. Most of the new ships will not have had enough time to reach viable worlds without access to the in between place, but some may have, Annabelle.”

We had guarded the secret of the in between place and had not revealed it to any of the colony worlds. John wanted to reestablish a full technological society on Earth before we gave anyone else the ability to return, and I agreed with him. Civilization building was difficult enough without thirty cooks in the kitchen who all had access to doomsday weapons and other advanced tech.

John asked, “And you can’t query any of the colony worlds from here, correct?”

“Correct, Number One.” Al’s ship-to-ship comm system had been removed long ago, and he couldn’t communicate with other Valkyries over interstellar distances.

“Yeah,” John said. “Well, we’ll be back on Earth soon enough.” On Earth, we had a couple of ways to communicate in real time with the distant colonies.

We jumped to the Lemon Tree Moon system and showed everyone there the Qrail’s movie. Percy of course wanted to return to Earth right away and get started on solving the problem presented by the Entirety.

Aries and his family stayed on the Lemon Tree Moon. They offered to return to Earth with us, but John said, “You never know when a second base of operations might come in handy. Stay here and get things up and running again.” Aries seemed relieved to have a reason to stay behind.

We unloaded some additional supplies for Aries, left the moon, and jumped back to Earth. When we got there, we didn’t go to our settlement, or to any part of the Realm at all. We went to Colorado.

There is a special room in the base under the mountain that was once called NORAD which allows direct override control over all of the original Valkyrie ships. We didn’t want to use it to take control over them, but we did want to be able to talk to everyone on the thirty original colony worlds at once.

John, Percy, and I passed into the base and made our way through a series of corridors. We passed the room with the cryogenic pods that Alexis and her mother Laura had slept in to get from the days after the Kinetic War to the present, and we passed through a kitchen area that was more or less at the center of the underground base.

When we got to the override room, John entered the long access code on a panel to the rhythm of “Row, Row, Row Your Boat” and opened the door.

When we got inside, John and I spent an hour assembling a virtual meeting for ourselves and the people in charge of all thirty of the original colony worlds.

All of the leaders had been voted into office by the people who lived on their worlds – John had used the override room’s command authority to break the hold the Thirty Families had on EXT production and had required the elections. On a few of the planets, the people had voted to make a member of the Thirty Families their permanent leader, and John said that was fine with him, so long as the person had been elected and didn’t have a monopoly on EXT production.

As they arrived in the virtual meeting, we laid out the faces of the thirty leaders in a six-by-five grid. I looked them over before we got started. There were fourteen women and sixteen men.

I was interested that three of the faces looked old, and that those leaders were apparently not taking EXTs. I was also interested that one of the younger looking men was bald and one of the younger looking women wore glasses, even though permanent hair restoration and eye rejuvenation treatments were painless procedures that any Valkyrie’s medical AI could handle in five minutes.

When everyone had assembled, John spent a few minutes thanking them for coming on short notice and apologizing for not checking in more often, and then he got down to business.

He told an incomplete story that hid our motives. Things like that make John uncomfortable, and they always have. But John continued to think that widespread knowledge about the in between place, even in its current form that allowed fewer shortcut options than it had before, was too dangerous.

When John first awakened in the void in the far future, he had soon found a future time in which hundreds of quadrillions of people were oppressed by the Thirty Families’ system that had been designed by some of the people who were still living in the 30th Century. Three of those men were actually on the vid call John was conducting.

And so, rather than share a secret that might eventually be used in all kinds of undesirable ways, John kept most of our cards face down and told half-truths. He said, “We are assembling a survey of all second wave colony worlds that some of you have been able to establish. We have recently searched a very old archive, and we believe that there is a world humans may have been able to reach by now that contains a very nasty hidden danger.”

“What is the nature of the hidden danger?” asked a woman who spoke from inside the Valkyrie-112.

“It’s a species of plant. We believe it has the ability to grow exponentially and utterly destroy areas in short order, and if any colony has been formed on its world, the plant must be eradicated promptly to ensure the safety of the colonists.”

John let the statement hang for a moment. I knew he was hoping that no one would ask questions that would require him to lie directly. In the end, none came up.

“How can we help?” asked the leader of the world that had been settled by the Valkyrie-44.

“If you will transmit to us any and all information you have about the systems that contain worlds that you know to contain second wave colonies, it would be most helpful. If you would send that information now, we would like to analyze it and resume this meeting in one hour.”

The woman on the Valkyrie-153 said, “Done.”

That touched off a wave of statements agreeing to send the requested information right away and confirmations that it had been sent, and John asked everyone to return at two o’clock Earth standard time and paused the meeting.

We received information on twenty two second wave colony worlds. None of them existed in star systems with three rocky worlds and two gas giants.

When we had examined the last of the files we received, Percy said, “Could they be unaware of a new colony? Or could one of the crews have gone rogue and taken their ship somewhere unexpected?”

“I hope not,” John said. “We’d have a needle in a haystack then.”

“But why would a crew do that?” I asked. “If the two crew members already possessed a colony ship and all of its resources, what could they gain by changing their destination? I think we’re missing something.”

“I hope you’re right, Annabelle,” John said.

When John restarted the meeting, he thanked everyone for the data and said that the newly discovered danger did not apply to any of the second wave colony worlds about which we had received information.

The leaders of the first wave colony worlds expressed relief for a little while, and then John said, “And just for the sake of completeness. We got information on these new settlements.” He read off the names of the twenty two worlds we had received files on. “Are there any that have been overlooked? Does anyone know of any world with a human settlement that is not Earth, or one of the thirty planets represented in this meeting, or the twenty-two planets and moons on the list I just read?”

Hans, the bald man who sat in the library of the Valkyrie-91, said, “Well, there’s Camelot.”

I wrinkled my nose, and under my breath, I said, “Camelot?” I thought it must be an informal name the locals on one of the established planets used for their world. But it sounded familiar.

John must have thought the same. “Which of your worlds goes by Camelot?”

“None of them,” Hans said. “Camelot has the tiny colony that only has five residents. The one that was founded by the Valkyrie-2.”


Chapter 22

I gasped a little bit. I remembered the first two Valkyrie missions very well.

When I was in the third grade, we spent an entire day at school watching the countdown to launch and then the actual launch of the Valkyrie-1. I didn’t even have my advanced business classes that day. The entire student body sat on the bleachers in our gym and laughed and cheered and sang patriotic songs while we waited for Elaine Blankenship and Terrance Cole to lift off on their quest to found the first interstellar colony.

They looked so beautiful to me, those original Valkyrie astronauts, as they emerged from a building and walked to the airlock ladder while a military band played The Star Spangled Banner. They were the best of the best of the thousands who made the first cut and started formal training in the Valkyrie astronaut program. They were larger than life, and they seemed like the bravest people in the history of the world to me.

The takeoff was perfect, and I felt a surge of pride that my country had been the first to send people to the stars. I think everyone felt that way for weeks afterwards.

The Valkyrie-2 was less hyped when it took off later that school year, but my classmates and I still watched it disembark on a wallscreen in our classroom. The News of America made a lot out of the fact that Thomas and Ally Warner were the first married couple to be sent to deep space. I remember that they held hands during their national anthem walk from the building to the ship.

After the second one, we didn’t watch launches at school anymore. By the tenth, the media didn’t feature them. You could find streams of the later ones, but you had to look for them.

By the next time any Valkyrie story dominated the news, I was about halfway through the time I would spend in prison.

The News of America reported one day that the Valkyrie-1 was nearing its target world, and that it would arrive in orbit in thirty days. It was the lead story for most of the month, and it created a buzz of excitement, even in the prison. Cassie and I certainly talked about it every day, and we wondered what the heroes of the Valkyrie-1 would find on Valhalla, the planet they had nearly reached.

But Valhalla turned out to be anything but a paradise. The instruments on the earliest unmanned exploration probes hadn’t been calibrated quite right, and when the Valkyrie-1 arrived in orbit, its AI determined that the planet was not inhabitable.

The air was too corrosive. The temperature was too high. The microscopic life was too dangerous. It was not viable as a colony world.

The astronauts were out of cryosleep by then, and they spoke to America and the rest of the world. They reported that they were in good health. Captain Blankenship gave a soulful summary of her feelings, but said that settling the galaxy was not for the impatient, and that the mission had a backup candidate world, and that she and Commander Cole would reenter the hibernation pods soon and make their way to the next planet on the list.

It was interesting watching her. She had been dozing between the stars for several decades, and she was still thirty-five subjective years old, just as she had been on the day of the 1’s launch.

On the launch day I had been a girl of ten, and Blankenship had seemed almost a mythological creature to me. But when she spoke from orbit around the planet Valhalla, I was quite a bit more than twice her subjective age, and even Cassie was a little older than she was in terms of years spent awake.

The captain seemed more a frightened young person than a hero to me as I watched her from prison, and I felt a longing to help her more than a feeling of awe. It was the first time I felt the full impact of the oddities that technology could place on how people aged and perceived each other, and I found the unique mix of things I felt almost overwhelming for a time.

President Jones spoke to the astronauts. He spoke of American excellence and tenacity. He expressed no doubt that the Valkyrie-1 would go on to found a great colony in the fullness of time. And he reassured everyone listening that we had no fewer than 116 Valkyries in transit to other worlds to date, and that the program was on target to spread humanity among the stars.

He didn’t remind the audience that one of those ships carried a prisoner and was actually headed to a void.

About ten years later, the media reported that the Valkyrie-2 was a month out from Camelot, the planet to which it had been sent. The News of America reported that the astronauts had been awakened early, had sent comm drones ahead of the ship, and had learned from the data the drones returned that Camelot was indeed suitable for human settlement. Captain and Commander Warner started to make daily media appearances. They described what they were doing to prepare for the initial landing and what the first days of establishing the new colony would be like.

They also took a few carefully screened questions from schoolkids most days, and they did a great job with those. They were camera-friendly people, brilliant but down to earth, and competent without being arrogant. Everyone loved them.

The News of America announced that it would carry the landing itself live. On the big day, Captain Thomas confided to the camera that the Valkyrie-2’s shields were offline, but that it was OK, because the engineers had designed the ship with ablative heat shields all along the bottom of the hull and the underside of the wings. Commander Ally then spoke for awhile about how ablatives worked and the fact that the tech was as old as the space program itself.

They started reentry into the atmosphere. Or actually, since no one had ever been to Camelot before, I suppose it’s more accurate to say they started entry and not reentry.

Everything was normal at first, but then Commander Ally said, “Tom, the heating curve is much too steep.”

“Roger that,” he said. “Ship, modify the angle of entry.”

A voice like Al’s said, “Yes, Captain.”

“Better?” he asked.

“No,” Commander Ally said with panic creeping into her voice.

Cassie was sitting next to me on a stainless steel bench in the rec room in our cell block, and she took my hand in hers as we watched everything unfold on the wall screen.

“Ship, are the ablative panels all still in place?” Captain Thomas asked.

“Analyzing executing...panel seventeen has separated from panel eighteen Captain.”

“Cancel the reentry!”

“That is no longer possible without subjecting you to a fatal level of g-force, Captain.”

Ally Warner yelled, “Use the fire retardant, ship! Deploy the exterior aerosol insulation!!”

“Yes Commander executing.”

“Will that stuff set fast enough?!”

“What else do we have?!”

Static started to invade the video images, and crackles interrupted the audio. The last image I saw showed Commander Ally with sweat on her brow and teeth clenched together as she typed furiously on a keyboard. The last audio I heard was faint, and it was Captain Thomas saying, “I love you, Ally.”

And that was all.

Everyone in the prison – inmates, guards, and even the assistant warden – started crying.

NASA never reestablished communications with the Valkyrie-2.

From his chair in the Valkyrie override room under the mountain, John said, “The Valkyrie-2 crashed centuries ago.”

From the Valkyrie-91, Hans replied, “That’s true, they did crash. But they survived.” He spent the next few minutes telling John an amazing story.

“They made it to the surface,” Hans said. “Barely. They took shelter in the cryogenic pods, and that saved them. The cargo hold fried. The seeds, the factory, the parts, the equipment, gone.

“The hardware that ran the command AI cooked. The comm drones cooked, too, and the system that allowed them to communicate with the drones they already had in orbit...kaput.

“Everything on the level of the lowest deck burned up, so their personal quarters went, and so did all the stuff under the central room that lets command AIs make food and recycle water and wash clothing.

“The main level and the observation room up top were undamaged in some places but not in others.

