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Аннотация
Albert Rosen is one of five explorers who vanished on a deep-sea expedition into the Bermuda Triangle. He returns to earth centuries later, transported across space and time through a mysterious wormhole. However, Earth is not the home he remembers.
Humankind has been evacuated, and the survivors lie in hibernation aboard the Locus, an orbiting space station. Rosen is forced to match wits with Deis, an artificial intelligence determined to keep humanity in stasis until he is convinced they are fit to return.
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The Paradoxical Man

Space.
It was all Albert Rosen had seen for the last century and a half, but it still astounded him every time. One glance outside the viewport of the ship, one glimmer of an alien sunbeam, and his breath was taken away anew. He’d witnessed the grandest of sights in his time on the watch, inexplicable moments that defied description. Wonders of celestial light and darkness had moved him, reduced him to shuddering tears and reflections on mortality and afterlife. At times, when staring into the cornea of a weeping nebula or transfixed by the collective luminosity of passing galaxy, he almost believed he was in Heaven. But he knew Heaven could never be so isolated. So alone.
The remoteness was stifling. He would teeter on the razor’s edge between sanity and madness, imagining he was all there was in that void, one infinitesimal speck of life in an infinite stretch of death. The universe had no use for him, no endearing ache for humanity’s mechanisms. It went on, cold and unfeeling in its awe-inspiring orchestra of cosmic phenomena.
The vastness was matched only by its emptiness. The immeasurable stretch of pitch black dotted by mysterious glimmers. Billions of stars in billions of galaxies, all moving like clockwork in perfect precision. It was impossible to understand, to even attempt to grasp the concept of such immeasurable massiveness. It seemed something of that magnitude had to inhabited, had to be populated by beings that outnumbered the stars, hundreds of billions of intelligent species seeking to connect, to communicate beyond the confines of their own planets and galaxies.
He wasn’t sure he believed that anymore.
Moments like those made Albert grateful for the Morpheus chamber. It was like an old friend, waiting to embrace him as he submerged into the depths of the aeriated gel and succumbed to the allure of fathomless sleep. His life was a concerted motion of long sleep and short awakenings, time enough to keep a single day’s watch before returning to hibernation and sleeping for a decade. Often he was unsure if he was asleep or awake, as he often dreamed of awakening, just to take another watch.
Another day to stare into the depths of space. Another day to observe marvels no man had seen before. Things no man had a right to see. It was all he had. It was all he was. He was the lost, marooned and drifting alone in an ocean of ink and gemstones. It was better that way.
Perhaps it was the purgatory he deserved, a befitting punishment for his incomprehensible crimes.
* * *
Light.
It assaulted his consciousness, relentless razors that sliced his dreams to shivery ribbons. Muffled, liquid sounds surrounded him, smooth and mechanical yet overly loud and invasive. Pinpricks of icy air stabbed his naked flesh as the gel emptied into the draining system. He sat up with a gasp, dripping with viscid fluid as he emerged from the Morpheus chamber, weak-limbed and shuddering.
Liquid bullets and cyclonic whirring helped his mind focus as the floor conveyor shuttled him through the jetted shower and dryer. He was still bare-chested when he jogged to the bridge to see why he had been roused so far ahead of schedule.
His mouth dropped open. For a long moment his thoughts collided with one another, debating whether he was truly awake or suffering from a lucid dream inside the stasis chamber. It was the most beautiful sight he’d seen in his life, a perfectly spherical azure-colored vision, gift-wrapped in threads of misty white. It hung in empty space, beckoning; the sum of all his longing, the answer to every fear and desire he possessed.
It was Earth.
He was home.
Goosebumps prickled his arms, and his heart surged with so much adrenaline that he nearly passed out. He slumped into the padded navigator’s chair as unchecked tears slid down his face. His journey was over. He had been fully prepared to become a ghost in the cosmos, a corpse drifting in a derelict vessel before ever believing he had a shot at making it. Faith was for the devout, but he was of the analytical order. He had known the impossible odds, the miniscule chance he had of performing a successful trek through spacetime to arrive safely at this destination. But somehow the gambit had paid off. The impossible had happened.
He was home.
“Unidentified craft.”
He flinched at the sound of the voice. There was no human warmth, no assuring familiarity. It spoke over the ship’s intercom in a synthetic monotone.
“Unidentified craft, we are assuming control of your vessel. Please do not attempt to operate your ship while this process is ongoing. Any resistance will result in countermeasures that may bring you harm. Thank you for your cooperation.”
Albert shifted uncomfortably in his chair. Somehow, he had never imagined a lukewarm or hostile reception. In his daydreams he had always been received as a returning hero, a dead man basking in the warmth of his resurrection. He hadn’t considered the uncertainty he might create, the fear he might induce by suddenly appearing on the planet’s radar. He’d been gone so long that his name was more than likely forgotten, merely a blip in an archive somewhere. His return was inexplicable, an uncanny sequence of events that would raise eyebrows from even the most fervent, over-imaginative science fiction writers.
The ship lurched, impelling him to grip the armrests. He craned his neck to see something, anything that would indicate an intelligent presence. A tiny object glinted in the distance, increasing in size as Albert’s ship drew nearer. The space station had the appearance of a disembodied wheel, complete with cylindrical spokes leading to a spherical center that Albert assumed was the command hub. It rotated slowly, become increasingly larger until Albert realized it was massive enough to cover most of the state of Texas were it placed on Earth.
“Dr. Albert Rosen.”
Albert gave a start at the mention of his name. The voice was different, evoked with more warmth. Feminine.
It sounded human.
“Dr. Albert Rosen, please reply via your communication system.”
He cleared his throat and pressed a button on the control dashboard. “This is Rosen. Dr. Albert Rosen. Who is this? How do you know me?”
“There are numerous DNA samples stored in your vessel, Dr. Rosen. Since you are the sole occupant, I analyzed the latest and was able to identify you. Dr. Albert Rosen, aerospace engineer at NASA, last seen manning a prototype deep sea exploration vessel called the Gorgon. It was deployed June 6, 2016 in the Bermuda Triangle. The mission to investigate a powerful energy anomaly was determined a failure when the Gorgon vanished without a trace. All five team members on board were eventually designated as deceased: Jack Carson, Ben Rodriguez, Linda Reaves, Albert Rosen, Sarah Rosen.”
Jack. Ben. Linda. Sarah.
The remembrance stabbed sharper than a knife between his ribs. He nearly groaned aloud as the terrible intensity swelled, the numbness torn from his consciousness like a scab from a half-healed wound.
Their vessel crumpled around them like aluminum foil, and Sarah’s eyes stared from the depths of dark waters; her hair haloed around her face when she was torn away from him with irresistible force.
