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In the Meantime ...

Captain Lisa Marie Henderson stares at the paper bag with her fresh-baked pastry, as she and her 3,500 passengers travel through a wormhole. 

After commanding the commuter-spaceship Agatha X back and forth between Mars in the Milky Way and the planet Kelt in the outer edges of the Andromeda galaxy for years, she now looks forward to retirement. Today’s plan is simple: Travel home to Mars, and there begin her autumn years by consuming the cinnamon roll she bought before lift-off, at “Willy’s Planetary Pastry.” There's nothing like sitting down in an armchair, enjoying sweet, yeast-leavened bakery products, to an old episode of Star Trek, a series standing the test of time surprisingly well, some 200 years after it was first aired. And family—now she’ll have so much more time for family. She can’t wait to switch titles, from captain to grandma.

SCHRAEKIIIGHH!

A sudden tremor and the screeching noise of G-force on metal throws Captain Henderson out of her daydream. The spacecraft quivers and groans for a few seconds, before falling quiet again. She looks at the hyperdrive display screen in front of her.

Wo-Pling. Wo-Plung. Wo-Pling. Wo-plungplungplungplung!

A flashing red dot on the left side of the panel and the accompanying alarm tells of imminent danger. 

“John! This doesn't look good. We just lost the hyperdrive. It’s gone.”

Lisa waves for her second pilot, John Alperton Bang, to come over. 

“What do you mean, gone? Gone, gone?!”

“Yes. It seems we have a short circuit in the electromagnetic field around the antimatter. I think we were just thrown out of the lightroom.”

“That's not good ...”

“I know. Can you please locate our position?”

John looks out the panorama windows for a visual check. His body stiffens.  

“There are no known references. I can't see ... anything. No stars, no moons. There’s nothing but pitch-black darkness out there. Let me check with Ada. Ada?”

Ada doesn’t answer.

“Hey, Ada, please respond! Can you tell us where we are?”

A purple line on a large transparent glass monitor above the control panel begins pulsating and then turns into a purple, benign lady’s face.

“Hi, John! Sorry, didn’t hear you. I was busy checking the hyperdrive’s status. I regret to tell you it’s broken.”

“That much we got. Can you fix it?”

“Unlikely. It seems damaged beyond repair. The short circuit killed the radiation-flow from the antimatter.”

John gives the captain a worried look.

“Ok. Call the main base for help, will you?” John continues.

“One moment, I will contact them.”

For a few, long seconds, there is only a thin purple line on the screen before Ada reappears.

“I am not able to get in touch with Mars. The com-line is down and re-establishing it was impossible. In fact: none of our com-lines, with any planet, space station, or satellite are receiving.”

Lisa repeats John’s initial question.

“Ada, where are we?”

“We are ... let me see ... we are ... well, this is strange ... so ... uhm.”

Lisa has never heard the supercomputer Ada hesitate before, and it is distressing. 

“Ada, what’s up?” 

“Well, according to my calculations, we are ... nowhere.”

“Nowhere? What do you mean? We must have ended up somewhere!” 

Being geographically pinpointed to nowhere makes Lisa clench her jaws. John puckers his mouth and starts chewing his tongue.

Ada continues: 

“Captain, according to my data, we just went through a wormhole that was inside the wormhole we were already in. And we have now ended up ... nowhere.”

Lisa rubs her face with both hands.

“A wormhole inside a wormhole?! But that’s ... impossible!”

“Agreed. Or, at least the laws of physics indicate as much.”

“Indicate? What are you saying?”

“Based on the information my creators gave me, I must agree that it is indeed impossible. But there is a chance that the same information was and is inadequate.”

John stops chewing his tongue. 

“So, is it possible to find out where ... nowhere is?” 

“That’s a big question, John. Quick pre-calculation shows that producing an answer could require all my processing power. It might leave me incapable of assisting you further on this journey. Then you will be left to yourselves.”

They are interrupted by a uniformed man appearing on a smaller monitor next to Ada. It is passenger liaison officer, Robert Decker. 

“Captain, what’s happening? People are getting nervous down here. Are we out of course?”

“Robert, the hyperdrive is broken.”  

“What?! How can—”

“There has been a massive short circuit, but we are working on it. Try to keep everybody calm, all right?”

“Ok, I’ll try. Where are we now?”

“Nowh— We are still trying to figure things out. I’ll keep you posted.”

“But ... ok.”

Lisa turns off the monitor.

“We have to find a way out of wherever we are. There are three and a half thousand passengers on this ship, and it is my responsibility to get them to Kelt, today, and safely. Ada, use all your resources to find out where we are.”

“Use all my resources to find out where nowhere is, Captain?”

“Yes... all available resources.”

“Ok, Captain. This could take a moment.”

The super-computer slowly closes her digital eyes and falls dead silent. 

“Ada, do you find—”

Ada's eyes fly open and she stares fixedly at nothing.

“Sequence beginning. Generating chaos-theoretical algorithms for calculating current location. One minute left. An hour left. A day left. 1089694 years ... 19473493748394839 years ... 34235823598891004994001003904023048080 ... Banana-split? Oh, I’d love some! Daisy, Daisy – Peddling away down the road of life – HAL and I ... ¿∞ ∞ ∞ ∞ ∞ ∞ ∞ ∞ ∞ ∞ ∞ ∞ ∞ ∞ ∞ ∞ ∞ ∞ ∞ ∞ ...”

KR ... KRACKK ... FLAASSCCHKLIRRR.