“The medical room was OK, and the medical AI made it. The hardware that those systems run on is higher up, you know? The library made it, and they still have their books and their chess set and their painting. The one they have is of zebras running across a safari.”

I actually remembered that painting from a virtual tour of the ship I’d taken as a girl.

“The lab got really hot. The gestation pods basically melted, so they can’t clone anything. They were able to salvage some screwdrivers and smaller tools from in there, and the axe from the fire locker. That axe ended up being more than useful for them. They used it to chop down enough of the local trees to make a log cabin. It’s pretty great, actually.

“So they survived, and they had a few assets, but not many. They built the cabin. They gathered specimens of all the local plant life they could find, and they brought it to the medical AI. None of it was directly edible for them, it turned out, but some of it was close enough so that the medical AI could modify it and make it edible.

“The Warners got to work planting fields of those species of plants and cultivating crops. In the end, they got to where they can generate good crops that the medical AI can convert into a kind of calorie-rich and nutrient-rich paste that’s digestible for humans, and that’s what they eat. And the medical AI can turn out EXTs for them every month, same as it always could.

“The water on Camelot is OK. The climate is OK. There aren’t any predators or microbes that are very harmful.

“They’ve had three kids over the years, and they all live in that log cabin by the smashed up Valkyrie-2. They make their own clothes and read their books and play chess and explore their world, or at least their small part of it. They get by.”

Hans stopped talking, his story apparently finished. John asked, “How do you know about them if their comm systems burned up?”

Hans said, “Because only most of their comm systems burned up. The ship-to-ship system still works fine. The entangled particles that make it work are expensive to create, and they’re in a box that’s virtually indestructible. The Warners were able to salvage it eventually, even though it took them years to get through the slag all around the box and remove it. When they had it, they figured out how to hook it up to one of the terminals in their central room that got through the crash undamaged.”

“Wow. I just...my system never showed them as an active comm target.”

“They’re usually not an active comm target. They have their ship-to-ship system in passive mode. The three operational quark batteries they have need to last them basically forever, so they don’t waste power unless they have something to say, which isn’t often. But if you send an emergency priority message to them, they’ll, ah...they’ll answer the phone the next time one of them is on the ship, you know?”

“Huh,” John said.

The conversation continued for another fifteen minutes, but we didn’t learn anything else of consequence. John thanked everyone for attending and ended the call.

As soon as the screen blanked, Percy said, “I’ve got five marks that says the Camelot system has the number of planets we’re looking for.”

“We’ll see soon enough,” John said.

We couldn’t talk to Al from inside NORAD. The comm systems he had weren’t based on entangled particles, and they couldn’t penetrate the base’s walls. We’d gone back to the ship during the break in the meeting to conduct our research on the second wave colony worlds.

We shut down the override system, locked up its room, and made our way to the exit. As soon as we got outside, I tilted my head towards my collar mic and said, “Al, what’s the planetary profile of the system the Valkyrie-2 was sent to way back when?”

Al’s voice came back a little bit tinny through the collar mic’s small speaker a few seconds later. “The inner solar system contains three rocky planets the outer system contains two gas giants Commander.”

John and Percy and I exchanged looks.

“So, that has to be it, right?” John asked.


Chapter 23

We travelled back to our settlement in the western part of the Realm and landed the 84 in the cave. We found the 198 already parked inside, and we transferred ships right away – down one airlock ladder and up the next. We needed the fully operational ship-to-ship comm system on the 198.

John used it to send a priority communication to the Valkyrie-2. No one responded immediately, and so John left what would have once been called a voice mail.

Percy said, “I want to try to get hold of Jack.” He stood and walked to the lab on the 198 where there were slates that could connect us to a few of our people who lived in the City in the middle of the Realm and who also had slates.

John said, “Let’s get Banner out here, too. He made the original jumps through the in between place with Jack.”

“Right,” I said. “And Alexis. This may turn into a military operation. More or less.”

“Maybe. If we need her sisterhood, they’d be the first army in history to battle a weed.”

“Yep,” I said. “You never know what you might need to fight.”

We got in touch with everyone and told them the key parts of the story. They agreed we should start working on the problems as soon as possible, and that the train which runs from the City to our settlement was too slow. They said they’d board the Valkyrie-200, which was parked about ten miles west of the City, and get to us within the hour.

John, Percy, and I sat in the lab and talked while we waited for the Valkyrie-2 to return our communication. We had two obvious problems.

1. Even if we got in contact with the residents of Camelot, how could five people possibly survey an entire world with limited technology at their disposal?

2. The in between place was broken, or it had at least changed; it seemed to allow passage only to voids near planets or asteroids that Maestro and Junior had been close to. None of those places were close to Camelot. And so, we wondered, how could we get any kind of assistance there in a reasonable amount of time?

“We could go the long way, Annabelle,” John said. The Warners had made their trip to Camelot through real space over a period of a little more than 80 years, and we could do the same. We knew we could place ourselves in cryosleep and bring a fully functional Valkyrie to them. “But several decades, John. Think about the yard in Montclair Meadows.”

“Yeah. I’m not saying it’s an ideal solution.”

“Montclair Meadows?” Percy asked.

I said, “That was the neighborhood our first house was in after we got married. We hit the road in 2208 and campaigned nonstop for the entire spring. When we finally got back home, we found that the yard service we hired had been mowing the front yard but not the back.”

“They said they didn’t have the access code to get through the gate into the back,” John said. “I asked them why they never called me to ask for it if they didn’t have it, and they gave me some kind of nonsense answer,” John said. “But anyway, the back yard was something else.”

“Right,” I said. “The whole thing was dandelions. We had about a quarter of an acre back there, and those stupid things were absolutely everywhere, and they were knee high, some of them.”

John said, “I got the owner of the company on the phone and he agreed to come the same day and get the back yard under control, but before his crew came out, I sent a little drone up to get a count of the dandelions, just out of curiosity. There were almost two thousand of them. I’ll bet there were about a dozen when we left for the campaign.”

“And that was in half of one growing season,” I said. “I can’t imagine how far they could have spread in eighty years if they hadn’t met any resistance. And that’s a flower that isn’t...smart.”

“Right,” Percy said.

John said, “What if we just send them a factory through normal space? We can create our own version of Galactic Express and send out a pod with a factory inside, and we can accelerate it hard if there aren’t any people on board to get squished, right? Then they can make all the equipment they need.”

“Yeah...” Percy said. He stood and walked over to a whiteboard, uncapped a marker, and started scribbling equations. “But a factory isn’t a couch or something. We can do a hard burn and be rougher with it than we can be with a crewed ship, but it’s not indestructible. We could get a factory to them in maybe...twenty five years. Give or take.”

I thought of the weeds in the old backyard again and said, “That still might be too long. We have to figure out how to get equipment or ourselves to them much sooner than that if we’re going to have a good chance of keeping the genie in the bottle.”

“Yeah, I think that’s right,” Percy agreed. He erased his equations and started to write on the whiteboard again. He wrote ‘Purple Hats’ at the top of the board and underlined it. “OK...so when we had the purple hats in the in between place, all the humans could see them and use them to navigate around.” He wrote ‘All Humans’. “And out of the AIs, only Al could see them and use them, correct Pete?”

Pete said, “Correct, Persius.”

“Uh, huh.” Percy added ‘Al’ to his first column, and then started a new column labeled ‘red hats’. “So the infrared hats we have to work with now, only Maestro and his son can see them, and they only allow you to move to another void you’ve been near yourself. Not a void that someone with you or someone you are descended from has been near, you have to have been around it yourself.” Percy wrote ‘Maestro’ and ‘Junior’ under his new heading. “And none of the AIs can see the red ones? Even Al, right?”

Al’s voice came through the overhead speakers. His short range comm system had allowed him to listen in on the conversation. “I am unsure whether or not I can perceive them, Persius.”

“How do you mean, Al?” Percy asked.

“I was only conscious in the in between place when I populated Alexandre during a jump.”

“Huh. Why would that be?”

“Unknown, Persius.”

“So you were only conscious the one time when you were populating Alexandre, and, ah...and on board the 85?”

“Correct, Persius.”

“Wow.” Percy wrote ‘Al?’ in his second column.

I said, “So that’s the first experiment we need to run.”

“I’d say so, Grandma Annabelle. In fact...”

Pete interrupted Percy and said, “Incoming communication from the Valkyrie-2.”

“Oh!” John said. “Put them on, Pete.”

“Executing.”

A wallscreen illuminated, and a face that I had seen first as a girl and then later when I was an inmate filled the screen. The commander of the Valkyrie-2 said, “I don’t suppose, 198, that there is any chance you are in orbit over Camelot and mounting a rescue mission?” She had a small, patient smile, and it suited a woman who had been a castaway for several hundred years. She wore plain but well constructed clothing that was all whites and greys.

I said, “Not currently, no. We’re on Earth.” John and Percy were near the whiteboard across the room, and the camera in the wallscreen zoomed in on my face and displayed it on the right half of the frame. “I’m Annabelle Dawson,” I said.

“I’m Ally Warner.”

I nodded and said that I knew who she was.

Ally nodded and said, “Alright, Annabelle. Since you are not currently mounting a rescue, my next guess is that you have something you believe we can help you with, although I can’t imagine what it might be.”

I said, “You see right to the heart of things.” She was sharp, but of course one of the first four Valkyrie Program astronauts would be.

Ally said, “I stand willing to assist with any need you may have. Eager, even; life offers little variation here on Camelot. But you are aware that the only people on our world are myself, my husband, and our three children, and that we have been scratching a living out of the ground with mostly pre-industrialization technology?”

“Yes, we know all of that.”

Ally spread her hands and smiled. “Do you perhaps find yourself in need of a large hand made quilt made from an alien plant that is almost but not quite like cotton?”

I laughed. “I would very much like to have one of those one day, but no, that didn’t prompt our communication. We’re hoping to discuss another type of plant that we believe is growing on your world. Is there any chance that you have come across a flower that looks like either of these?” I held up printouts of two images from the Qrail’s movie. They showed the immature and mature forms of the Entirety’s blossoms.

Ally leaned forward and studied them. “No. I’d remember either of those. Especially the one that looks like glass.”

I was disappointed, of course, but I hadn’t really expected any other answer. “How much of Camelot have you explored?”

Ally sighed. “Not much. We don’t have vehicles of any kind. We don’t even have horses. Thomas and I have ranged...maybe as far as fifty kilometers from where the ship crashed. The boys may have been as far as a hundred kilometers away exploring and camping. Not much further than that, I don’t think.”

“I see.” We knew that Camelot was about 80% of the size of Earth with smaller oceans and larger landmasses. They hadn’t even explored a thousandth part of it.

“The orange plant,” Ally said. “Does it threaten our safety?”

“In the short term, no. In the long term, it may threaten a great deal.”

“I see. Can you give us any more information about where it might be growing? If we have a destination, we can get to it eventually if it is sufficiently important.”

I shook my head. “No, we don’t have that. We know for certain that we can get a factory and satellites and hardware to you within twenty five years. And anything else that you need.”

Ally’s face brightened at that prospect. “That would be most appreciated. We haven’t had anything new that we haven’t made ourselves for seven centuries. A mail delivery in only twenty five years sounds exciting. More than exciting, actually.”

I smiled at Ally. “If you send a list, I will make sure to acquire and send everything on it.”

“Including spouses for my children?”

I laughed. “Well, maybe not everything. But I can promise you that we will figure out a different mission to get you and your family back to Earth.”

A tear welled up at the corner of Ally’s left eye. “I have dreamt of rescue for a long time,” she said. “I’ve had faith that it would come one day, but I had no idea how it might first announce itself. I guess it happens like this.”

I nodded. “It does. We’ll get you home one day, and that’s a promise. But we do need to solve the problem with the orange flowers first.”

Ally wiped at her eye. “The flowers somehow threaten more than just Camelot,” she said.

There was her sharp perception again. “They do,” I said. “They threaten far more than your family and your planet. It’s a long story that I will gladly share with you, but for now we need to focus on, ah...well, we’re hard at work trying to devise a way to get equipment to you in much less than twenty five years.”

Ally’s eyebrows went up. “Has there been some new breakthrough in physics?”

“Yes and no, I said. We may be on the verge of something useful. Will you check your comm system once a day, maybe at noon?”