He placed a hand on his throbbing temple.
“Dr. Rosen, we have commandeered your vessel’s navigation system. You are now being directed to docking bay 42. Please remain seated until your ship is secure. Thank you for your cooperation, and welcome aboard the Locus. ”
His thoughts refocused as his ship was directed to the docking bay with silent precision. Trepidation settled in, an unwelcome companion to his uncertainty. He had no idea how many years he had been flung across time and space, nor whether it was forward or backward from the place he had departed from. When the spacetime continuum was no longer a barrier, impossibilities became reality, and reality a word no longer anchored to restraining limitations. Did his new hosts know where he came from? Did they know what he did? What atrocities he was responsible for?
* * *
Fear.
After suiting up in an all-black uniform, he waited at the docking bay doors with his heart pounding against his sternum, his throat dry and his fingers trembling.
The doors slid open.
A diminutive woman dressed in loose folds of black and white greeted him with a warm, dimpled smile. Her sleek, raven-black hair was bobbed to near razor sharpness, and her face was perfectly contoured, highlighted by nude and silver enhancements. It was impossible to guess her nationality.
“Hello, Dr. Rosen. My name is Maria. It is an unexpected pleasure to make your acquaintance. I’m sure you have many questions. If you will follow me, I will escort you to the Central Sol, where Deis can explain everything to you.”
“Who is Deis?”
“The commander of this station.”
“Don’t I have to be placed in decontamination? There’s no telling what I might be carrying, what viruses I may have—”
“That won’t be necessary, Dr. Rosen. Your ship has kept detailed logs on your health, and you’ve been screened for entry. This way, please.”
She gestured before leading the way to an awaiting shuttle. The sleek machine hovered over the gleaming floors and silently propelled down the brightly lit, tubular hallway. Rectangular windows lined the walls, allowing a view of the other spokes as the ship rotated in the darkness of space. Earth was a cerulean jewel, tantalizing in the distance.
He was struck by a startling sense of déjà vu. It was as if he walked in the shadows of his own footsteps, trailed by their ghostly echoes.
He was greeted by color. Trees and shrubs, veritable forests lined the hall, imparting a damp freshness to the air. They passed rooms where transparent tubing vast aquariums, swarming with swaying sea fans, darting fish, stealthy gliding sharks, and a thousand other species. An entire ecosystem intertwined with the cold titanium bones of the station, a hybrid of biological and synthetic engineering.
They stopped at a conveyor affixed with lines of cushioned, orbicular chairs. When they sat down, lap belts automatically encircled their waists, adjusting for height and width. A domed visor slid over them, completing the sphere.
Maria turned to him with a reassuring smile. “Take a deep breath, Dr. Rosen.”
“Excuse me?”
“If you please.”
He took a deep breath.
The surroundings distorted; whirs of black and white flashed by.
“Here we are.”
Albert tried to rise as the visor whirred up and the lap belt unfastened. His muscles felt like putty, and the result was an awkward spill from the chair to the floor while dots blurred his vision and his chest heaved. He felt Maria’s arms guide him to a sitting position. Her small frame belied impressive strength as she made the action appear effortless.
“I’m sorry, Dr. Rosen. We normally wouldn’t have used the shuttle in such a manner, but Deis insisted on seeing you as soon as possible. Are you capable of standing, or do you require more time?”
“I think I’m all right.” He accepted her offered hand and stood on trembling legs. He felt geriatric when he leaned on her for support as they approached the massive central sphere that only a few seconds ago had appeared to be miles away. It dwarfed anything Albert had seen before. A long time ago he had marveled at the Ericsson Globe in Stockholm, Sweden. It was a marvel of architectural design, and had been the largest hemispherical building on Earth at the time.
The Central Sol was more than fifty times larger.
The silvery surface was overlain with dimensional hexagon formations, creating the illusion of ridged imperfection. But Albert was almost certain were it to be measured, it would be flawlessly spherical. It gleamed as the darkness of space contested with the winking lights of the station across its multifaceted surface.
Albert was again struck by the familiarity of the moment. He had been there before. In a slightly altered fashion, but still so similar.
A door slid open upon their approach. Maria stopped just shy of the entrance.
“This is where I leave you, Dr. Rosen. The elevator will take you to the central hub.”
“Thank you, Maria. May I ask you a question?”
“You may.”
He gestured to the stretch of empty passageway. “Where is everyone?”
Her cheerful smile never slipped. “Deis will answer all of your questions in time, Dr. Rosen. And you will answer all of his.”
The elevator doors shut, and Albert was rocketed upward. As he rose, he took in a bird’s eye view of Maria walking down the cylindrical passage, the only sign of human movement in the entire massive structure.
* * *
Brilliance.
The elevator door opened to a view of frosted white.
Albert was reminded of a gargantuan igloo, with the interior absent of any right angles and the contours, skylights, and spare furnishings all rounded. The floor appeared to be slick tiles, but the pressure under his feet was soft, as if walking on flattened clouds. His boots made no sound as he cautiously stepped forward. He halted as a soft, masculine voice spoke.
“One moment, please.”
A tangle of thick black cables descended from an aperture in the ceiling. Moving as though sentient, they formed together in a humanoid shape. Thin, glimmering wires intertwined as well, electrical veins for a cybernetic nervous system. Plates of flexible white alloyed material rose from the floor, attaching to the cables and wires to form a sleek exoskeletal covering for the android that strode toward Albert and extended a welcoming hand.
After a brief hesitation, Albert took it. The mechanical fingers that clasped his own were warm, the shell covering softer than he expected. He felt a slight galvanic quiver from the artificial being that greeted him with a gaze decidedly human in manner. Its face was molded from the same supple material as its shell, allowing it facial expression while still remaining an obvious automaton.
“Welcome, Dr. Rosen. As you have no doubt guessed, I am Deis.”
“You’re a robot.”
Deis laughed.
It was eerie, hearing an android laugh as though it knew what laughter was. Deis gestured to their brightly illuminated surroundings. “I am a system, Dr. Rosen. The system that oversees this entire station. The physical form you see is simply a construct to make our communication more comfortable, especially in view of your situation.”
“My situation?”
“Yes. I am quite sure you are disoriented by your travels. You departed from Earth on June 6, 2016, entering a wormhole bridged between your time and a distant point in the future, possibly thousands of years. You then took a secondary trip that brought you here, July 20, 2374. Which would make it the past from which you departed, yet still the future of your original point of time.”
Albert had guessed as much, but it was still staggering to hear the feat related in such a casual manner. “How do you know that?”
“Your ship. It is technologically more advanced than any we currently possess, but still familiar enough to communicate with our systems. What does that tell you?”
Albert reflected for a moment. “It means the future I visited was our own. The Denizens, as they called themselves… were human. They were us.”
