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Universe U-311 · John's Earth

September 7, 2035 · 8:00 a.m.

For the last two weeks Dr. John Aurora had woken with the same sick feeling.

It started with the screams. A trillion of them, by his own private estimate — though estimating the precise number of voices in a dream you could not remember was the kind of math even he had to admit was nonsense. They were already fading as he opened his eyes, the way nightmares always faded, except these did not fade all the way. They left a residue at the back of his mind like the afterimage of a bright light. He could feel them through the day, faint and distant, the way you can feel a city humming through a hotel-room floor.

He kicked the covers off and lay in the dark. He wiped sweat from his brow. He took several long breaths.

Is this a message?

He shook his head.

Nonsense. Dreams are dreams.

But this one would not let go of him. It was different from the others. The trillion voices had been in every dream of the last two weeks, but this one — last night's — had carried an image with them, and the image was still here, sharp as a slide held up to a lamp. A man, sitting alone on a moon in deep space, watching a live feed from satellite telescopes scattered across the galaxy. On the screens before him, in terrible slow motion, the universe was ending. Worlds flying apart. Suns going unstable and going nova. Random black holes opening out of nothing and swallowing everything they touched.

And John — or someone wearing his face — was somehow to blame for all of it.

The last dream always slipped away just as he reached for it. This one had not slipped. It was still here. It had been here all morning. He had been trying, for the last hour, to put it down. It would not be put down.

He stared at the blank ceiling and waited for his heartbeat to settle.

What he could remember of the other dreams were the other lives. A boy with extra memories — skills beyond his years — saving his friends in a world that had gone horribly wrong. A young woman in uniform, a soldier running a secret mission on quantum computers not unlike the ones he used, always thinking of her son, always aching for the moment she could return to him.

But the most persistent dreams over the last two weeks were about the same two people: Joshua and his wife Rana. They looked just like him and Elizabeth, but their life together was simpler and lighter and somehow more real than anything he had built. Over these weeks, he had found himself living inside their choices, feeling what Joshua felt, and for the first time in years, he was eager for sleep — just to see what they would do next.

Joshua was a very different person from anyone he had ever met, and his simple life reflected it. He was a laid-off contractor whose job search hadn't gotten him far until recently. He was not formally educated. He did not have the whole world depending on his next choice. Although this other-self had made little of his career, he had to admit that Joshua had made a life. In that life, he was simply happy.

Joshua would have called this feeling a gut feeling. John had no use for gut feelings. They were useless, non-quantifiable, and confusing. Reason was simple, straightforward, and it always led to greater knowledge.

Pure scientists use their brains, not their guts.

A wave of nausea came over him as doom grew in his stomach. He had to set his mind on a task or he would drink again. Today's critical test on Astra forced the dreams to fade in a wash of anticipation.

It's time to get up.

His bed was comfortable but small — he had built it into the wall years ago, after Elizabeth left with the kids and it became clear he would be sleeping here indefinitely. He stood, took the covers off the floor, rolled them across the bed and tucked the sheets, smoothing out every stubborn wrinkle. After fluffing the pillows, he waved his hand and the panel closed, concealing the bed behind decorative wood. His bedroom became his office again.

Everything he needed was here. In the back was a small kitchen he never used. The bathroom, his private smoking room, and the bar were a different story. For those restless souls on his team, the smoking room had become a public rest area. It was necessary because now that Astra was turning, there was no time to walk endless hallways through security and outside just for a smoke. In light of the threats they had received, the city had given him a special permit.

The bar was his refuge when long workdays became long work nights. Two weeks ago, after Astra's superconducting magnets turned on, Kayla told him he didn't need any distractions. The bar closed.

That day, Phase One had begun.

He remembered it clearly. The team had spent hours placing the S-matter into the arm pods — the rounded containment vessels sitting at the widest points of Astra's two great scimitar arms. The pods were engineered to carry that extraordinary substance at temperatures only fractions above absolute zero, cooled to a Bose-Einstein condensate, stable and quiet as frozen starlight.