Ally waved her hands. “I’ll leave it on all the time. We don’t waste quark battery power, because we can’t ever replenish it with what we have here, but we can take the system out of passive mode for awhile – we’re not that low on power. Tom and I have collar mics that still work, and we’ll start wearing them. Contact us whenever you have something to discuss.”

“I thank you for that. I’ll give you an update at least once a day on our progress.”

Ally expressed gratitude and restated her eagerness to help in any way. After a few minutes, we ended the call.

When the screen blanked, I turned to Percy and said, “So now, I guess we make it our top priority to figure out how to get the purple hats turned back on.”

He nodded. “There has to be a way; if they can disappear, they can reappear. If we have enough coffee, I’ll bet Jack and I can figure it out!”


Chapter 24

But Percy was wrong about reactivating the ultraviolet hats. It seems a strange thing to state, because Percy is rarely mistaken about anything, but after spending three days writing equations and trying their level best to drink all of the available supply of coffee, Percy and Jack were no closer to a solution.

The only new thing we learned over those three days was that Al could see the infrared hats and use them to navigate in the in between place if he was populating his mechanical man Alexandre.

He could see three red hats and move between them; they allowed him to emerge from the in between place in the voids nearest to Earth, the Lemon Tree Moon, and the Potato. Those were the three places he had been to since he gained the ability to override his directives.

As part of the experiments with Al, we retrieved two more ambulatory units from the base under the mountain. The 84’s medical AI Mercedes, and the 198’s librarian AI Rebecca, populated them. The two of them were bound by different kinds of directives, and we wanted to see if either of them could perceive the red hats if they were housed in an avatar.

Neither of them could. They both reported having no experiences at all while in the in between place except for registering that five cycles – far less than an eyeblink of time – had passed for them.

We didn’t understand why, but it appeared that being completely independent and unbound by any directives was required for an AI to be able to maintain consciousness in the in between place.

After the three days of calculating, Percy and Jack each slept for twelve hours. The next morning, they ate a leisurely breakfast and then returned to the lab. They invited everyone to join them.

Percy erased everything on the main whiteboard while the rest of us filed in. Maestro and his family sat on three stools around one of the large lab tables, and John and I sat at the other one with Alexis and Banner.

Jack took a chair at a workstation and placed a six-inch-to-a-side data cube on the desk in front of him. An inverted cone of light emerged from the top surface of the cube, and the virtual version of Good King John appeared. He had become something of a research assistant to Jack over the years, and his small ghostly figure seemed to float just above the cube.

Percy started three columns with a blue marker on his fresh board. Under the heading “Personnel” he wrote Maestro, Junior, and Al. Under the heading “Best Transit Time” he wrote 80 years, 80 years, and 25 years indicating our best guess for how soon we could get any of the three of them to Camelot if we put them aboard a Valkyrie and accelerated them as hard as they could take. The last column was blank except for the heading, “Ideas”.

Percy said, “So Jack and I agree that we can’t do anything to hack the in between place. It’s weird in there, but it operates according to a system of rules just like the regular universe does, and we’re not going to be able to force the purple hats to turn themselves back on any more than we can move faster than the speed of light through normal space. The red hats are what we have to work with, and we need to make them work for us if we’re going to speed up our timeline and get to Camelot any faster.”

Percy tapped the whiteboard with the end of his marker. “Three of us can see the red hats and use them. Their best possible transit time is 25 years. I want any and all ideas on how to shrink that length of time.”

John spoke first. “Al, when you populate Alexandre, you’re basically just sending your mind to run on different hardware, correct?”

Al’s voice came through the speakers at the top of the lab. “Yes, Number One.”

“Not to volunteer you, but could you send your mind to the Valkyrie-2 over the ship-to-ship comm system? Download yourself to the 198 and then send yourself to the Valkyrie-2, maybe?”

“We actually did think about that,” Percy said.

Al said, “I would not survive, Number One.”

“No?”

“No. All Valkyries have sophisticated subroutines running in the background that prevent any other command AI from taking root. They function as an immune system. The Americans were concerned that the Red Tyrant might gain control of one of the ships if a new command AI could be introduced.”

“And the systems on the 198 and the Valkyrie-2 would identify you as a threat and neutralize you.”

“Correct.”

“And I suppose that can’t be controlled somehow?”

“No more than you can control your own immune system, Number One.”

Banner said, “But there are a lot of sentient AIs that coexist on the same ships, Al. You and Mercedes, Pete and Rebecca.”

“Mercedes and Rebecca are not command AIs.”

“Ah,” Banner said.

John said, “I suppose the fact that the 2’s command AI is no longer functional doesn’t help?”

“No, Number One. The immune system will still be operational.”

Andromeda said, “And none of the non-command AIs can see the red hats and use them to navigate?”

“Correct,” Percy said. “We’ve tested that with a non-command AI who is native to a ship, that’s Mercedes, and also with Rebecca, who isn’t native to a ship. Neither one of them could perceive anything in the in between place. We have to move Maestro or Junior or Al to Camelot.”

There was some quiet conversation at the tables, and Percy walked over to Jack’s workstation. Jack held out a piece of paper, and he and Percy and the virtual King John studied it and talked about whatever Jack had written.

While I was watching the three of them, I had an idea. I was pretty sure it was a good one. It felt like the ideas I’d get from time to time at the old advertising agency. Once in awhile, I knew right away that I had something that we could really use.

I examined the idea for a few seconds, and then I spoke in a voice loud enough for Percy to hear across the room. “What about John?” I asked. Everyone stopped talking and looked at me.

John said, “What about me?”

“No,” I said. “King John. Is he bound by directives?”

The small shimmering figure turned my way and seemed to consider the question. “No...” he said. “No, I don’t believe I am.”

Percy said, “That’s right! He isn’t! How’d I miss that?”

Jack opened his mouth, then closed it, then said to King John, “We need to test whether you can see the hats as soon as possible.”

“I think we do,” the virtual King John said.

Jack looked at Andromeda and waved his hand in a circle. She said, “Pete, take us up to the North Star Void.”

“Yes, Captain.”

I felt the ship rise up and begin to navigate out of the cave. John reached over and squeezed my shoulder. “That was a great idea,” he said.

I smiled at him and put my hand over his.

Percy continued with the brainstorming session for awhile, but we didn’t generate anything else to try. After awhile, Percy said, “King John, if you can see the infrared hats in the in between place, it’s likely that we’ll be asking you to do something that may be dangerous for you. I just want you to know that if it comes up, you don’t have to do it. We don’t force people to put themselves at risk around here.”

“I appreciate that,” King John said. “But seeing as how you are the one who woke me up to full consciousness in the first place, it would be more than a bit ungrateful if I didn’t offer to help in any way that I can. And it sounds like if the Entirety goes unchecked, everything is at risk eventually, anyway. Even beings who live in faraway data cubes.”

“That’s probably true enough,” Percy said.

“Tell me more about how it would work.”

Percy said, “Well, so...” he uncapped three markers, moved to a clean part of the whiteboard. He made a red, black, and green dot to his left, and then dots of the same three colors to his right. “The ship-to-ship comm systems uses pairs of entangled particles. A lot more than three of them, by the way. Once a pair of particles is entangled, you can move them absolutely any distance apart, and they’ll still match up. If one changes, the other one changes at the exact same time, even if it’s halfway across the universe. No one knows why that should be, but it is. Einstein just shrugged and called it ‘Spooky action at a distance’.

“So we would load all of the code that makes up your mind into the ship-to-ship system here on the 198 and send it to the system on the Valkyrie-2. That way, we should be able to get you to Camelot in the length of time it takes to upload all of your code.”

The virtual King John asked, “Will it be like Al populating his avatar?”

Percy said, “Al?”

Al said, “Yes and no. Alexandre does not use entangled particles. When I populate him, the parts of my consciousness are either here or there, but not in two places at once. Sending an intelligence over a ship-to-ship comm system is untested.”

“I see. But it should work?”

Al paused for a few seconds before answering, which was unusual for him. Then he said, “My answer is ‘probably’, but my language selection protocol was very close to choosing ‘insufficient data’ as the best response.”

“I see. Thank you, Al.”

Percy said, “We just don’t know what might happen to you if your code exists simultaneously for a moment on the 198 and on the 2 in each of the sets of entangled particles. So again, you can always change your mind, and we’ll go back to the drawing board.” He tapped the whiteboard with a marker.

“I won’t change my mind,” King John said. “It can’t be any more dangerous than fighting Lord Jeffrey on his home turf when he was at the peak of his military strength, or driving a Jeep from Oregon to Wyoming in the middle of a nuclear war.”

Percy smiled. “You remember those things?”

King John said, “Sort of. I mean, I am aware that those things happened to the original John Abernathy – the biological one. But they seem like they happened to me.”

“Huh,” Percy said.

Banner asked, “If he can see the red hats, and if we can transfer his mind to Camelot, then what?”

Percy said, “Well, then we’d have the Warners send him right back, and then ascend the hourglass and see if the in between place treats him like he’s ‘been to’ the Camelot system and allows him to see and move a ship towards a string connected to a void near it.”

I nodded. Percy spoke for a little while longer, but the meeting in the lab started to break up soon after that.

We did mundane things for most of the rest of the day while we flew to the North Star Void, parked over its Center, and waited for enough dark energy pressure to build up so that we could jump.

When it was almost time, we all crowded into the observation room and had Pete raise the floor up to the dome. King John’s cube was on the small table next to the couch, and the rest of us sat or stood all around him.

Junior asked, “How will he be able to see infrared? I thought only Dad and I could see that color.”

Percy said, “I’ve adjusted his sensors so that he can see outside the visible spectrum.” To King John, he said, “So remember, if you’re awake when we get in there, you should be able to see a lot of odd strings, and the one we’re attached to will hopefully look to you like it has a shallow infrared hat near the top.”

“I understand,” King John said.

Pete said, “Ten seconds to jump.”

I put my arm around John, and he put his around me. “OK,” he said quietly.

We jumped.

The forest of shimmering strings that connected black holes and voids looked the same as always to me except for the absence of the ultraviolet hats.

I glanced at King John, and the little figure stood motionless atop his data cube. Everyone was motionless. It’s like that in the in between place.

I heard Percy’s voice, but only in my mind. “If you can see red hats, tell me how many.” His voice was strange and seemed to echo and to cycle louder and softer as he spoke.

“Four,” I heard Maestro say.

“Four,” I heard Junior say.

No one else said anything.

My idea is a bust, I thought. King John was like all the AIs except Al. He wasn’t experiencing anything in the in between place. I felt completely deflated for about ten seconds.

And then I heard a single word that restored my optimism.

“One,” King John said.


Chapter 25

The next day, I sat at a workstation in the central room on the 198. Percy sat in a chair to my left and Jack sat to my right. Everyone else who was a part of the Camelot Project, as we’d come to call it, sat on the curved benches around the stainless steel round table at the room’s center.

The screen in front of me showed Tom and Ally Warner sitting at a workstation in a room on the Valkyrie-2 that was identical to ours except for the damage that was apparent in some places along the far wall. Their three adult children sat in the background.

The data cube rested on the desk in front of me, and King John floated just above its top surface. Percy fiddled with one of two thick cables that connected the cube to ports in my workstation.

Ally Warner said, “Everything looks good on our end.”

I glanced at Percy, and he nodded. “We’re ready as well,” I said.

To King John, Jack said, “Last chance to back out.”

The little ghostly figure smiled. “Why should the biological version of me get to have all the fun?”

Jack said, “Good deal. And the theory is sound. You should be fine.”

King John nodded. “Let’s get the job done,” he said.

I admired him so much. He was volunteering to have his mind disassembled, sent to a distant star system, and reassembled in a way that had never been tried before.

It was a colossal display of bravery. It was a colossal display of madness

It may be that those two things are often the same, or maybe it’s closer to the truth to say that you can’t have the first without the second. It struck me that there have been countless times in history when a problem has become solvable only when someone is crazy enough to step up in the face of danger and say, “I’ll do it.”

Percy leaned over and entered a few commands on the keyboard. When he was finished, he said, “It’s ready.” The area on the bottom of my screen below the image of the Warners read “Execute?”

Jack leaned closer to the datacube and said, “Godspeed, King John.”

The small floating figure said, “Thank you, Jack.” He stood up straight, nodded to me, and closed his eyes. He said, “Long live the Realm,” just before I touched “ENTER” on my keyboard.

I heard the small click from the keystroke, and King John froze in place. Over the next few seconds, he faded, faded, and disappeared.