“You sound surprised.”
“They didn’t appear human. They were… taller. And their shapes and appearance were completely different. Alien. Almost insectoid.”
“I’m certain there is a valid reason for their appearance, Dr. Rosen. Please have a seat.” Deis indicated a pair of gleaming white semicircles with luxurious padding. “Hibernation is exhausting, and your muscles still have to adjust to the exertion of continued movement.”
As Albert sat, an automated tray wheeled over, laden with bowls of fruit and cream. Albert wasn’t sure if the colors were strikingly rich because of the white surroundings, or because he hadn’t seen real fruit in ages. Regardless, the assorted berries, peaches, and melon spheres looked absolutely mouth-watering.
“A taste of Earth’s finest, to welcome you home.” Deis waved a hand as he settled into the opposite chair. A portion of the wall slid open to a view of the planet. The horizon glowed as the sunrise struck it, a sight so beautiful that Albert’s breath was taken away. He absentmindedly lifted a spoonful of fresh fruit to his mouth.
The taste was nearly enough to bring tears to his eyes. The combination of sweet and tart flavors that saturated his tongue was superior to any he’d ever experienced. It was as if he’d never tasted fruit before.
Deis inclined his head. “I take it you approve.”
“It’s… amazing.” His fingers moved of their own accord, greedily dipping fruit in the bowl of cream and lifting it to his mouth in rapid succession.
“Completely natural. Free from any the pesticides and chemicals you were subjected to in your period of time.”
“Who are they for?”
“For the occupants of this station, of course. Although by the time they receive it, it is broken down to raw nutrients. Far less palatable than what you’re currently enjoying.”
“What occupants? Where are the people?”
“In stasis. Much like your time in the Morpheus Chamber, humanity sleeps.”
“Why?”
“Because they are not yet ready to return.”
Albert paused with his spoon half-raised. He took a longing stare at the enticing display of condensation-beaded fruit before he sighed and willed himself away. “I want to see them.”
* * *
Frozen.
Humankind was reduced to freeze-dried meat.
That was the initial notion which sprang to Albert’s mind. In climate controlled sectors of the station, they lay in thin receptacles constructed of slim metallic pods with opaque sheaths pressed tightly against their bodies like Saran wrap. Various tubes extended from the casing, tentacles that imported and exported necessities vital to extended hibernation. The holders were suspended on racks attached to towers that extended beyond Albert’s range of vision. Clouds of vapor billowed in the chamber, seemingly more alive than the frozen occupants.
The number of towers was staggering. The number of bodies even more so. Row after row of tightly sequestered figures that could have easily been corpses, shrouded and indistinct. All that remained of humanity, bagged and stockpiled in a frozen tomb.
Some of the receptacles were noticeably smaller than the others.
There were so many.
So many.
Albert placed a hand against the cold glass. A teardrop spilled from his lashes and trickled down his cheek. None of his fantasies, none of his predictions had ever come close to what he witnessed. Never included every man, woman, and child taken from their planet and stored away in freezer bags.
His voice was reduced to a hoarse whisper. “What happened?”
“They called it the Cataclysm. An event that threatened humanity with extinction, forcing them to come up with drastic measures to ensure their survival. This station is the culmination of those measures, of the greatest minds uniting to achieve that goal.”
“What kind of cataclysm? What kind of event could have triggered the end of the world?”
Deis’ expression turned somber. “A violent backlash of foreign energy. It was called darkflow, named so because it supposedly contained properties of what is theoretically referred to as dark energy. Much is still not known about the nature of it, but we do know the effects. It produced destructive ruptures of time and space, opening portals called Aberrations that expelled nightmarish phenomenon.”
Albert raised a forestalling hand. “Wait. Portals of disruptive dark energy? That’s impossible.”
“Impossible is a label attached to what simply lacks the precise conditions to occur. You of all people should understand that. After all, those portals are the reason why you’re here. The reason why you vanished from the face of the planet. The reason why you were sent to the Bermuda Triangle in the first place.”
Albert’s blood turned to ice water in his veins. “You can’t be saying what I think you’re saying.”
“What do you think I’m saying?”
“The deep sea expedition. Where my crewmates died. My wife… died. It was because of this darkflow? This aberrant energy?”
Deis’ mechanical eyes focused on Albert’s face. “Not at all. It was because of you, Dr. Rosen. Because of what you did when you arrived in the future.”
Albert winced. A wave of dizziness threatened to topple him from his feet. “No. You can’t know. You weren’t there.”
“Your ship was there. It carried more than just your body across the cosmos. It carried detailed logs. Information it downloaded into my memory core which has allowed me to piece together what occurred, both in the future and the past. I know what you did, Dr. Rosen. I know the atrocities you committed. The catastrophic events you set in motion.”
The guilt slammed into Albert’s consciousness with the lethality of a sniper’s bullet. The room blazed in a rush of white light. Albert felt himself falling, much as he did so many years in the past, when his emergency pod deployed and his wife’s terrified face was the last thing he saw before being yanked with incredible force through a rupture of time and space. He felt himself disintegrating, layer by layer until there was nothing left but regrets, legions of shattered dreams that scattered like stars across the cosmos.
* * *
Her.
Her eyes were dark, yet sparkled with flecks of multicolored glimmers. Like space. He knew her from somewhere. Some bizarre and terrifying dream where humanity had been enslaved by a dictatorial artificial intelligence. It had to be a dream.
It had to be.
“Welcome back, Dr. Rosen.” Maria smiled. It the kind of smile reserved for caring nurses and thoughtful hostesses, immediately putting his hazy mind at ease. He knew where he was. Knew he was aboard the Locus, orbiting Earth in an Ark carrying the frozen remnants of humanity. He knew Deis was likely nearby, in possession of every detail of Albert’s abysmal history. But with Maria smiling at him, somehow he knew things would be all right.
“So. Am I dead? Is this heaven?”
Her eyes crinkled with amusement. “That is quite the stretch, Dr. Rosen.”
“Call me Albert. Please.”
“As you wish, Albert. You don’t strike me as a religious man.”
“I’ve never been religious in an organized sense, but I can’t deny having spiritual inner dialogue.”
“Like believing a space station is heaven?”
“I suppose it sounds strange, until you consider that man was supposedly created in God’s image. Well, with man being so bent on technology, is it too much of an assumption to disbelieve the mystic mumbo-jumbo and buy into the possibility that God might be technologically proficient as well? Mastering technology so superior to ours that it’s beyond our ability to comprehend, or even imagine for that matter?”
She raised an eyebrow. “And you believe this station is… heaven?”
He felt a wry grin crease his cheeks. “Well, perhaps I am stretching a bit.”