He had been placing the last of the S-matter into the final pod himself, moving carefully around Astra's white arm, when he lost his footing on the access step. He threw out a hand to catch himself and his palm came down flat against the outer casing of the arm.

Astra moved.

The magnetic field responded to the energy transfer. Her seven-and-a-half-ton body — which had never moved under its own power, which had taken fifteen years to build — began, with terrible slowness, to turn. His single touch was the only energy she had ever received, and she had not stopped since. She was spinning at one rotation per hour now, hovering on nine electromagnetic ball bearings above the ground, riding a field of superconducting pulse magnets, turning without friction in the near-dark of the lab.

And that night, the dreams had started.

He tried to ignore them at first. They weren't the real problem. The real problem was that these other lives — Joshua's life, the soldier's life, the boy's terrible world — were making him aware of his own feelings. He had spent his entire career ignoring his feelings. They were unreliable. They had no equations.

He put his clothes on, walked into the bathroom, and placed the plaque-neutralizer between his teeth. His thoughts drifted back to Joshua. They looked the same. Their minds were very different. But at heart, he suspected, they were the same person.

The plaque-neutralizer beeped. He set it on the shelf and pressed the self-clean program. He checked his hair in the mirror. A few more gray hairs on the sides. He took a long look at the person looking back at him.

That person said, without words: You lost too much to stop now.

He looked away and went into the lab.

Astra was humming.

He stood in the dark and felt her vibration deep in his chest. She was exactly 42.84 feet tall from the base — a perfectly round sphere larger than a dump truck, clad in the purest titanium alloy ever forged. Below her equator, nine great ball bearings of hardened steel alloy held her 428.1 millimeters above the floor, riding their cushion of superconducting electromagnetic force. She hovered without touching anything, spinning in the silence, and the only sound was the deep, low thrum of the magnets underneath her.

From her equator, two great arms swept outward like scimitar blades — one black, one white — each curving halfway around her circumference and ending in a blunted point. At their widest reaches, the containment pods sat: rounded vessels, sealed and pressurized, holding the S-matter that would change everything. The pods had not moved since Phase One. They were still. They were waiting.

Around Astra's body, the Antimatter Engine spiraled like a glass serpent, compressed so hard under force that it had grown stronger than the metal it resembled. A faint purple glow pulsed along its length — the antimatter inside it, patient and dangerous, waiting for the moment it would be released. That moment was tonight.

The plan was simple, in the way that dangerous things are simple. The electromagnetic ball bearings would accelerate gradually, spinning Astra faster and faster — from her current one rotation per hour, building toward millions of rotations per minute — until she reached the maximum velocity the experiment required. At that point, the antimatter would be released into the engine. Astra would accelerate toward ever-higher fractions of the speed of light. She would begin to create and direct temporal anomalies — that was the experiment, as far as the military and the officials were concerned. Detect, measure, and map the anomalies. Confirm the equations. Make history.

John knew there was more to it than that. There always had been. He had fed the military what they needed to keep the funding flowing. The real purpose of the experiment was larger and stranger and he had not told anyone — not even Kayla — what he truly expected to happen when Astra reached full speed. He wasn't entirely sure himself. His equations pointed somewhere he couldn't fully name.

But there is more to this machine than I was told to build. And more than I have told anyone else.

He stared at her turning in the dark for a long moment, listening to the hum.

Then he heard the screams from his dreams again — faint, distant, a trillion voices at the edge of his consciousness — and he set his jaw and went to make coffee for his team.
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Universe U-311 · John's Earth

September 7, 2035 · 8:24 a.m.

John tried to clear his mind, but the same feeling kept building and it wouldn't go away.

In all my life, I have never felt like this. Is this what intuition feels like?

He stared at Astra for a while, feeling helpless to his own emotions. He had always believed that people who expressed such things were weak, so he had suppressed everything for as long as he could remember. But now he realized something uncomfortable.

I am unprepared to deal with this. What would Joshua do? Joshua feels so much — and yet he is always in command of himself.