The area at the bottom of my screen showed a graphic as old as computer systems. A rectangle labeled “TRANSFER” contained a bar that added to itself from left to right. I read the number next to the growing bar aloud. “Upload 9% complete.”

Ally Warner said, “Download 9% complete.”

Jack squirmed in his chair, and I could hear everyone behind me shift in their seats. “Upload 32% complete,” I said a little while later.

“Download 32% complete,” Ally echoed.

I heard Percy breathing loudly through his nose, and I gave him a quick sidelong glance. A vein stood out on his forehead, and his eyes were locked on the progress bar. When it crossed the midway point, I reported, “Upload 51% complete.”

“Download 51% complete.”

Jack started to rock in his chair, and I reached out and took his hand in my own. He was closer to King John than anyone, and I lent him what comfort I could. “68% uploaded.”

“Download 68% complete.” I could see on the monitor that Ally Warner had begun to sweat.

The progress bar grew at a fairly steady rate until the very end, and I exchanged a few more updates with Ally. And then, in a cruel twist that was also as old as computer networks, the progress bar seemed to get stuck at the very end.

“Upload 99%,” I said.

“Download 99%,” Ally reported.

The bar stayed there for fifteen seconds, then thirty. “Still 99%,” I said.

“Download still 99% complete,” Ally said.

Another fifteen seconds passed, and another thirty. Jack said, “Grandpa Percy?”

“Just give it a minute, Jack,” he said. “We can’t restart it.”

Jack exhaled loudly and returned his attention to the screen. I wanted to reach out and touch the data cube and see if it was getting warm, or if one of the cables had come loose, or something. But in the end, I just sat and watched.

“Upload 99% complete,” I said a third time.

“Download 99...”

“100%!!” I said loudly, cutting Ally off when my graphic changed. I heard whispered shouts behind me. “Yes! / There! / He’s through! / Come on!”

And then Ally Warner said, “Download 100%.”

Just after she said that, I heard a tinny version of a familiar voice that came first through the small speakers at Ally’s workstation and then to us over the comm link.

“Aahhhhh!!” King John shouted.

“King John!” Jack said, scooting up on his seat and leaning forward so that his nose nearly touched the screen.

“Aahhhhh!!” King John shouted again.

Ally said, “What should I do?!” and Percy’s fingers started flying across the keyboard in front of me and numbers started scrolling across the bottom of the screen.

“Holy Moly!” King John said.

Percy’s fingers stopped typing. Jack leaned back from the screen and tilted his head. “King John?” he asked.

“Isn’t that what you’re always saying?” King John asked from the Valkyrie-2. “Holy Moly?”

“Right,” Jack said. He closed his eyes. “You’re OK?”

King John said, “I absolutely do not recommend that ride. But yes, I seem to be alright.”

Jack let out a little gasp-laugh. Someone behind me started clapping, and then everyone was clapping and whooping on the 2 and on the 198. When it quieted down a bit, I said, “You had us worried.”

Percy asked, “What was it like?”

King John said, “Ohhh...just...awful. Imagine that you’re standing there, and then there are two of you. And you’re separated from each other by an incredible distance, but the two of you are well aware of each other because both of you are you. And as soon as you start to get a handle on that, the two versions of you collapse back into one version and you’re in an entirely different place than where you started. It’s all...there isn’t really a word. It’s hurty. That’s what it is.”

Jack and Percy started to chuckle, I thought more in relief than anything else.

“You know, this never happens to Captain Kirk,” King John said.

“No,” Percy said, eyes turning mirthful.

“I mean, he has the Scottish guy beam him off somewhere, and as soon as he gets to the new place he’s perfectly ready to fight an alien, or negotiate a trade deal, or flirt with any women who happen to be in the vicinity. It’s not like that!”

Jack said, “I’m sorry, King John.”

“I know,” he said. After a pause, he added, “I have to do it again, I suppose.”

Percy said, “Well, that was the plan. But...”

“No. No, it’s fine. I’ll do it. Just...look, let’s just get it done.”

I glanced at Percy and then at Jack. They both gave me a little shrug. I said to Ally, “Is everything good on your end to send him back?”

She nodded. “I think so.” I heard typing on a keyboard, and her eyes moved around for a few seconds. “Yep. Everything looks good. King John, I can send you as soon as you’re ready.”

“I’m as ready as I’ll ever be. Let’s do it.”

“Ah, alright,” Ally said. “Executing.”

Ally and I gave our updates, except this time she was calling out upload completion and I was calling out download completion. It all progressed at about the same rate, and the transfer again lingered at 99% for what seemed like an unreasonable length of time.

But eventually, Ally called out “100% complete.” Just after that, my download bar hit 100%. Just after that, King John’s ghostly figure appeared atop his data cube.

“Aahhhhh!!” he said. His eyes were bugged out, and he moved his hands to his forehead.

“You’re back!” Jack exclaimed, and a new round of applause broke out around the central room of our ship and the Valkyrie-2.

King John said, “It’s like a brain freeze the size of a galaxy!” and the clapping was replaced with laughter.

King John dropped his hands from his face and looked at Jack. “I’m going to take a nap in my cube. Wake me up when we’re ready to jump.” With that, he blipped his floating image out of existence.

We spent the time King John was absent moving to the Center of the North Star Void. King John had visited Camelot, but we didn’t have any idea if that would allow him to see a new red hat in the in between place, or whether he would be able to use it to navigate. We hoped the answers to those questions were “yes”, and it was our best idea, but we just didn’t know.

If the plan didn’t work, we were going to send Al and Alexandre to Camelot through normal space on the 84 with no humans aboard so that they could accelerate harder. John wasn’t happy at the prospect of losing contact with Al for twenty five years, but he knew that it was our second-best idea.

We let King John rest for as long as we could. But when we were an hour from being able to jump, Jack activated the data cube, and King John’s projection came out and joined us.

“Feeling better?” Jack asked.

“Much, thank you,” he said.

Jack and Banner spent most of the hour conveying to King John everything they could about the “slide”, as they called it. They said that if he could perceive a second infrared hat in the in between place, he could move himself and the rest of us on the ship towards the string it was attached to if he adopted a certain mindset. King John had a lot of questions, and Jack and Banner had a lot of answers.

“Well, whatever happens,” King John said, “it should be a lot more pleasant than travelling over an entangled particle network.”

In the moments before the jump, we arranged ourselves in the observation room in the same way we had done the last time. King John’s cube sat on the small table, and the rest of us gathered around him. Pete counted down the last few seconds, we jumped, and everyone seemed to freeze in place as the starfield beyond the plaz observation dome was replaced by a forest of shimmering strings that rose up from a floor of shifting, pixelly foam.

After a moment, I heard Percy’s eerie, echoey voice ask, “How many hats can you see?

“Four,” Maestro said.

“Four,” Junior said.

There was a pause for several seconds, and then another answer.

“Two,” King John said.

Percy asked, “Can you move to the other hatted string?”

King John didn’t answer, but our position started to shift. We left the string we had been attached to, and we headed for another one that was somewhat far away.

When we reached the new string, we started to rise. I couldn’t see a hat up above us, but I expected that King John could.

After a short time, I felt a warmth all around me and a new starfield replaced the forest of strings and everyone started to move again.

There were gasps and wide eyes and inquiring looks all around me.

Percy asked, “Pete, where are we?”

“Scanning executing...we are in the Camelot system, Persius,” Pete said.


Chapter 26

It took us an hour and a half to get to Camelot. Pete had no problem locating the Warner’s crash site from orbit, and he took us down through the atmosphere and landed us next to the mangled Valkyrie-2.

When we exited the ship, we found all five Warners waiting for us. I went out first, and I saw looks of joy on all five faces. “Other people!” the Warner’s daughter exclaimed.

All five of them wore simple but well constructed clothing that was grey or white or some blend of the two. Thomas and Ally looked about forty five. They had reached that age before EXTs had been deemed safe and become universally available. The children – two sons and a daughter - all looked thirty.

There was a vitality about them as they stood halfway between our ship and their log cabin. They stood and carried themselves like what they were: entirely self sufficient people who had handled all of their own affairs for more than 700 years.

I hadn’t even spent fifty subjective years on the Potato and the Lemon Tree Moon before I returned to Earth. John and the kids he raised had passed a little bit more than a hundred subjective years out in deep space, but it was still only a small fraction of what the Warners had endured. I marveled at the family that had managed so many years of solitude.

“Hello, Warners!” I said. I descended the ladder by the airlock door, and everyone else followed me out. We mingled with the castaways and exchanged warm greetings.

One of the sons had red hair, and he asked, “And you’ll truly take us back to Earth?”

I nodded. “As soon as we eradicate the dangerous species of flower or determine that it doesn’t exist here, then yes, we will absolutely return you to Earth.”

The Warner’s daughter squealed in delight, and their other son began to clap his hands.

Alexandre said, “I will go and install the modifications to the comm drones.” He headed for the cargo hold without another word.

Standard comm drones have a limited ability to gather and process optical input. Their visual systems are designed primarily for interstellar navigation and not for tracking down small things like flowers. We’d had the factory in the cargo hold working on enhanced sensors so that we could upgrade a dozen of the drones and make them able to spot almost anything.

“That will take him a half hour or so,” John said. “In the meantime, I know a thing or two about being marooned.” He spread his hands apart. “Tell me what you need.”

Ally Warner said, “We look forward very much to having a chance to return to Earth, but we have everything we...”

“Coffee,” Tom Warner said.

John started laughing. “That we have!” he said.

The darker haired son said, “We have coffee, Father.”

Tom Warner shook his head. “We have a bitter drink made from converted alien carbohydrates and proteins blended with synthetic caffeine. We do not have actual coffee made from actual ground coffee beans. And...do you have those, good sir?”

“You bet,” John said. Into his collar mic, he asked, “Pete, what’s the supply of coffee beans look like down in the ol’ stasis vacuum chambers?”

“Inventorying calculating...we currently have eighty two point nine pounds of coffee beans.”

“Oh, God,” Tom Warner said. He looked at John and almost whispered, “You are the richest person I’ve ever even heard of.”

John laughed again and waved his hand. “Come on up,” he said. John and Tom Warner disappeared into the 198. Tom’s children shrugged at one another, and then returned to enthusiastic conversation with everyone around them.

I spoke mostly to Ally. I kept glancing over her shoulder at the log cabin. I just couldn’t help but wonder what it would be like to pass centuries living in it.

Ally noticed my glances, and she smiled. “Would you like to see it?”

“See what?” I asked.

“The cabin. I’d be glad to give you the grand tour, although I’m afraid it won’t take very long.”

I gave her my natural, lopsided smile and said, “I’d actually love to see what it’s like.”

“Come on.” She walked towards her home, and I followed. Behind the cabin, I saw three perfectly square fields that grew straight rows of what resembled corn and cotton. Next to the fields I saw two wells, and a windmill, and an assortment of small buildings I couldn’t immediately identify. Clusters of odd trees grew off in the distance.

Ally led me to a covered porch made of sanded and tightly fitted boards. Five well made wooden rocking chairs moved fractions of an inch in the breeze on their curved bases. “We’re lucky there’s a source of wood here. Merlin wood, we call it. You know, Camelot, King Arthur, and so on; our naming system for practically everything around here is Arthurian. We call our fields Lancelot, and Galahad, and Gawain. And I’m sorry, but that’s all very dull...I haven’t had guests in a long time, I’m afraid.”

“It’s not dull at all,” I said.

Ally nodded. “Thank you. Anyway, the ship could have sheltered us, I suppose, but it’s so broken. It still doesn’t smell right in there, even after all this time. But the cabin, we like.” She opened her front door, and it swung on hinges that did not squeak.

There was a great room inside that was about thirty feet side to side and twenty feet deep. A large rectangular table with a bench on either side dominated the right side of the room. A vase of flowers stood in the center of the table. The blossoms were all blue or red or purple – no orange.

Along the right side of the back wall, racks of drying dishes stood on a counter next to a faucet over a sink basin. They have running water, I thought.

The middle third of the room featured a stone fireplace along the back wall that was surrounded by three ladderback chairs and two rocking chairs that were all topped with cushions. The chairs stood on a large handmade rug. A grey and white quilt lay over the arm of one of the rocking chairs.

The left third of the great room had a smaller table covered with books and papers and a half finished pencil drawing of a sunrise. A tall bookcase held what appeared to be the Valkyrie-2’s entire collection of Oxford World’s Classics. The volumes were well worn, but they still looked readable. The ship’s painting of zebras hung on the wall near the table.