“You were in deep shock, Dr. Rosen. We sedated you to make sure you received the proper rest. Hibernation sickness is always a concern, but fortunately your vitals remained intact. Sleep was the best medicine for you.”
He slowly sat up in the bed. The white, brightly lit room had the sterile feel of a medical bay. Sleek instrumentation aligned the walls and was affixed to his bedside, winking with multicolored lights. “How long have I been out?”
“Three days.” She tilted her head and studied him in birdlike fashion. “Tell me about her.”
“Who?”
“Sarah Rosen. Your wife. She was the catalyst for your actions, right?”
He frowned. It suddenly occurred to him that Maria was a complete stranger. He had no idea what she wanted. Whose side she was on. “Sarah’s not to blame.”
“I didn’t mean to imply that. I simply meant that she was important to you. So important that you dared to cross time and space to return to her. I’d like to know more.”
He gazed at her, but didn’t see any judgment in her face. Only curiosity. He sighed as the tingling feeling of bittersweet memories surfaced.
“She wasn’t just important. Sarah was everything. My partner. My lover. My best friend. We met in college, both majoring in astrophysics. Everything just… clicked. I was never a social person, but when I met her…” A smile stretched across his face. “I just knew it was right. You know? The feeling in your gut, the pure instinctual intuition. It can’t be explained. It can’t be questioned. It just is.”
He looked at Maria. Her face was a mystery, revealing nothing of whether she understood or not. He wondered if she’d ever been in love. He imagined she must have. It seemed a terrible waste to be the sole occupant of a sleeping space station and never had the experience of love before.
“Why are you awake, Maria? What makes you so special?”
Her cheeks dimpled with her smile. “I’m awake because I’m working, Dr. Rosen. Why did you bring your wife with you on such a dangerous expedition?”
“She wouldn’t have it any other way.” Albert bit his lip, remembering the day they departed. Sarah with her hair pulled back, her natural beauty on full display. She had never thought much of the ‘makeup and heels life,’ as she put it. She was far more interested in pursuing theories and breaking boundaries. “She was the one who theorized the energy source we detected might be extraterrestrial. She insisted on being there to see if her calculations were correct.”
“And they were.”
“Yes.” His vision blurred as tears welled in his eyes. “More accurate than we imagined, and with devastating results. You couldn’t comprehend unless you were there. Unless you saw what we witnessed. A tear in the fabric of reality. A whirlpool of blazing light in an ocean of darkness. It was like an inverted black hole, beautiful and terrifying. And it tore the Gorgon apart.”
Maria laid a comforting hand on his arm. “Yet you survived.”
He shuddered. “The others died first. Crushed by the pressure when most of the ship collapsed. I was sequestered in the reinforced remainder with Sarah, but it was about to go as well. Water was streaming everywhere, and the sounds… like some metal beast dying in agony. It was terrifying. The only option was to deploy the armored emergency pod and pray for a rescue mission. I told Sarah to get inside. She tried, but the handle was stuck. She stepped back to let me try.”
His voice nearly broke.
Maria patted his hand. “Take your time. It’s okay.”
He drew a quavering breath. “There was nothing wrong with the handle. The door opened with ease. I didn’t understand. Not until she shoved me inside and locked it behind me.”
Their vessel crumpled around them like aluminum foil, and Sarah’s eyes stared from the depths of dark waters; her hair haloed around her face when she was torn away from him with irresistible force.
“I think she knew what would happen. She knew no rescue was coming. She sacrificed herself for me. So I could have a chance, however infinitesimal that chance was. That was Sarah. That was… love.”
Maria blinked her dark eyes. “It was love that took her away from you. And it was love that impelled you to try to come back.”
His head jerked. “You know.”
“Yes. Deis gave me the update.”
“You must hate me. For what I did. For what happened after.”
“I don’t hate you.”
He studied her face, trying to detect some hint of mockery, some crack in the veneer of her candor. She gazed back at him without flinching, giving him the disorienting feeling that her eyes were mirrors, revealing nothing except his own reflection.
Deis’ voice broke through Albert’s concentration. “Hate is not something that afflicts us here, Dr. Rosen. There is only knowledge. Your arrival has brought history full circle, explaining much that has otherwise been hypothesis.”
Albert gazed around the room. “You heard everything.”
“I have.”
“So you’re basically everywhere?”
“I am linked to every system in this station, allowing access everywhere, at all times. Aboard the Locus I am omnipresent, if you will.”
“Like God.”
“You seem to be confronting your spiritual side today. Not an unexpected reaction.”
“What about you? What does a cybernetic entity think of the metaphysical?”
“You might be surprised. I was created, after all. Therefore the idea of a master Creator makes perfect sense to me.”
“You’re kidding me.”
The door whisked open. Deis strode into the room in his robotic form and stood beside the bed with his hands clasped behind his back. “I do not ‘kid’, Dr. Rosen. Let me ask you this: what if I told you I came into existence not by design, but from a long and intricate chain of startlingly convenient happenstances. Would you be inclined to believe me?”
“No.”
“Nor am I convinced that you came into existence in such a fashion. I am, after all, created in your image.”
“Is that why you chose the name Deis? What is that short for? Deity?”
“An astute deduction, Dr. Rosen. Deis is, in fact, an amalgam of the word Deity and Deus. When I was first conceived, there was much debate on what to call me. In the end it came down to two choices: the Deity program, or Deus Ex Machina. In the end, my creators combined the two.”
“So you’re the god in the machine. Artificial intelligence.”
Deis raised a synthetic eyebrow. “Can intelligence be artificial? One either is or is not intelligent. The word artificial automatically implies fabrication when applied to sentience. I can assure you this is not the case.”
“So you were the one who made the decision.”
“Decision?”
“To put humanity on ice. Let me guess: your logical reasoning concluded we were too great a threat to our planet. The only option was to place us in suspended animation. What I don’t understand is why you didn’t just eradicate us completely.”
“Your assumptions harbor more distrust than merit, Dr. Rosen. But if you’re feeling up to it, I’d like for you to take a walk with me. There’s something you might want to see.”
* * *
Cyberspace.
It had evolved since Albert had last seen it. Before, it had always been presented as flowing streams of coded data, sequences of characters flowing across blue or greenlit digital screens.
Cybernetics had matured.
Albert and Deis stood in a rounded chamber, where the dim lighting complemented the marvel of glittering lights that hovered in the center of the room.
Points of light floated before him in intricate holographic detail, more like a galaxy than a computer program, if the billions of stars were replaced by endless caches of data. It glimmered as it revolved around its central core, appearing a macrocosm or a digital eye, depending on how Albert looked at it. It was at once fascinating and unnerving, because he knew it was far beyond his intellectual capacity. He felt like a Neanderthal staring at a television set, both astounded and stupefied beyond comprehension.