John gritted his teeth, inhaled deeply a few times the way he had seen Joshua do in the dreams, and took in the lab with a glance.

The room never failed to surprise visitors. Kayla had redesigned it years ago, when the protests were at their worst and the military decided the project needed better public optics. She hired an interior designer and convinced the generals that a warmer space would calm the world down. They approved the expense without argument, believing her instincts. She was usually right.

The result was a room that looked like it belonged in an old-world manor rather than a government high-rise. Full-length hardwood floors. Mahogany trim. Warm lighting that pooled in amber around the observation lounge. And the fireplace — Kayla's favorite — an inlaid stone hearth that ran the full height of one wall and disappeared into the ceiling, wide enough to park a car inside. There was never a real fire in it. The electric elements burned nothing, but they projected the perfect image of a blazing, crackling fire, and even John had to admit it made him feel calmer than the white walls ever had.

Her other addition was the ceiling — a high-resolution display she called the Real Time Sky Dream. Exterior cameras fed live images to the curved surface above them, adjusted and rendered in precise detail. By day it showed a perfect blue Atlanta sky. Tonight, it would show the stars, and at the right moment, the amber bloom of Nebula 311 directly overhead.

The public was distracted, and the science continued. That was the point.

Most of the religious opposition believed Astra was the beast from the Book of Revelation — that when the Phase Two Switch turned on tonight, the world would end. The fireplace debates and ceiling arguments had done more to quiet that fear than any press conference he had given. He didn't care about aesthetics. But Kayla understood people, and people needed something they recognized before they could accept something they didn't.

Give me simple white walls and my work would continue just fine. But here we are.

He walked the marked path along the edge of the room — always out of the main camera angles in the mornings, a habit — and went to the refreshment stand Kayla had installed against the far wall. He opened the small refrigerator, pulled out the milk, half-and-half, and a few other items, and assembled the antique espresso machine.

He was always the first one here because he slept here every night. Making breakfast was the least he could do. Small gestures. The price of keeping good people in a building they rarely left.

He smiled to himself as the espresso machine made its whooshing sound. He started a pot of coffee, poured a cup for himself, then heated rolls, bagels, and cakes. He had everything laid out on the table by the time the main doors opened at the far end of the room.

Kayla came in first, as always, followed by a stream of young and old with the noise of their dying conversations. She gave him a quick smile across the room. Then she took in the space the way she always did — as if seeing it fresh — her gaze moving across the mahogany trim, the fireplace, the warm colors, before settling on Astra's slowly turning body at the center of everything.

It had been her idea to place Astra in a room like this. The most out-of-place thing imaginable, sitting in the most human room she could design. Everyone who saw Astra for the first time held their breath. Everyone asked the same silent question.

What effect will such a thing have on this world?

John was no artist. He had never intended Astra to look the way she did. She just worked out that way, because of what she needed to be.

Kayla let the group move ahead of her to the refreshment stand. He exchanged greetings, listened to the excited chatter about the evening's test, poured drinks, and watched his team disperse to their workstations. When it was just the two of them, he handed Kayla her espresso.

"Good morning, doctor. How is she behaving?" she said with a warm smile.

His mood shifted. "Normal," he answered.

Kayla arched an eyebrow. "Normal." She studied his face. "You have those dark circles again. You weren't up drinking all night, were you?"

"I'm tired of you saying that." He kept his voice low. "I haven't touched alcohol since we turned the magnets on. Two weeks." He bit his lower lip. "You remember the dream I tried to tell you about the other night?"

"I barely paid attention. We've been so busy. What dreams?"

"I never remember my dreams. Never. But I can't forget these." He looked at Astra. "They're vivid. Sequential. They keep the kind of reality that normal dreams lose the moment you wake up. It's as if I've been watching another world."

"Maybe your subconscious is working out repressed emotions," she offered, with a smirk.