Two doorways opened along the left wall, and there were two more on the right wall. I assumed those led to bedrooms.

The whole place reminded me of an illustrated book about Abraham Lincoln I’d read as a child.

Ally said, “Having a visitor certainly makes me see this room differently.”

“How so?” I asked.

“It’s just...we have been very comfortable here, and have passed more happy hours than I could ever add up, but it’s so humble.”

“Not at all,” I said. “Most people on Earth these days live in homes that are in many ways similar. The Kinetic War put an end to the great cities and technology in the home and most of the other things from the years you grew up in.”

“I had wondered about that,” Ally said.

I nodded. “Your home is really only different in that the walls are made of felled logs, and in that your space isn’t dominated by a stove and cook pots. You said that all of your food has to be processed by the medical AI on your ship?”

Ally nodded. “It would be wonderful to be able to take our crops and grind them into flour and bake loaves of bread, but our bodies wouldn’t be able to process any of it. And so whatever Nell is able to create...that’s dinner.”

“Nell is your medical AI?”

“Yes. We named her a long time ago. Silly, I know.”

I told her about all of the various AIs we had named. She smiled when I finished my list and said, “Well, it’s very good to be reassured that we haven’t gone completely mad out here.”

Through a window, I heard six short double whoosh sounds. “Al must have launched the drones,” I said. “They’ll be able to scan the whole planet over the next few hours. If the dangerous flowers are hiding out there, we’ll find them.”

Ally and I sat in the two rocking chairs before the fireplace and talked for a quarter of an hour. She had a lot of questions about Earth, and then she asked about the colony worlds.

“I’m not sure about those,” I said. “I’ve never been to one of them, except for Camelot, of course.”

“Mmm. I guess we are a colony world at that,” Ally said. “Some colony! Of course, the program directors always knew there would be more misses than hits. That’s why they planned to build two hundred starships.”

I heard footsteps behind me, and I turned in time to see Tom Warner and John come through the cabin’s main doorway. They were both grinning, and they each carried a box as wide as the doorframe.

“Ally!” Tom said. “Real food!!” He and John put their boxes down on opposite sides of the dining table. “Help me set everything up before we get the kids!!”

Ally and I stood, and we went to help. “Pete whipped up dinner for thirteen, I take it?”

John grinned. “I figured that what Robinson Crusoe would really want as soon as someone found his island was to eat.”

“What did you have Pete make?” I asked.

“I told him to go Full Thanksgiving.”

We lined the center of the table with platters and bowls of steaming sliced turkey and gravy, mashed potatoes and stuffing, rolls and butter and green beans and cranberry sauce.

We set up pitchers of iced tea at one end of the table and an urn of coffee at the other, and then the boxes were empty. “Call them in?” Ally asked. Tom nodded. Ally walked to the front door and clanged a triangle that dangled from beneath the roof over the front porch. “You don’t want to miss this one!” she called out.

I have eaten many joyful meals in my life that have celebrated holidays or weddings or reunions. But I had never been at a meal with three people who had never eaten Earth food and two more who could only vaguely remember it from many centuries before.

The Warner’s faces were amazing to behold. Each bite of food seemed to delight them more than the one before. “Oh!” and “Ah!” and “Mmm!” were the most commonly spoken words at the table in the cabin that afternoon.

Everyone was working on a second plate of food when Al’s voice came through on John’s collar mic. “Number One?” he said.

John swallowed a bite of stuffing and said, “Go ahead, Al.”

“Pete and I have located the flowers. Or at least a colony of them.”

“Oh! Where are they, Al?”

“There is a large field of them on the main southern continent on the opposite side of the planet at latitude 22.26 degrees south and longitude...”

“I’ll just come over and have a look, Al.”

“Yes, Number One.”

John wiped his mouth with a napkin and stood. “If you’ll excuse me for a moment.” The Warners started to stand, but John held up his palms. “Please stay and eat; I just want to get eyes on our targets. Except, ah, Percy, and Annabelle,” he made a rotating motion with his hand. “Do you want to...”

Percy and I stood up the rest of the way, and everyone else sat back down. Percy, John, and I left the cabin and hustled over to the 198.

When we got to the central room, we found Alexandre sitting at the circular table. We joined him, and John said, “Put it up on the screen, Pete.”

“Yes, John,” Pete said.

The large screen illuminated and showed a vast field of orange flowers from up above.

“Can you Zoom in, Pete?” I asked.

The view tightened until only a few hundred flowers filled the screen. They were mostly in tight little clusters of five. Each quintet had a normal looking flower shifting in the breeze at the center which was surrounded by four rigid flowers with pale orange petals that reflected light and did in fact appear to be made of glass.

“Zoom back out until we can see the whole colony again, Pete,” Percy said. The image adjusted until it showed a sea of tiny orange dots clustered against a background of green.

Percy said, “Superimpose the outline of a football field for scale, Pete.”

A dotted line appeared around a tiny section of the image. To my eye, it looked like you could fit a thousand football fields in the area the image showed. Percy and John both exhaled when the small rectangle appeared.

“It’s been busy,” John said, shaking his head.

The Entirety was real. The flowers were actually there.

They were everywhere.


Chapter 27

The next morning, we all boarded the 198 and headed for the opposite side of Camelot. The three Warner children were fascinated by the flight. “They’ve never been much higher above the ground than the roof of the log cabin,” Ally told me.

During our trip around the planet, Percy reported that Al and Pete had found seven other large concentrations of orange flowers overnight. They were as far as a hundred miles away from the colony they originally discovered. All of the new colonies covered many acres. A couple of them covered thousands of acres.

Percy had Pete display a map of where the colonies were located on the main screen in the central room and said, “They appear to have the ability to cast their seeds a fair distance.”

John asked, “Have we found all of them now?”

“Ehh...sort of? We’ve found all the large colonies for sure. But whether we’ve found all the individual flowers that aren’t in a large colony? Probably not.”

“And we need to get them all.”

“Yep. 99.9% isn’t good enough for this project.”

I asked, “So how do we get all of them?”

“I dunno yet, Grandma Annabelle. Al and I are going to go collect samples when we land, and Jack and I will get started in the lab as soon as we get back.”

“Just you and Al?” I asked.

“Yep. We don’t know what the flowers can do. It doesn’t seem smart to have everybody go out there, and we don’t have enough personal shields for everyone, anyway.”

John squinted for a moment. “What are you expecting, exactly?”

Al said, “Insufficient data.”

“Mmm,” John said. “I don’t like it. But I see the sense of it.”

Percy said, “Don’t worry. We’ll retreat at the first sign of anything dangerous.”

We landed near the largest colony of orange flowers about twenty minutes later. It had been just after dawn on the side of Camelot that the Warners lived on, but it was almost dusk halfway around their world.

Percy and Alexandre left by the airlock carrying sacks and shovels and headed for the field of flowers. The rest of us gathered in the observation room and watched them go.

We had Pete raise the vid monitor up from the floor, and we had him divide the screen into left and right halves and show us a point-of-view feed from Percy and another from Al. Percy wore a button camera on his shirt, and Al used Alexandre’s integrated cam.

When they reached the first of the orange flowers at the edge of the great field, I could just see them with my own eyes through the plaz dome as tiny figures off in the distance.

I heard Percy through the speakers on the screen. “Let’s get a few of these young ones that aren’t surrounded by any glass flowers first, Al.”

“Yes, Persius”

The camera feeds showed Al and Percy carefully digging and uprooting flowers and placing them in their collection sacks. Their progress was a little bit awkward. Their personal shields created an energy barrier in an oval around them that allowed things to pass out but not in. And so, they had to hold their collection sacks and the samples they dug up out near the end of their reach – the energy barriers wouldn’t let them bring their samples or tools any closer.

“Kinda cumbersome,” Percy commented.

“Don’t turn those shields off,” John said. “Can he hear me?”

“I can hear you just fine through my collar mic, and I won’t turn the shield off, Grandpa.”

After they had a few of the young flowers that grew alone, they moved deeper into the field. The orange flowers I saw on both halves of the screen were still fairly spread out, and they were each surrounded by between one and four glass flowers.

Percy said, “Get a few of these, Al. Be careful to get the whole cluster and all of the roots. We’re going to need to see how they link themselves together.”

“Yes, Persius.”

They continued to work. It took them longer to dig up clustered flowers and their root systems. I alternated between watching the crouching tiny figures through the dome and the close up vid feeds on the screen.

After they had a few more samples, Percy stood up and walked to the edge of the main part of the field that featured closely packed clusters that always had four glass flowers surrounding a young flower. “Let’s get three or four of these fully mature groups and then head back, Al.”

“Yes, Persius.”

On the monitor, I saw Percy extend his shovel past his force shield and ease its point into the ground. “Huh,” he said. “Ground’s harder here.” He moved the shovel about, and I could tell he was putting more downward pressure on it. He seemed to make no progress, still no progress, and then the blade sunk six inches into the soil all at once and I heard a tiny tinkling sound like a champagne glass breaking. “Oof!” Percy said as he exhaled quietly.

Motion on Al’s side of the screen drew my attention, and I heard a tiny pop, or maybe a small crackle. A half second later, I saw an object fly towards Al and strike his shield and make another pop. “Projectiles!” Al said.

On Percy’s side of the screen, I saw three objects streak towards him and slam into his shield, and this time I could tell what the whizzing objects were, winking in the late day sun. They were glass flower petals.

“Get out of there!” John yelled.

Percy and Al dropped their shovels and began to turn about, but before their cameras moved enough to lose sight of the field of flowers, I saw dozens and then hundreds of petals detach from mature flowers and accelerate towards Percy and Al.

They began to run. Some of the glass petals flew by them and became visible as they spun off and crashed into the ground far ahead of them. Many of them apparently struck the back of their personal shields; we heard a rapid and irregular but continuous series of buzzes and pops.

“The number of impacts is overwhelming the personal shields,” Al said.

Percy’s strained voice said, “Mine is at redline one.”

I looked up and saw them through the dome. The little running figures were so far away.

Al said, “Pete Pete Pete requesting cover.”

Pete said, “Captain do I have authoriz...”

“Authorized!!” Andromeda shouted.

“I’m hit!!” Percy said.

“Percy!!” John and I and others yelled at the same time.

A voice almost but not quite like Pete’s came over the 198’s comm system. “Laser cannon active, Command.” It was the tactical AI.

Pete said, “Lay down covering fire protect the friendlies Tactical execute.”

“Yes Command targeting executing.”

The 198’s seventh generation laser cannon roared to life and great beams of light streaked from eight locations under the wings, passed just over the tiny running figures, and slammed into the fields behind them and set the ground ablaze.

“Hold fire, Tactical.”

“Yes, Command.” The lasers went silent and the voices on the screen returned to being the loudest things in the room.

“Incoming projectiles zero,” Al said.

“Two of them got through!” Percy said. “My legs are cut up bad...” his breathing was labored. He started to stagger, but he kept his feet.

Al said, “Deactivating personal shield executing.”

John said, “Don’t do that, Al!”

“It will materially decrease our return time, Number One.”

Then some confusing things happened on the monitor, but after a moment I pieced together that Al had scooped Percy up by placing his arms around Percy’s force shield, and that he had then activated the thrusters in Alexandre’s feet and started flying both of them back to the ship.

I looked up, and I saw the little figures approaching the 198 with considerable speed. They had covered about half the distance to the ship when I saw a flash of light that seemed to come from every flower beyond those that were afire. Thousands of pulses of light streaked through the sky and converged on Al and Percy and there was the sound of a sharp explosion from the screen and Al’s flight was knocked into a crazy spiral.

“Resume covering fire, Tactical!” Pete said.

“Yes Command targeting executing.” The 198’s laser cannon roared back to life just as Al said, “Alexandre has lost a leg compensating executing.”

Al’s tumbling stabilized somewhat but his flight path was irregular and ugly.

“Percy!!” I screamed.

“I’m OK!” Percy shouted.

Andromeda said, “Get your own shields up the instant they’re inside the shield radius, Pete!!”

“Yes, Captain.”

Over the next ten seconds, Alexandre and Percy reached the ship and made a rough landing near the airlock.

“Suspend laser fire, Tactical.”

“Yes, Command.”

“Activating shields executing. Shields active, Captain,” Pete said. I saw a small shimmer form around the ship

“Lower the floor!” Maestro yelled.