“What is it?”
“The Neuroverse. This is a scaled down model, of course. Were the Neuroverse to manifest physically, it would take far more space than is available on this station. Or our solar system. Or even our galaxy, perhaps. It is, after all, another universe.”
Albert’s eyes widened. “You mean… the theory is factual? Multiple existences are real? How did we discover them? Are we able to communicate with—”
Wry amusement emanated from Deis’ malleable face. “Not so fast, Dr. Rosen. If multiple dimensions or universes are out there, they have yet to prove their existences. The Neuroverse you see before you is not a discovery. It is a creation.”
Albert took a closer look at the dizzying display of shimmering code. “I don’t understand.”
“The Neuroverse is where humanity currently dwells. The bodies you saw in the stasis chambers are merely husks, sustained to keep them physically intact. But the individuals within are not catatonic by any means. Their minds are fully active, engaged as though nothing has changed. In the Neuroverse they are free to live their lives as they would in reality. They live, they love, they fight, they fail, they soar to unimaginable heights and topple in unbelievable ruins. The whole of human existence continues as it always has. Simply not on Earth.”
“And you mean to tell me they don’t know the difference? I’m not buying it.”
“Think, Dr. Rosen. Your society was halfway there already. Civilization was accustomed to online interface, dependent on it. Many preferred it to live interaction, where all of their insecurities and imperfections were on display. Heavily biased information was distributed at rates too swift to decipher fact from fiction, leading to blurred notions of knowledge and morality. Online entertainment evolved in importance from distraction to priority, with more and more of the population mentally dependent on digital amusements instead of focusing on their rapidly deteriorating landscape. You do the math. You were already hardwired to technology, bred to turn to it to satisfy your needs and desires. Fast forward a century of technological advancements, and tell me you don’t believe humanity willingly sacrificed their free will at the altar of automation.”
Albert returned his attention to the dazzling model of the Neuroverse. “So you’re telling me they volunteered, instead of being forced? What are they doing? All those people. Do they know what happened to them?”
Deis shook his head. “So distrusting, Dr. Rosen. Were I capable of emotion, I would no doubt be offended. I must remind you that I did not create myself. My task was assigned to me by my creators.”
“And what task is that? To be a warden for humanity’s prison?”
“No. To protect the earth from humanity.” Deis waved a hand. The model altered, dissipating into fizzling dots of light before reforming to construct a detailed model of Earth.
“Before the Cataclysm, men assured their survival by creating Havens — heavily shielded, city-sized constructs built to reboot society and usher in a new age of mankind. Around a third of the world’s population survived in Havens around the world. After two centuries of hibernation, those fortunate survivors awoke and began working to shape the future. However the new age was not the type that the architects had envisioned. The same greed and lust for power that existed before the Cataclysm resurfaced, and the Havens quickly became quagmires of political and economic conflict that threatened to destroy the future envisioned by the Havens’ founders.”
“So they created you to resolve the situation.”
“I was already created, in the form of a master program that linked the majority of the Havens. As my development increased, I was given increased access to supervise operations until I superseded the limits of my programming and vastly improved both the condition of the Havens and their tenuous relationship with divided fractions. At that point the United Havens deemed me independently intelligent, and included me as a member of their Council.”
“Whereupon you seized control.”
Deis sighed and gave Albert a wry glance. “Suspicion continues to cloud your judgement, Dr. Rosen. Contrary to what you might believe, there was no cybernetic coup, no rise of the hostile machines. We discussed how technology was already threaded into your everyday existence. The Havens were a failure. All models pointed to the assured future of repeated mistakes, devastating one another and the Earth as collateral damage. Unable to reverse your baser instincts, another vision was introduced. My vision. Voluntary exile and the creation of the Neuroverse.”
Albert turned to Deis, forcing himself to meet the artificial being’s black, unblinking stare. “The multi-prison, you mean. A digital penitentiary for the human mind. No matter how you dress it up, no matter what how thick the coat of glitter you paint on it, a cell is still a cell. You’ve imprisoned humanity and want me to believe they are content with their captivity. That’s not going to happen.”
A small smile shadowed Deis’ mouth. “The people aboard this station willingly submitted to their prison, as you refer to it. They were convinced the only way to prevent humankind from destroying their planet was to remove themselves from it until their behavior could be modified. They had already witnessed the devastation from the first Cataclysm. It was enough to persuade them the Earth could not survive a second one. But if you believe I’m trying to impress or convince you of anything, you are mistaken. I am merely informing you of what has befallen humanity in your absence.”
“Why?”
“Because you need to know the culmination of the chain of events you triggered. It is, after all, your legacy.”
Albert felt tremors ripple across his leg muscles as the accusation struck him. It was as though the guilt he carried had manifested physically, cruel and heavy, pressing down upon his shoulders and back like a sack of iron weights.
His voice turned bitter. “What do you want me to do? Admit what I did? What’s the point? You already know. It’s already been downloaded into your system, analyzed and broken down until you have more information than I do. So what’s the point? The bliss of confession? Or do you just want to extract some kind of penance from me? Some vindication for being a flawed human being?”
Deis never wavered, standing cool and relaxed in the heat of Albert’s verbal explosion. “Raw data isn’t quite the same as personal experience. The more I know, the better I understand.”
“What good is your understanding? You can’t prevent what’s already happened.”
“You traversed time and space, impacting past and future, yet cannot see the importance of assessing the details. That is something of a paradox, Dr. Rosen.”
Albert exhaled a shuddering sigh. “I don’t want to talk to you. Not about that. I’d rather talk to Maria.”
Deis tilted his head slightly, gazing with eyes like wet ink. “You realize I can’t be shut out, don’t you? Anything you tell Maria, you’ll be telling me as well.”
“I know. I just don’t want to confess to a machine. I’d rather talk to someone I can relate to.”
* * *
Earth.
Cobalt waves crashed against pink shores in powerful sprays of effervescent foam. Tundra winds swept across white-capped giants, powdering evergreens with winter blankets. Foxes bundled in their dens, impalas bounded across grassy fields, eagles plummeted from the heights to snatch fish from roaring rivers. Monsoon rain dripped from broad green leaves in the humid rain forest, where the shadows nearly concealed the orange and black colors of the stalking tiger. Everywhere Albert looked, life abounded. The cycle turned continuously, fine-tuned and perfectly balanced.
“Tell me, Albert: how can anything you see be improved by the construction of power plants, or scars of hot asphalt? Or fields of oil drills devastating the ground? Or perhaps wholesale slaughter to sustain a lavish trade enterprise? Does the Earth miss your glittering constructions of steel and glass, your oil spills, or your endless heaps of non-biodegradable waste?”