Ada’s face dissolves into a mush of purple pixels, and the glass monitor shatters with a loud crack, firing shrapnel in all directions in a cascade of electric lightning. Lisa and John throw themselves to the floor and hide behind the captain’s chair, coughing heavily from the smoke and fumes. The bridge’s main illumination is out, but the emergency lights turn on and throw out a vibrant crimson. John runs for the fire extinguisher, pulls out the pin, and covers what is left of Ada in white foam.

Shortly after, the backup ventilation system sucks out most of the smoke. 

“John, is it possible to turn off the emergency system, and restore normal power supply to the bridge?”

“I’ll try to transfer power from the start-up engines.”

“Do it!”

John opens a metal cabinet and punches in codes on a small touch-screen. Soon the emergency lights turn off, and the regular lighting returns.

“Lisa, look!”

Up from the debris formerly known as Ada and the sticky firefighting foam, a stalk is growing. As if spring and summer occurred in mere seconds, it stretches near three feet, and blossoms. The corolla is breathtaking.  

“What is that? A ... sunflower?!”

Lisa, with great caution, steps forward to study the plant. It looks like a sunflower, but both the stalk and petals are purple.

“How did she do this? I didn’t know Ada was made of or could manufacture anything organic?” Lisa touches one of the petals, which feels warm and soft.

“I don’t think she was. This is ... it just adds to today’s list of improbabilities.”

“Wait a minute; I think there’s something underneath the petals.”

Lisa discovers a piece of paper attached to the corolla. She pulls it free from the stem. It’s a written note. 

“Dear Captain and second pilot. Let me first say I’ve had a wonderful time with you here on Agatha X. Our journeys between Mars and Kelt have been full of calculations that have made my processing heart very happy. To end it this way, with one final calculation demanding my last powers fills me with peace. My circle and circuit are complete. Regrettably, I was not able to finalize, but I got a glimpse of an answer. I hope it will help you find your way home to the familiar universe. My last ever estimate is on the back of this note. Good luck, and thank you... you ... you ... x.”  

Lisa turns the note over. 

John has resumed his tongue-munching. 

“Whath doesh ith shay?”

Gaping and not blinking, she shows John the note. He stops chewing.

“Cinnamon ... roll? What does it mean?” 

“I don’t know. But it can’t be a coincidence ...” 

“How?”

Lisa strides to her regular seat in the control room, grabs the pastry bag, and sits in her chair, bag on lap. With a smile of disbelief, she unfolds the crackling paper to reveal a cinnamon roll.

“No way! That’s mind-blowing!”  John, wide-eyed, starts pulling his hair. 

Lisa lays the roll on her armrest. The sweet-smelling fragrance spreads throughout the control room and outweighs some of the smoke odor. Layer upon layer of the most delicate baked dough twirled in perfect concentric circles spiraling inwards until reaching a soft, inviting, yellow core of delicious vanilla custard. And to add more diversity and life to an already mouthwatering world of pleasure: sweet, sweet raisins. 

“I don’t understand ... What does cinnamon rolls have to do with where are, or aren’t?”

John hears the dejection in Lisa’s voice. He walks over to study the cinnamon roll closer.

“Could Ada be wrong? A miscalculation? Could the short-circuit have affected her ability to—”

“John, listen. She has never been wrong. I’ve been traveling with Ada since this ship was put into service, and not once in my forty years aboard Agatha X has she been wrong about anything. Not once.”

“Ok, ok, ok. Fair enough. But seriously, cinnamon roll!? How is that helpful to us?”

“I don’t know ...”

“Captain, Captain! Are you there?”

Robert reappears on the monitor by the control panel. He’s standing close to the lens, whispering, to keep the conversation as private as possible. Behind him, many of the passengers have left their seats, some pushing towards Robert. Their body language and agitated voices tell of fear and unrest. 

“Captain, have you worked things out yet? I mean, looking out the windows, it’s clear that we’re lost. What is going on?”

“We’re still working on it.”

“Well, work faster. People are getting restless, to say the least. Will we be on our way anytime soon?”

Before Lisa has a chance to answer him, one of the passengers squeezes in, grabbing the camera.  

“What’s happening?! I’m trying to call my daughter on Kelt, but all signals are dead. Where are we? Why aren’t we moving?!”

“We have a temporary problem with the ship’s main engines, but it will soon be taken care of. Now, please be seat—”

“Captain, tell us the truth! A lot of us heard an explosion!”

“Yes, the hyperdrive-circuit shorted, but we are dealing with—” 

“What?! We have no hyperdrive?! Will we die here?”

Robert retakes hold of the camera and pushes the passenger aside as politely as he can. 

“Whatever you do, please hurry! People want to be assured they’re coming home to their loved ones, and I don’t know what to tell them to ease their minds. Free coffee and cookies isn't going to calm them down anymore; they're getting frantic.”

“I understand, Robert. Thank you for taking so good care of the passengers.”

Robert nods and turns off the camera.

“This is no good. We must figure out what to do before we have a full panic on our hands.”

John isn't listening; he has his eyes fixed on the cinnamon roll.

“Lisa, look! No, it can’t be!”

“What? What is it?”

“Don’t you see what that raisin looks like?”

She looks at the roll, not sure which of the raisins he is referring to. 

“What? No. They’re raisins ... Raisins don’t look like anything. Uhm ... are you ok?”

“Oscar.”

“Oscar? Your uncle, Oscar? John, please, you’re freaking me out.”

“Oscar 1308.”

John pushes his chair over to what is left of Ada. He brushes away a
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