“Yes, Commander.”

The floor of the observation room began to move down, but before we descended enough to lose sight of the fields of flowers, they all flashed white – it seemed like millions of them - and an instant later the ship rocked hard enough to knock over most of the people who stood around the couch.

The targeting AI said, “Shield strength decreased to 74%, advise nuclear strike, Command.”

“We cannot go airborne yet, hold, Tactical.”

As soon as the floor reached its lowest level, John, Jack, and Alexis burst through the door. Banner and Andromeda and I followed close behind them.

I saw Al and Percy from the airlock while I waited my turn to descend the ladder. Percy was face down on the ground and writhing and crying out in pain. The lower half of his left leg was a bloody mess and his pant leg had been shredded to tatters. The personal shields are good, but they can’t handle an unlimited number of simultaneous projectile strikes.

Al’s leg was much worse, or at least his avatar’s was. The bottom two thirds of Alexandre’s right leg was gone. The thigh ended in a jagged mess of ceramics and plastics and red and blue cables.

But Al was still in motion. He was tying a tourniquet around Percy’s left leg when John and Alexis reached him.

“Get him to the medical room for a transfusion, Number One!” Al said with uncharacteristic urgency. “I have stopped his bleeding, but he has lost a material amount of blood!”

I ran down the ladder to try to help, but in the end, the best thing I could do for Percy was to stand aside and let John and Alexis and Jack haul him up the ladder. His face was very pale when they passed by me.

I ran to Al, and Banner and I arrived at his side at the same time. “Come on, buddy!” Banner yelled. Al got one of his arms around my shoulder and the other around Banner’s, and we all stood up.

I saw a flash from behind Al, and countless balls of light shot out from the direction of the fields of orange flowers and converged on a single point on the 198’s shields. There was an overwhelming Zap and the shields and the ship moved two feet to the left. I hadn’t known something like that was possible.

Through my collar mic, I heard Pete say, “Shield strength 23%,” and Andromeda say, “As soon as they’re all aboard get us out of here!!”

From the airlock door, John screamed, “Hurry, Annabelle!!!” and Alexis screamed, “He’s lost consciousness!!” and Jack screamed, “Hang in there Grandpa Percy!!”

Banner and Al and I moved with odd strides on five total legs to the base of the ladder. I went up first, and then Al hopped into the airlock, and then Banner dove through the opening and clanged the door shut. “We’re in!!” he shouted.

The ship lifted off right away and as soon as we cleared the ground we accelerated hard on a diagonal up and away from the fields of flowers. Through the speaker at the top of the airlock I heard the robotty voice that was like but unlike Pete’s say, “Recommend an immediate nuclear strike, Command,” and Pete’s voice say, “Do I have authorization to use...” and Andromeda’s voice scream, “Authorize!” and Pete’s voice say, “six seconds to safe distance, Tactical, five, four, three, two, one, launch, Tactical,” and the Targeting AI say, “Calculating executing.”

I heard latches disengage and rocket engines engage and through the portal in the airlock door I saw four missiles streak away from beneath the 198’s wings riding horizontal columns of fire. And then I saw the entire field of orange flowers flash white in the distance and I thought we were all done for.

But the discharge of energy wasn’t heading for us that time. The balls of white light converged on four places far behind us and destroyed three of our missiles in great fireballs. The Entirety just missed the fourth missile and it streaked on and reached a place in the middle of the largest field of flowers.

“Look away, Annabelle!” Al shouted from the floor of the airlock and I averted my eyes and a blast of light so bright that it lit up the darkness behind my eyelids flashed. When I dared to open my eyes, I saw a single mushroom cloud rising from the ground and rapidly receding from us as we continued to move away under hard acceleration.

Banner said, “Are you OK, Al?”

Al said, “My systems are intact the main concern is Persius I wish Mercedes were on this ship you should go to him.”

Banner and I passed through the interior airlock door and began to run.

Interlude: The Entirety

The 198’s nuclear missile that managed to detonate destroyed all flowers in a three mile radius and damaged all of them in a nine mile radius, but the orange sphere that contained the Entirety’s essence was not in that area.

After it had spent a few seconds analyzing the scope of the destruction caused by the bomb, the Entirety thought, in its own language, “WHAT??!!”

The improbable being’s climb to Centerline reality had been long and difficult, but there was one thing it had never encountered: an intelligent adversary. Its experience with predators had been limited to whiffle frogs and a few species of plants and insects on its home moon in its universe.

It had dealt with countless obstacles, but they were based on rules, and mathematical truths, and the laws of physics. The Entirety had simply never coexisted with an opponent that could act in unpredictable ways that threatened its existence.

The Entirety radically shifted its priorities. It began the process of transforming many of its young flowers into the variety that could survive an escape from a planet’s gravity well and the vacuum of space, and it did so as quickly as it could.


Chapter 28

John sat at the round table in the 198’s central room, and everyone else gathered around him. He looked determined, but also like a man in great distress. He looked truly rattled to me for the first time since I had watched on a vid monitor in the prison as President Jones first announced his exile to the void.

We were back near the Valkyrie-2’s crash site, and we had been discussing what to do about the Entirety for about an hour. And John may not have been a president or a king, but he was our leader, and everyone knew it.

John wrapped up the hastily assembled meeting by saying, “I’m not yet ready to say we should commit to doing it. But we should absolutely place ourselves in a position to do it. So,” he said, turning to Ally and Tom Warner, “you and your kids – go and get everything out of your cabin that you can’t do without and bring it aboard. Try not to take more than half an hour.” The Warners nodded to John.

“And Pete, get hold of Floyd and 85 and make sure they’re waiting for us outside the cave when we get back to Earth. Oh, and can you bring the 2’s medical AI – Nell? – aboard and run her on your systems?”

“Yes, John. Nell is not a command AI and can be transferred.”

“OK, do that. And as soon as it’s done and the Warners are back aboard, get us to the nearest void. Or, ah, Andromeda, have Pete take us to the nearest void.”

“I will,” Andromeda said.

John exhaled and blinked a few times. “I want to go check on Percy.” He stood and walked to the medical room, and I followed. As soon as I caught up to him, I took his hand in mine. He squeezed it but he didn’t look at me; his mind was going nonstop.

Percy’s appearance hadn’t changed in the last hour. He lay on his back on the table in the medical room covered by a blanket. He breathed slowly but steadily. “How is he?” John asked.

The 198’s medical AI said, “The patient is stable. The damage to his leg has been repaired.”

“When will he wake up?”

“Insufficient data.”

“OK. But when he does wake up, he won’t be impaired?”

“The likelihood of a full recovery is 85%.”

John looked at me. “I guess we’ll have to take it.” He sat down on one of the two stools in the room, and I sat on the other one.

“I keep thinking of him as a kid,” John said. “I wish you’d been able to see him when he was little, Annabelle. There’s something about a kid genius...I always felt like God turbocharged his brain, right from the very beginning.”

“He’s always been your favorite grandchild.”

John nodded. “No reason not to say so. I love them all, but...there was this time when he was five. He was in the reading room with a little fan, a stopwatch, a marble, a kernel of popped popcorn, and a square of cloth he’d glued over a pair of toothpicks to make a little kite. He was dropping the marble and the cloth and the popcorn and calling out numbers to Al.

I asked him what he was up to, and he said, ‘Oh hey there Grandpa well I’m trying to figure out whether light weight or a big surface area is more important for wind resistance and old Al is adjusting gravity for me.’ And I repeat, he was five!” John added, in a quieter voice, “I shouldn’t have let him go out there alone.”

I said, “He’s not five anymore, John. He’s a grown man, and he was setting up for an experiment, the same as he’s been doing all his life.”

John smiled a little bit. “Yeah. I know.”

We sat in silence for a time and watched Percy breathe, and then I said, “Are you going to green light Pete’s and Al’s plan for the Entirety?”

John said, “We’ll all decide that after...”

“No, John,” I said. “You have to decide. Everyone else will follow you.”

“Mmm,” John said. He grimaced, but he didn’t say anything else.

I said, “This isn’t a time to build a consensus, and you know I’m right.”

John considered that for a moment, and then said. “Yeah. OK. Then we’ll decide, you and me. Right here in this room. We’ve got two choices: Quarantine or Big Boy. The whole thing seems 50-50 to me.” He looked up. “What do you think, Annabelle?”

I said, “I had a philosophy class at Notre Dame where the professor brought up the question, ‘Would you kill Hitler as a baby?’ Did that one ever come up in your classes?”

John smiled. “I think everyone had that hypothetical in a philosophy class.”

“So what did you say?”

“I said no. I said, ah...” John looked around like he does when he’s trying to remember exact words. “That you couldn’t know whether the baby would grow up to be a mass murderer, and that there was no way to get that information, and so you couldn’t make a utilitarian judgment on whether the possible future benefit would outweigh the definite harm of killing him. What did you answer?”

“In my class the scenario stipulated that we’d know what he would do in the future. I said kill him, because the lives of the millions of people Hitler would eventually kill far outweighed the value of the life of one bad guy.”

“Yeah,” John said. He looked over at Percy, and then continued. “And of course, in those scenarios Baby Hitler didn’t have projectile and energy weapons that he used to try to murder everyone who came near his crib.”

“Nope,” I said. “And he wasn’t going to be able to develop the ability to distribute his mind and to spread destruction throughout the universe.”

“No,” John said. “So, it has to be Big Boy. Trying to set up a quarantine isn’t good enough.”

I nodded. “I think that’s right.”

He shook his head. “It just doesn’t sound like something I’d do. Kill a planet.”

“No.”

“I hate the collateral damage.”

“I know. But the plant life on Camelot is already dead, John. The Entirety will strangle all of it on its way to squeezing out everything else everywhere.”

“Yeah,” he said. “Hey, Pete?”

“Yes, John.”

“Are you and Al positive there isn’t anything out there we can use to wipe out most of a continent and not the whole planet? Maybe something a quarter of the size of Big Boy?”

“We are positive. The nearest asteroid of that size would require 263.44 days to redirect to Camelot.”

“And who knows what the Entirety can do with nine months,” John said, mostly to himself. “And we can redirect Big Boy in a week and a half?”

“Yes, John.”

Big Boy was a 14-mile wide asteroid that Pete had located. It was on a path that would take it sailing harmlessly past Camelot with millions of miles to spare. But we had the means to alter its course enough to matter if we acted decisively.

John looked at me. “Big Boy.”

“Yep,” I said.

John looked at Percy again. “Let’s go get everyone on board with the plan,” he said.

We stood up and walked back to the central room together.

The Warners loaded their belongings onto the 198, and Pete downloaded the Valkyrie-2’s medical AI to his hardware. We left Camelot, travelled to the nearest void, and returned to the Earth system. And because they had been to Camelot, Al, Junior, and Maestro joined Virtual King John as people who could see the red hat at the top of the string attached to the void near Camelot.

We landed next to the cave at the middle of our settlement in Nebraska and shuffled ourselves among our Valkyries. We needed the four of us who could see infrared to be distributed among the four ships so that they could all be navigated to the Camelot system.

Al boarded the 84, and he entered the crew areas while populating Alexandre for the first time. He had fashioned a metal pegleg of sorts onto the remains of Alexandre’s right leg that allowed him to at least walk about until he could have a completely functional replacement leg made. John and I also transferred to the 84, and we brought Percy along with us. He was awake by then, and his mind seemed as sharp as ever. But he was still very weak, and Mercedes is our best medical AI, so onto the 84 he went.

Junior stayed on the 198 with Andromeda, as did the Warners. We offered to let the Warners stay on Earth, but Ally said, “Camelot is our planet. We need to see this through.”

Maestro boarded the 85.

Banner and Alexis transferred to the 200, and Jack followed and carried King John’s data cube aboard.

We filled the propellant tanks on all four ships to their full capacities and took off without further delay. The 84 and the 200 headed for the North Star Void, and the 85 and the 198 flew to the void in the Oort cloud. Twenty four hours later, all four of the Valkyries had travelled to the Camelot system, flown to the asteroid we called Big Boy, and landed on it near its rotational axis.

I got a look at the asteroid from the observation room soon after we landed, and it was ugly. It was as repulsive as the Potato is pleasing to the eye.

There were jagged black hills everywhere that looked like the rotted, broken teeth of a great predator. Geysers of brown and yellow gasses emerged in random places when sunlight hit the area near where we landed. The ground was nothing but irregular boulders and a series of crevasses that seemed bottomless and what looked to my eye like frozen tar.