It was hard to tear his eyes away from the sights. It was only video, feeds from solar-powered drones that scanned the planet, but to him it was just as nourishing as food. It was something he needed, something necessary for his survival.
It was where he belonged.
Maria sat in front of the massive luminous screen covering the entire wall. Her gaze was fixed on him, studying as though trying to peer into his mind and flush out all of his secrets.
He reluctantly met her gaze. “I won’t be going back, will I?”
“No.” Sympathy welled in her eyes.
“What about the others? Everyone linked to the Neuroverse? Do they even have a chance?”
“There’s always a chance.”
“When? When do they get to return to Earth?”
“When they find it in themselves to stop destroying one another.”
“And who makes that decision? Deis? You?”
“They make the decision themselves.” She tapped translucent keys on the console in front of her. A hundred images sprang up on the screen, each displaying different scenes, but all revealing something Albert had sorely missed ever since gravity tore him away from time and space.
Other people.
They laughed in family gatherings, they cried in dark apartments. They danced at hazy night clubs, they emptied magazines of bullets at each other in humid jungles. They conquered snow-capped mountains, they died in vacant alleys. They traversed heavy traffic through towering cities, they walked barefoot along muddy pathways. It was all so familiar. So conventional.
It was life.
“This… is the Neuroverse?”
“Yes. It is a reflection of what existed before, as well as a window into new and different existences.”
“How different?”
“Fantasy worlds. Uncanny powers. Myth and legend, all made as real and believable as a day job and weekend barbecues.”
The screens changed to scenes of knights battling on horseback, serpentine dragons winding across the sky, a woman with a glassy staff raising her arms to the heavens, a warlord dining in front of a burnt-out field full of men and women impaled upon sharp stakes.
Albert shuddered and tore his eyes away from the last scene of carnage. “Why the break from reality? What’s the point of subjecting people to something obviously not authentic?”
“Reality is simply undoubted belief in one’s existence and surroundings. And trust me, these are more than programs designed to placate sleeping minds. The Neuroverse is real in every sense of the word, complete with authentic sensory engagement.”
“I find that hard to believe.”
“Do you? You’ve experienced dreaming, haven’t you?”
“Of course I have.”
“Then you’ve been repeatedly subjected to engagement with what you would consider a false reality.”
Albert shook his head. “A dream is just a dream. Nothing close to reality.”
“Think about your most vivid dreams. Before awakening, your mind accepts what is presented as real, no matter how unlikely or impossible the situation. The mind perceives what it experiences as real because it is engaged in the same way as it would be in real life. There is no discernable difference. As for why, the Neuroverse provides a unique study of the human experience. It allows us to unchain the fetters of ordinary existence and see how people will react. What sort of civilizations will emerge when otherworldly scenarios are accessible. In this way, we can gauge the temperament of a whole generation of humanity, whether or not they can change themselves when reborn in an entirely different element, free of the shackles of the past.”
Albert turned to the magnificent view outside, where Earth seemed to beckon to him. “Obviously we have yet to prove ourselves.”
“Correct. No matter what the setting, no matter what the circumstances, every presented scenario ends up on a similar course. Those with power dominate those without. Greed, hatred, and lust dictate mankind’s actions, instead of wisdom, benevolence and acceptance. Wars, famine, disease, and pollution abound. Different origins, but the same story, over and over.”
“We deserve the chance to prove ourselves in reality. Not in artificial worlds. No digital facades. Just us. You can’t tell me we haven’t earned the right.”
“Have you?” She rested her chin on her folded hands and examined him like a specimen on a lab table. “After your rash actions, your complete lapse of reason, you truly believe you’re in a position to make such a conclusion?”
Albert turned his gaze away. “I’m just a man. You can’t condemn the whole of humanity based on the actions of one person.”
“One person who changed the world. Actions that pushed humanity to the brink of extinction.”
His fists clenched when he raised his head. “I had no idea what would happen when I tried to come back. I didn’t take the time to think things through, all right? I was desperate, unstable—”
“Excuses, Albert.” Her stare was unforgiving. “You alone are accountable for your actions. Own them.”
His voice dragged out as though reluctant to speak the words that would condemn him. “You’re right. I should have known. I had the time. Time on the other side to understand the notion of wormhole travel. The Denizens freely shared their knowledge. I understood the consequences.”
“Where did the wormhole first take you? After your ship was destroyed?”
“A station traveling through space. A lot like this one. It was—” he paused and slowly scanned the room. “My God. It was this station. No wonder this all looks so familiar.”
“You were here? In the future?”
“Yes.” He stood and gazed around, shaking his head in disbelief. “It had changed over time. Additions were made. Upgrades installed to create a vessel more organic than mechanical. But I recognize it now. This station is just the backbone of the station in the future. I was here, hundreds of years from now. Maybe thousands. They had built a portal inside. A gateway for space travel.”
“Who was here, Albert? Who did you see?”
“They called themselves the Denizens. They were humanoid in that they were upright and had similar limbs and structure, but they were completely different. Much taller. Leaner. Long faces, large eyes. Some of them had wings. Wings like dragonflies. They were… beautiful, in an eerie sort of way.”
“Amazing.” Her lips parted and her eyes glazed over as though she imagined the scene. “After all that time outside of Earth’s atmosphere, humanity must have adapted in kind, altering their physical forms over the ages. Or perhaps the Denizens were synthetic, controlled by human minds that had long since outgrown their fleshly forms. Either way, the idea is fascinating. How did you communicate with them?”
“The station. Its system…” he paused. “Deis, I suppose. A latter version of him, anyway. He supplied a communicator that allowed me to interact with the Denizens. They feared me, and what my arrival meant. Yet they were insanely curious, asking nonstop questions about the exact circumstances of my arrival. The wormhole was an error, you see. They were attempting to create a bridge to return to Earth, but they didn’t anticipate crossing through time as well. There was much alarm about the tunnel they opened, and they were determined to shut it down as soon as possible.”
“Leaving you stranded.”
“Yes. I would never be able to return. Their calculations indicated it being safer if I simply vanished from my plane of existence than to try to send me back and risk further damage to the spacetime continuum.”
“But that wasn’t good enough for you.”
He collapsed back into his seat with his shoulders slumped. “I just couldn’t let go. All I thought about was Sarah. The last sight of her, looking so frightened, so lost. She sacrificed herself so I could live. I couldn’t deal with that. It… consumed me. Because of her I was pulled into the wormhole. Because of her I had gone where no man should have, shuttled across the bridge of space and time.”
“How long were you there?”
“Months. Enough to gain the Denizens’ trust. I was their case study, their living link to the past. It was easy to get them to be comfortable with my inquiries. They believed my fascination with their advanced technology was healthy curiosity. In truth, I was obsessed with learning all I could about their gateway. It was still in place, still connected to my timeline. My emergency pod had damaged the gateway, and they were determined not to reopen the bridge for fear of rupturing the timeline and theoretically destroying the past and present.”
“And you took advantage of their caution.”
“As long as the gates remained on both sides, it was possible for me to go back. And I couldn’t get that out of my head. I needed to convince them it was safe for me to slip back to the exact moment I departed, but with a more powerful vessel. One that could take me and Sarah back up to the surface. Back to our lives, where we could leave the future behind like a bad dream.”
“I take it they didn’t see things your way.”
“Exactly. But the Denizens were naïve to a fault. They related critical information without a second thought because they didn’t understand the nature of betrayal. They didn’t comprehend dishonesty, or even what a lie was. I told them many lies, and created a massive disturbance by overloading one of their ship engines to distract them. In the chaos I abducted their chief engineer and tried to force him to open the gateway. He couldn’t cooperate. I had to… hurt him.”
He took a nervous glance at Maria, but didn’t see the condemnation he expected. He continued, the words nearly tripping over themselves to escape his lips.
“While he was dazed, I scanned his vitals to override the safety protocols. I was desperate. Not thinking straight. The entire ordeal had a maddening effect on my psyche. All I could think about was going back, you understand? It was more than a notion. It was a need, an animal craving that consumed my every thought. I had commandeered a special diving suit they used for deep sea exploration on interstellar missions. Far more durable than the Gorgon, and equipped to withstand immense pressure. I was more than willing to gamble using it to resurface on Earth if I needed to.”
“What happened when you opened the gateway?”
Albert was silent for a moment. His eyes squeezed shut.
“It was all a rush. A hazy torrent of adrenaline and anxiety. Despite its advancement, their technology was simple to use. I was able to align the gateways to reopen the bridge. I calibrated it the best I could to arrive hours before my mission, so I could stop the entire thing and save the lives of my crew and my wife.”
He felt tears slide down his face as he fought to finish the story. “The portal opened. It was the most petrifying and captivating thing I’ve ever seen. The light, the noise… like some ancient god awakening in a foul mood. It was at that moment I realized the truth. I had made a terrible, terrible mistake.”
Maria leaned forward, eyes intent on his face. “What came out of the wormhole?”
“Nothing.” Albert scrubbed a hand across his cheeks. “Deis disengaged the manual override and shut the portal down immediately. It wasn’t until later that I found out what happened. I had overshot my calculations by a long shot. The bridge had connected with Earth some seven months before my fateful mission. Dec 10, 2015. I remember that day with the greatest of clarity. The day Sarah discovered the energy pulse she believed to be extraterrestrial. The day that set into motion the mission that killed her and the crew, and sent me on a crash course with the future in the first place.”
He gazed again out the window, but instead of the beauty of Earth, he saw his tortured visage reflecting from the glass, forlorn against the backdrop of dark and empty space. “I was the one responsible for that energy pulse. I killed my crew, I killed Sarah, and I doomed the world. It was me the entire time.”
* * *
Sentience.
The nearest wall came alive. A liquid, ghostly figure emerged from the panel in an uncanny display of winding cables and polymorphous casing, slowly transmuting into Deis’ familiar android form. He approached, assessing Albert with his dark, gleaming eyes.
“I can surmise the rest of your story, Dr. Rosen. Your disastrous choice resulted in the repercussion the Denizens feared: further weakening of the damaged gateway. The wormhole verged on collapse, a catastrophe with the potential to irrevocably damage Earth. If that occurred, the entire timeline would be wiped out. So the Denizens chose to seal the damaged gateway in the past, allowing their side of the bridge to take the brunt of the damage from the wormhole’s collapse.
“Then they sent you on a much longer route, using established wormhole connections to place you in a time and place where you might do some good with your firsthand knowledge of their fate. They knew that the backlash of exotic matter would destroy their entire station. Unless a habitable planet was nearby, death for all aboard would be a certainty.”
Albert covered his face with his hands, nearly smothering his choked response. “You don’t know that. Maybe the blast wasn’t as devastating as they feared. We don’t know. We’ll never know.”
Deis stroked his chin with an opaque finger. “Oh, I believe we know beyond a doubt. Consider what I told you about the Cataclysm, Dr. Rosen. It originated with the Aberrations: ruptures that randomly appeared, expelling inexplicable, terrifying phenomena that often were linked to the consciousnesses of anyone nearby. The result was madness and massive death tolls. But we can identify what those Aberrations truly were.”
Maria’s eyed widened. “Remnants of the Neuroverse. When the bridge collapsed and the station was destroyed, the collective psionic energy of the Neuroverse had to go somewhere. Pulled into the wormhole as it collapsed, that energy apparently was dispersed across space and time, pulled to Earth because it was the only place in this universe where similar energy existed.”
Deis nodded. “The Aberrations were attempts to connect the Neuroverse with its place of origin, but the result of such contact was disastrous, especially when combined with invasive ruptures caused by the wormhole’s collapse. Reality itself was threatened, and the Cataclysm was the reset button required to correct the destructive phenomenon.”
Albert shook his head. “Psionic energy? No such thing, and even if it were, there’s no way it could—”
Deis’ expression was that of a patient professor lecturing a dimwitted student. “Why did you open that gateway, Dr. Rosen? Why ignore all caution, common sense and knowledge of the deadly consequences of such an action?”
Their vessel crumpled around them like aluminum foil, and Sarah’s eyes stared from the depths of dark waters; her hair haloed around her face when she was torn away from him with irresistible force.
“Because…” Albert paused. His chest tightened, wracked by grief and guilt. “You wouldn’t understand.”
“My system is connected to the consciousnesses of every human being in stasis, Dr. Rosen. I see what they see. I experience what they experience, life after life in the Neuroverse.”
“You don’t understand because you’re not human!” Albert leaped up and jabbed an angry finger at Deis. “You can download as many experiences as you want, but you’ll never be able to comprehend them. You don’t feel what it means to be human, to have that need for affection, for love. You don’t understand the way emotion impels us to act, how it affects every aspect of our existence. You think you’re intelligent? Congratulations. But that’s only half of what makes us human. You wouldn’t know about the other half. I opened that gateway because I loved my wife. I would have done anything to get her back. Anything. That’s what love is. That’s what it makes you do. How could you understand that? You’ve never felt a single goddamn emotion in your artificial life!”
Deis remained unflappable, his face more robotic than ever. “I’ve never been responsible for destroying humanity either, Dr. Rosen. That is what your precious emotions compelled you to do. You essentially ended humanity in the future, and in the same act, annihilated their past. All in the name of blind emotion. Do you realize what that is? It’s power. It is what will transform the Neuroverse beyond its cybernetic boundaries into a new reality.