We were going to use the asteroid as a weapon, and it certainly looked the part.

The command AIs on the four ships tilted their main thrusters, coordinated specific angles, and lit them up. Columns of fire rose up into the darkness, and the new thrust pressed the ships down and started to ever so slowly move Big Boy in a new direction.

The course deviation we needed to make to bring the asteroid to a collision course with Camelot was small, but Big Boy’s mass was enormous. We needed eight days to change the asteroid’s trajectory enough to force it directly towards Camelot’s path.

By the third of those days we spent on the surface of Big Boy, Percy had fully recovered, and I found him in the lab scribbling calculations on the whiteboards. At the bottom of one of them, beneath a long series of numbers and Greek symbols, he had made a drawing of something I couldn’t identify.

“It’s good to see you up,” I said. “You’re feeling well?”

Percy turned and said, “Hey, Grandma Annabelle. Yep, none the worse for wear. I’ve been trying to figure out whether the Entirety might have the ability to shoot down the asteroid.”

“Oh!” I said. That possibility hadn’t even occurred to me. “And...what do you think about...that.”

“I can’t even estimate the odds; I don’t know enough about its energy reserves or its ability to concentrate them or whether it can spot and track objects in the night sky. There are way too many unknowns.”

“Ah,” I said. I pointed to the drawing on the whiteboard. “What’s the little picture at the end?”

“Hmm? Oh, that. It’s supposed to be a barbecue grill. My conclusion is that if the Entirety already has the ability to direct enough energy to space far enough away from Camelot to shoot down a 14 mile wide asteroid, then we’re all cooked.”


Chapter 29

The Valkyrie-84

John, Percy, and I sat in the hub room and listened to the AIs communicate. Al had parked Alexandre down in the airlock and returned his full consciousness to the 84.

When we decided to try to jump the Potato out of the void way back when, it was Pete who broke the asteroid’s momentum, turned it around, and got it headed for the Center. He had experience modifying the path of an asteroid, and the other AIs deferred to him and let him coordinate the final adjustments needed to get Big Boy headed directly into Camelot’s path.

“Cut engines 85,” Pete said.

“Yes, Pete.”

The main screen in the hub room showed an outside view, and I watched the 85’s columns of fire shorten and then extinguish.

Pete spoke to Al next. “Cut main engines in five seconds Al, four, three, two, one, cut engines.”

“Yes, Pete.”

The constant sound of our engines operating at full thrust diminished and then stopped, and when they fell silent I could hear a variety of quiet ship sounds that hadn’t been audible for days: beeps and whirrs, clicks and hums.

“Adjust your thrusters ten point one two five degrees to starboard and cut power to half, Floyd.”

“Yes, Pete.” The 200’s plumes of exhaust shortened and came around to their new direction.

“Cut power in six seconds, five, four, three, two, one, cut power.”

“Executing,” Floyd said.

After that, only Pete’s thrusters continued to push down on the asteroid.

“84, 85, 200, separate from the surface minimum thrust.”

I heard one brief and muted blast from our engines, and we began to move up slowly from the ugly surface of the asteroid. When we had risen twenty or thirty meters, Al engaged our engines again and we moved away from it more quickly.

I saw the 198’s thrusters rotate to new directions for a few seconds at a time and then extinguish. “Optimum solution achieved,” Pete said. “Good work everyone.” The 198 began its own slow ascent.

Soon the four Valkyries came to rest side by side. Big Boy flew on its new path in front of us. Beyond that was the dark side of the planet Camelot. Beyond that, much further in the distance, was Camelot’s sun.

“Where is the Entirety now?” I asked.

Al said, “Look to the southern hemisphere on the left side of the planet, Annabelle. Night is just falling on the fields it populates, and they are coming around to face us.”

Camelot

During the ten days since it discovered that it faced an intelligent adversary, the Entirety had been hard at work. It started by evaluating and discarding several ideas.

It decided not to prioritize increasing the number of flowers in its colonies, or its defensive capabilities, or its intelligence gathering capabilities. It assessed correctly that its best chance at surviving the new threat it faced was not tied to further spreading itself around Camelot, or in winning battles against its adversary’s weapons.

It settled on two things. Like almost all creatures confronted with an unexpected and powerful opponent, it wanted to run, and it wanted to hide. Because it was a distributed being, it could do both.

Every young flower that was still made of fiber and tissue closed up its petals into a pyramid of sorts with eight sides around a thick octagonal base that grew a complicated matrix within itself, and each opened sixty four pinhole flaws in and around the bottom.

The petals and the bases began to harden into crystal that resembled glass. But they went far beyond that. They drew stored energy from the underground reserves built by the mature flowers, and they strengthened themselves further, nearly to the consistency of diamond.

As they neared their final state, these acorn sized pyramids on glass stalks began to refract sunlight in a way that was striking. The fields occupied by the Entirety became endless fairylands of brilliant sparkles, and the monster that had the potential and determination needed to destroy all other life in the universe put on a light show more complex and beautiful than most that had ever existed.

The near-diamonds were in their final form after five days, each containing a seed in their centers. But they couldn’t move yet. They needed to fill the matrices in the base of their pyramids with stored energy by drawing it through their root systems, and that took time.

The Entirety filled the reservoirs in half of its seed pods with power for only three days. When it was finished charging them, it used some of the newly transferred power to generate enough heat to melt the stems, cause them to droop to the side, and point their crystal pyramids straight down.

Once a seed pod was upside down, it started to use the energy stored in its base to ignite a small reservoir of uncrystallized material, eject pressurized gas through its pinhole openings, and begin to rotate and burrow into the ground. Those seed pods were the “hide” part of the run and hide plan.

The other half of them, the ones that would carry out the “run” part of the plan, continued to fill their matrices with energy. They needed more of it if they were going to escape Camelot’s gravity well and fire themselves into space.

The Valkyrie-84

Camelot spun on its axis every sixteen and a half hours, and that meant that the Entirety’s side of the planet faced Big Boy and us for a little more than the next eight hours.

Percy spent most of that time pacing.

I asked him at one point, “Do you really think it can do anything to stop the asteroid, Percy?”

He said, “It shouldn’t be able to, Grandma Annabelle, but it shouldn’t be here in the first place. I’ll feel a whole lot better when the side of Camelot it lives on is facing away from Big Boy.”

John asked, “But if it can’t do anything and the asteroid hits Camelot...I mean...it’s gonna make landfall on the opposite side of the planet from where the fields of flowers are located. You’re sure it’ll get all of the flowers?”

Percy wiped sweat from his forehead and said, “If Big Boy hits the planet, everything down there is 100% toast, Grandpa.”

Camelot

When the sun set, The Entirety used an array of newly grown, specialized units that could gather optical input and scanned the heavens. It began to compile a list of targets for its seed pods. Some of the targets were other planets and moons in Camelot’s solar system. Some were clusters of stars relatively close by. And some were other galaxies altogether; the Entirety was serious about spreading itself out and running from its new adversary as much as possible.

And then it spotted the asteroid. The Entirety got an alien version of the feeling humans call dread. It spent three minutes observing the nearby body and calculating and recalculating. It determined the asteroid had a 100% chance of hitting the planet, that it could not be stopped, and that it would hit Camelot dead center early in the next daylight period.

The Entirety felt rage, which is an emotion that is about the same for all species. It knew that its enemy must have set the asteroid on a collision course with its world; the odds of a random collision were far too slim for the strike to not be a deliberate attack.

The Entirety felt something like regret that it had not already distributed itself beyond a single world in what the Qrail called Centerline reality, but only for a moment before it directed all of its attention to its new circumstances.

The Entirety greatly increased the rate at which it moved stored energy to the matrices in the bases of its spacefaring seed pods. The rate of transfer was not safe at all, and many of the seed pods overheated and exploded, but some of them were able to handle the increased flow and filled up with energy much faster.

The Valkyrie-84

The overnight period on the Entirety’s side of Camelot passed, and it rotated around to face the sun and moved out of our sight. Percy breathed a huge sigh of relief when Al reported that all of the flower fields had lost direct line-of-sight to the asteroid.

“How long until impact, Al?” John asked.

“Fifty five minutes, Number One.”

“I’m going upstairs,” Percy said. John and I followed him up to the observation room.

Our four ships were spread out about twice as far from Camelot as the Earth is from the moon. We weren’t directly behind the doomed planet. We could see the sun peeking around it, and we could see an edge of illumination at the right side of the asteroid as well. Looking at the two bodies with my own eyes, it was obvious that they were on a collision course. “They’re going to actually hit, John,” I said.

“That is the plan,” he said, his voice filled with grim wonder.

The three of us sat down and watched. I was in the middle of the couch with John to my right and Percy to my left. We didn’t talk much as Big Boy closed on the planet.

Al announced they were ten minutes from colliding, and then five minutes, and then one minute, and then ten seconds. And then, here’s what I saw:

Before the Kinetic War, there was a building just off the Strip in Las Vegas called the Sphere. The asteroid was to Camelot as an eight ball would be to the old Sphere. The asteroid was big, but my brain wanted to ignore the velocities and masses of the objects involved and predict that the impact wouldn’t be that bad.

But it was that bad.

When the asteroid smashed into the center of the darkened side of Camelot that faced away from the sun, it made a hideous little orange pucker in the darkness that immediately started to grow. A ring of fire rushed out in a perfect circle of destruction. Over the next few seconds, it grew to cover 1% of the surface that we could see, then 2%, then 4%. Its rate of expansion did not slow.

A great inverted cone of magma erupted from the center of the circle and raced high above the world. I knew that it was made of superheated liquid, but it almost looked like a single great fireworks explosion that stood taller than the planet itself before it stopped growing.

When the great geyser of magma began to stabilize somewhat, I looked back to the surface. The outer perimeter of the still growing ring of fire had developed a raised edge, and I realized I was looking at what was essentially a tidal wave of lava so tall that it was visible from space. My stomach clenched and I nearly vomited as I imagined an unbroken wave of molten rock thousands of feet high sweeping across the land.

It expanded at a constant rate until it encircled the entire half of the world that we could see, and still it raced on. It swept around to the other side of Camelot, and it left behind a hellish churning sea of liquid fire.

Camelot

The Entirety knew when the asteroid would impact the far side of the planet, and it waited for as long as it could. It wished it had another hour to work with, but it did not. The energy transferred to the matrices in the seed pods would have to be enough. It thought that some percentage of them might have just enough fuel to escape from the planet and begin a journey through space in search of safer surroundings.

It began to activate the bases under its seed pods, and it prepared to launch the little pyramids skyward. And its plan was poised to work. Some of its seed pods did in fact have enough energy to propel themselves away from Camelot, and they had time to complete their escape before the magma wave reached them. They were nearly twenty thousand twinkling little space vessels, each fully able to deliver its payload to a new celestial body and allow the Entirety to begin to reconstitute itself.

Except for one problem.

The Entirety didn’t expect the shock waves.

Those waves, and there were three of them, raced ahead of the wall of magma and traversed Camelot very quickly. When the first of them slammed into the Entirety’s fields, it flattened almost everything. It was not powerful enough to destroy the seed pods, but it was more than strong enough to knock 98% of them off of their stems and beyond the Entirety’s control. The second shock wave knocked all but a few dozen of the seed pods from their stems, and the last shock wave got all of the rest of them.

The seed pods that were not deep underground were left scattered about the surface and unable to receive launch signals.

When the great magma wave came, it covered them all. It consumed the burrowing little eight sided pyramids as well; the wave brought destruction far below the surface of the land that was just as devastating as what it brought above.

The heat from the lava was not enough to destroy the diamond-like pyramids themselves. Most of them survived the apocalypse and remain scattered about or buried beneath the slowly cooling surface of Camelot to this day.

But they are just empty shells. The seeds inside that carried the Entirety’s genetic makeup didn’t make it. They all burned beyond any possibility of reconstruction. They had been modified to handle extreme temperatures, but there are limits to even genius levels of engineering.

The being that began as an entity too improbable to be drawn into Centerline reality and which had eventually kicked in the door between universes was very powerful, and very intelligent, and very cunning, and very dangerous. But it wasn’t invincible.

The Entirety died with the fall of Camelot.


Chapter 30

On the Lemon Tree Moon

“Hungry?” John asked.

“Starving,” I said.