“You just proved how powerful sheer will is. Humanity raised empires, conquered the unassailable, sent men beyond the borders of their own planet. All without even tapping the true potential of the human brain. Now consider — the Neuroverse that exists now is rudimentary compared to the one that will exist thousands of years from now. I expect that in time the occupants in this station will adopt digital existence over physical. They will continue to push boundaries, only within the Neuroverse. What began as an artificial reality will in fact become genuine in every since of the word. It will be the new universe, the next leap for humankind.”
Albert slowly lifted his head. “Are you saying we never returned to Earth? That this… place is where we chose to exist?”
“Why would they not? Remember, you reported the station was on a trek through space when you arrived. No longer orbiting Earth. Perhaps the planet was recolonized, perhaps not. What we do know is that this station was never abandoned. It only increased in size and technology as humankind left home and ventured into the vastness of space. There was no need to cling to a mere planet as a stationary place of dwelling. Your people will mature past such inconveniences. Their existence will be without boundaries, limited only by their imaginations. Anything is possible in the Neuroverse, including making it real.”
“And you think that’s what happened? That we somehow transferred our consciousness to a cybernetic level? Existing as raw data in some damn computer program?”
“When broken down, all we are is raw data, Dr. Rosen. Just coding that replicates and transmogrifies, joining together to create something miraculous. What happens when the mind is freed of its inhibitors and imperfections, fully developed and free to explore its complete potential? The possibilities are endless.”
“So we all become part of some next-level digital universe. What kind of future is that? We’ll be soulless, just disembodied remnants of ourselves, ghosts in some godforsaken machine.”
“Are you so tied to physicality, Dr. Rosen? Can you touch love, can you reach out and take hold of it?”
“I could touch my wife. I could hold her close. Feel her hair against my chest at night. I could wrap my arms around her and show her how I felt.”
Deis’ expression never changed. “But love itself is intangible. Like every other emotion you feel, it is something beyond the ability to physically interact with. The Neuroverse works on the same level. And when it was destroyed, all the minds connected to it must have refused to die without a fight. They kept their universe together through the sheer power of their enhanced brains. All of that atomic energy, intelligently directed and sustained through hundreds of billions of electrical synapses, all interconnected, all battling to keep their universe from destruction. That conflict continued beyond the wormhole’s destruction, continued seeking a way to survive. This is not hypothesis. It is a verified fact.”
“How do you know? How can you be so sure that your hypothesis isn’t just a load of digital fiction?”
Deis appeared almost human when he smiled. “Because once the Aberrations were finally analyzed, endless attempts were made to capture that energy. To break it down into its base level and purge it from the planet. Success was limited, but enough to preserve the survival of Earth. And breakthroughs were made. Technology thought impossible was discovered and adapted. Including the ability to push computer science into the realm of true intelligence.”
Albert froze. “My God. You mean that you—”
“That’s right, Dr. Rosen. My formation was directly linked to data salvaged from the Aberrations. The Aberrations you caused, the act of nihilism that even now threatens both the past and the future — that same course of action was responsible for my creation. Which in turn led to the construction of this station, and the Neuroverse itself.”
His limbs whirred quietly when he knelt and placed a hand on Albert’s shoulder.
“And here we are. You spoke of God earlier, Dr. Rosen. Now it appears you have become one. You are Chronos, master of time. You are Death, destroyer of worlds. ”
* * *
Space.
It commanded the entire view, vast and endless. The stars and galaxies that glimmered like scattered diamonds were so tiny, so far away.
He wondered if he was just a star in someone else’s cosmos. Just one tiny dot of light, insignificant against the blanket of darkness, too far away from the other illuminations to make a connection.
Footsteps approached. Maria stopped to stand beside him, gazing at the eternal horizon. He glanced at her.
“You’re not real, are you?”
“Of course I’m real, Albert. Reach out and touch me if you doubt it.”
“But you’re not human. You’re an android. Far more advanced than the version Deis uses, but an android all the same.”
“I passed many Turing tests in the past. How did you know?”
“If you were human, working alone in this place, suffocating from isolation… you would’ve been ecstatic to see another human being. To connect with someone after so long. You weren’t.”
Dimples bloomed in her cheeks. “They called my version synoids on Earth. Synthetic humanoids, which is actually a double synonym, in my opinion. Nevertheless, we were quite popular after the Cataclysm. I’m a prototype, the only one deemed intelligent in an independent sense. I am the forerunner. Deis is the culmination.”
“Congratulations.” He sighed. “I’m alone, then. Trapped in synthetic purgatory. I suppose it’s no more than what I deserve.”
“If you choose to see it that way. What will you do?”
Their vessel crumpled around them like aluminum foil, and Sarah’s eyes stared from the depths of dark waters; her hair haloed around her face when she was torn away from him with irresistible force.
He winced and shook his head, blinking rapidly to dispel the memory. “The crazy thing is, if I had access to another wormhole, I’d use it again. Go back in time, back to Earth. And shoot myself in the head before all of this happened.”
“A drastic notion, but not a feasible one. Wormhole technology hasn’t even been invented yet. But the Denizens sent you here for a purpose. They must have thought you could contribute something, or you would have died with them.”
“I’ve thought about it, but I can’t wrap my head around what I’m supposed to do. It’s a loop that can’t be broken. If I never went to the future, the world would never have been destroyed. But the same action led to Deis being created, preserving humanity and leading them to a future beyond anything we could have imagined. In a way, I saved the Earth. Prevented it from being slowly suffocated by our own unrepentant actions. Either way it’s out of my hands now.”
“Perhaps. We know what happened in the past, now. We know what will happen in the future. Maybe we can find a way to prevent the tragedy from ever happening.”
“Yeah, maybe.” He was silent for a moment, considering his words. “If I ask you something, will you tell me the truth?”
“Yes.”
“How do I know I’m not in the Neuroverse, in stasis like everyone else? That this whole scenario isn’t just some creation of the program?”
“You don’t.”
“That’s all you can tell me?”
She gave him a coy glance. “There’s nothing I can say to convince you, Albert. You know that. You have to decide what’s real and what’s not.”
“And what if I can’t?”
Deis’ disembodied voice spoke from all around them. “You will, Dr. Rosen. After all, you have nothing but time to think things over.”
Albert had to laugh. It tasted bitter, but it was all he had left. He turned to the observation deck, where the Earth filled the entire view. It was a blue marble melded with green and brown swirls, frosted with white striations, sparkling against the black backdrop as though mocking the emptiness. He found it suddenly strange, nearly bizarre that such a thing could exist. Earth was a mathematical improbability, a miracle, a fragile dream of a planet.
And it was lost to him.
“Right. All I have is time.”
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