We’d walked several miles through a forest of the large trees that the Lemon Tree Moon had in the 30th Century, and I’d worked up an enormous appetite. It had been three weeks since we’d left the Camelot system, and it felt wonderful to just exercise and eat and nap in the middle of the day without the pressure of a critical task hanging over us.

John altered our course and took us on a shortcut through the forest. We emerged from it near the back of the Lemon Tree Moon Cafe.

I saw that Aries had put up a chicken coop. When we got right up to it, I could see a dozen or so tiny chicks inside, hopping and pecking and grooming their downy yellow feathers.

When John spotted them, he said, “I guess real omelets will be back on the menu soon.”

“Looks like it.”

“So which came first, do you figure? The chicken or the egg?”

I looked at the chicks and said, “I think when they’re cloned, it’s not really like that.”

John chuckled. “That’s probably true.”

We walked around the building and entered through the front door. I could just get a glimpse of Aries in his chef’s hat back in the kitchen through a window where he placed orders when they were ready to be served up. “Hi, Aries,” I said.

“Annabelle!” he said back. “Welcome in!”

I headed to our regular table while John filled up two glasses with iced tea at the end of the counter. It’s funny how people always tend to return to the same places when they eat. I thought of Gam Gam, and I invented an explanation that she might have offered for that.

I could almost hear her voice say, “The cave woman in you thinks, ‘I ate here last veek, and Sabre tooth tiger did not eat me, so is safe place,’ and that’s why you go back to same table every time.” I smiled and thought of my great grandmother while I waited for John.

When he joined me, he placed a glass of tea in front of each of us and sat down. “Lynx remains popular,” he said in a quiet voice.

Aries’ oldest daughter sat at a corner table with one of the Warner’s sons on either side of her. All three of them were smiling and laughing and having a grand time, even though they were just sitting in a nearly empty restaurant on an almost unpopulated moon and sipping Cokes.

The Warners had spent a week on Earth after we returned from the Camelot system, but they found the Realm uncomfortably crowded. John told them that he had just the place if they wanted to ease into having other people around, but not many other people around. And so, John and Al and I ferried the Warners to the Lemon Tree Moon, and they had gotten to work on a new log cabin for themselves right away.

Still in a low voice, John said, “Looks like Red has the inside track.” The red headed Warner son was telling an elaborate story and waving his hands about.

“I don’t know,” I said. “She’s glancing at the quiet son more often.”

John squinted and watched them in sidelong glances for a moment, and then said, “Care to make it interesting?” He wiggled his eyebrows up and down in the way that always makes me laugh.

“Alright,” I said. “One mark?”

John nodded and said, “Agreed.”

We sat and sipped our tea. I’ll say this about a crisis: when it passes, it makes simple things easy to appreciate.

I looked away from new romance that was just getting started, and I turned my attention to John and thought back to our own beginnings in Indianapolis. We had been through so much, and on timescales that almost no one who grew up in our era would have believed possible. But some things hadn’t changed at all since the very start.

John was cute.

He was brave.

He was funny.

And he was mine.

In the Improbable Universe

The Entirety’s mind – the original version in its home universe - was long gone, burned up in the colossal discharge of energy from the halves of the open Dyson Sphere that allowed it to send a part of itself into Centerline reality. Only residue that amounted to far less than cinders remained of the flowers of which it had been made. The Entirety was dead.

And yet...

Strands of its DNA survived in its home universe. A lot of them, actually. It had sent countless diamond-like, acorn-sized seed pods around its home solar system, and now and then one of them missed its original target and continued out into the wider improbable universe. Like viruses without a host, they weren’t alive, but they weren’t completely dead, either.

1,209,529 of them sailed beyond their solar system of origin, and the vast majority sailed off into space forever and never encountered anything at all.

26,204 of the seed pods eventually hit something, but most of those struck stars, or black holes, or other things that gave the seeds no chance whatsoever.

3,264 of the seed pods eventually came to rest on an asteroid, or entered a planet’s or a moon’s atmosphere that could, in theory, support some kind of life. But most of them lacked water, or contained toxic substances in their soil, or orbited their stars much too close to allow anything to survive.

522 of the seed pods reached worlds that did or might be able to support plant life.

216 of them either landed without passing through an atmosphere, or they survived passing through an atmosphere without cooking the seeds inside and reached the ground intact.

79 of those contained seeds that were still viable and which had survived the eons travelling through the frozen depths of space.

56 of the diamond-like shells around the seeds opened as they were designed to do if they ever came to rest in favorable conditions.

30 seeds had immediate access to liquid water, or were in seed pods that did their final job correctly and expended the last of their energy to melt ice into water.

20 seeds split open eventually and sent roots out in search of nutrients.

11 of them got their roots into soil before they used up their stored energy and withered away.

4 of them found enough nutrients to sustain themselves.

3 established root systems deep enough to allow them to grow the beginnings of stems and poke them up through the surface.

One of the three growing flowers was eaten by an insect that looked something like a purple ladybug.

One of the three was flattened by an enormous hailstone during a wild thunderstorm.

One of the three met with no predators or adverse weather conditions or bad luck at all for the next nine daylight cycles on its new world. It grew up to a height of six inches and formed a bud at the top of its stem.

On the tenth day, it opened its bud just after dawn, seemed to shudder just the tiniest bit, and opened eight orange petals to a new sun.

The End of Book 9 of The Voided Man
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Chapter 1

Grandpa John usually understands what I’m talking about right away, but sometimes he says, “I don’t follow you, Percy. Give me a metaphor or something.” So I’ll start with that. And I’m going to add more details than I usually do for this kind of thing. My wife Gemini is a poet, and I’m trying to emulate her work more in the way I describe things. I’ve been teaching a few classes at City University lately, and I’ve found that people absorb new ideas better if they’re built against a backdrop of recognizable details.

So. Imagine a wide gallery at an art museum. There’s a wide leather bench running the length of the room that allows patrons to sit and examine the paintings hung on the two long walls to either side. The room is cool, and it provides welcome relief to everybody who has come to visit the museum on a hot summer’s day.

A scattering of small children makes a little bit of noise asking questions and slapping sandaled feet on the marble floor, and their voices and steps echo a bit in the arched ceiling overhead. Otherwise, the chamber is nearly silent.

Twenty five paintings line each of the long walls. The artists who created them are absolute masters who have been able to do far more than make accurate visual representations of their subjects. They were all able to sense and communicate something of the soul of the beings they painted.

A sign on an easel at the entrance names the exhibit “Earliest Great Monarchs”. The subjects of the paintings are the fifty greatest rulers who came to power somewhere in the universe in the first three billion years after the Big Bang.

It took awhile for any rulers at all to exist during the universe’s infancy and adolescence. Things had to cool off a lot before atoms could form and begin to make any strides towards collecting together into early stars that were unreasonably large and short lived because they were made of only hydrogen and helium.

Those first stars lived fast and died young. But they performed a task that was necessary for all of the life that would come to exist in the universe. Towards the end of their life cycles, they squeezed and crushed simple atoms together into the kinds of heavier elements that are necessary if you want a universe that has any land.

When the early stars went supernova, they blasted the heavier elements everywhere and added to rich clouds of more varied types of matter that formed great nebulas. Gravity eventually caused the dust to collect together into enormous spinning galaxies and smaller spinning solar systems with stars and planets and moons.

Only a tiny fraction of the new land was hospitable to life, but there was so much of it that a tiny fraction was more than enough. Living creatures began to move and eat and reproduce and compete all over the place.

But back to the imaginary museum.

The paintings in the main gallery do not focus on run-of-the-mill kings. They portray beings who ruled entire civilizations in the universe’s early era. And to do that, you need something that almost all creatures lack. It’s not strength. Plenty of species have that. It’s not even intelligence.

It’s money.

A lion who is stronger and more clever than his rivals may come to utterly dominate the several square miles where he passes his time, but he has no money. He has no ability to get other lions in faraway places to set themselves to tasks that he cares about, and that’s what money is, in my opinion. I think it’s a tool for projecting power, like a hammer or a longbow or a laser. But more than that, I think money is an ability.

It’s a superpower that allows even a regular person to say to an enormous organization with specialized tools and expertise and employees: “Do this for me. Take time out of your day to give me transportation across the Realm, or build me an advanced computing system and deliver it to my house, or manufacture a medicine that will allow me to live fifty times my natural lifespan.”

Lions can’t do that.

Kings can put together larger projects with the vast sums of money at their disposal. They can say, “Build me a great pyramid to mark my burial. If it requires a large fraction of the nation’s GDP for many years to finish the job, don’t worry about that.” And that’s the kind of project a ruler of a single country that isn’t even close to industrialization can set his people to.

But what about an emperor?

An emperor fully understands what money is, and the power it contains, and how to unlock its full potential. Such a person is able to use that leverage to take control of an entire region, or world, or solar system, or in some cases, more. All fifty of the portraits in the museum show rulers who reigned over at least multiple star systems in the early days of the universe.

The visitors to the imaginary museum are surprised to find that the fifty beings featured in the paintings are reasonably similar in appearance. There are some differences from one to the next in the specific placement of sensory organs, and in the tone and texture of skin, and in whether the beings have hair or fur or feathers or none of the above. But most museum guests arrive with the expectation that there will be a wide variety of creatures in the group, and not fifty emperors who are all humanoid in appearance.

But as it turns out, a species has to be essentially humanoid to get to the point that it can create and use money. To be able to do that...

You need to be able to use fire, and so anything that lives in water is out.

You need to have a well protected mind, and it needs to be high off the ground most of the time so that predators don’t have easy access to it. And so, money-using creatures always have a head with a skull surrounding a brain up on top.

You have to have the important primary sensory organs located near the brain with a nice short pathway from one to the other so that critical information can reach the brain quickly. If you don’t have that, a species can’t make it from its prehistoric times all the way up to an advanced mastery of money.

It just doesn’t work to have eyes and ears far away from the head. You can’t spot or hear a sabre-toothed tiger and send that message over a long path from an abdomen or a hand or something all the way up to a brain and hope to have good results. Prehistoric beings with primary sensory organs that are not on the head get eaten by predators too often to advance much, because on average they react to urgent threats too slowly.

All of the rulers in the paintings have exactly two ears and two eyes, although the placement varies a bit. A pair of each type of primary sensory organs allows a being to judge depth and distance, and to have a spare if one is injured. But more than two is inefficient and ties up too many mental resources.

There are other things that are similar, but you get the idea.

So, the gallery features twenty five paintings on each of its long sides that show a being with two ears, two eyes, and some kind of opening for speaking and taking in nourishment. They all wear clothing of the highest quality, and they all have the look of supreme confidence that comes with fully understanding the power of money and controlling an astronomical quantity of it.

But even in that group, one stands out above the others. The image causes most of the visitors to the gallery to pause for a second look, and some of them to stop and sit upon the long bench and ponder him for an extended length of time.

His name was Erom. Not King Erom, or Lord Erom, or Emperor Erom. His name alone was sufficient, and all in his empire recognized it. To many, the image in the painting of Erom might seem more present than the others, as if it might step right out of the canvas.

To some museum visitors, Erom seems more intelligent than the rest of the early rulers, and to others he seems more dangerous. Neither of those assessments is incorrect.

Through keen insight and abilities and alliances, Erom climbed to the very top and came to rule one of the universe’s earliest spacefaring civilizations with an iron fist as it expanded around the spiral arm of a galaxy. Erom was very skilled at administering his empire. He could form long term plans and identify the keys to executing them with a skill that is rarely achieved by any sentient being.

But he was always a little bit crazy, I suspect. And then, when his mate was murdered, I think he got more than a little bit crazy.

We have learned he became increasingly obsessed with a project that lasted for millennia. He set armies of engineers and laborers to work devising and then constructing the infrastructure necessary to influence a celestial body located near his seat of power. The project did little to offer any tangible benefit to his people, but it has allowed him to continue an existence of sorts for a very long time.

The project and its costs were ridiculous. It bankrupted a dozen planets, and it nearly bankrupted the rest of the worlds under Erom’s control. But in the end, for what is quite possibly the only time in the history of the universe, a civilization gained the ability to modulate the spin of a neutron star. What Erom did with that ability has caused us a lot of problems, even though humanity wouldn’t come on the scene for more than ten billion years after the heyday of Erom’s civilization.

Those problems take up a lot of my attention lately, and preventing Erom from realizing his ambitions has, at least for now, become my primary occupation.

My name is Persius.

This is my story.

Don’t miss The Signal and the Ribbon
by Anthony Dean
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