He ignored it. "Early last week, Joshua — the man I keep telling you about — applied to a company and landed an interview. I somehow inspired him to do it. Through the dreams. He's even aware of my team. Last night he was talking with his wife about Astra and me, as if he were a real person sitting in a real room." He paused. "He already knew about the speech I'm giving this morning. Before I finished writing it."

"He's in your head. Of course he knows."

"It's not like that." He bit his lower lip. "The dreams began two weeks ago. The night Astra started spinning, they started too. The first time I woke up from one I thought about warning him — telling Joshua about the mistakes I've made on the way to becoming successful." He glanced at Astra and heard how that sounded. "I know how that sounds."

And Joshua would understand all of it. Damn. Dreams are dreams. I need a drink.

What intrigued him most was how Joshua and Rana had stayed in love. Their love had grown over the hard years instead of being ground away by them. They were happy together — genuinely happy — and that last idea was the one that kept opening the door he always shut on his way to work.

What if I had given Elizabeth and the kids the time they kept asking for? What if they had never found the S-matter?* He caught himself. *I have Kayla now.

But compared to what Joshua had with Rana, what he had with Kayla felt thin. He rubbed his forehead.

It's all finally getting to me. These dreams are just pressure releasing itself before the test. I need to keep it together for a few more weeks. After the experiment, after the data is in and the equations confirmed, I'll take a long rest.

He noticed he had been staring at the middle distance while Kayla watched. She always saw through him, which was both attractive and deeply annoying.

"Dreams can seem strange, but this is something else," he said. "Have you ever had a dream where the person inside it became aware of you watching them — and then changed their behavior because of it?"

Kayla tilted her head. "What is happening to you? Never mind — I can see you're beyond stressed. The FBI threats yesterday didn't help. You look terrible, and the entire world is going to be watching tonight."

"They're watching every day," he muttered.

A new group of scientists came through the doors. He turned, gave the required round of smiles and hellos, poured the last of the coffee while they took their food, and watched them settle at their workstations. Flexscreens rose from the desk slits in a slow bloom of light around the room.

And then it hit him.

How did I forget about that?

The FBI had surrounded the building yesterday. Early morning sweep — every car, every room outside the main lab and its adjacent offices. A credible terrorist threat, they had called it, originating from one of three groups who wanted the project stopped before it went live.

Two years ago the notorious Kikileaks site had published the full classified report he had written for the President's eyes only. The two-trillion-dollar government cover-up was suddenly common knowledge. The S-matter's existence was public. Its possible uses — most of them — were public. That it was the rarest substance ever discovered, capable of interrupting the fundamental force that held the elements of nature together, was now on the front page of every flexscreen in the world. Congressional hearings. Political intrigue. He had been bigger news for a full year than any war, any election, any act of God.

I'm more famous — or infamous — than Einstein ever was, and I haven't even turned the thing fully on yet.

One of the muted flexscreens on the far wall was running its usual cycle of cable news. He caught a chyron as it scrolled past: NSI confirms third major systems anomaly in two weeks · GCHX silent · Kossad denies breach. He'd been seeing variants of the same headline for fourteen days. Networks acting oddly. Authentication systems briefly drifting. Three intelligence agencies on three continents quietly chasing the same ghost. The official line was a coordinated foreign-intelligence probe. The unofficial line, in the private back-channels he still had access to, was that no one knew what it was, only that it had started suddenly and was spreading slowly and the pattern did not look human.

He had filed it under not my problem. Astra was his problem. Everything else could wait.

He was glad his family was in the witness protection program. A radical cell had burned his former home to the ground. The official story was fundamentalists. Privately, the FBI had told him it was a foreign intelligence operation looking for documents on Astra. His family had been vacationing in South America at the time, while he slept on the couch in the corner of his office.

He shook himself back to the room as Tim — his last team leader, from the software department — came through the door, took the last cup of juice and the last donut, and started toward his workstation.

"Good morning, John," Tim said cheerfully.

"Morning, Tim."

Tim paused. He heard something in the voice. He turned back around.

"Will you assemble everyone by the fireplace in thirty minutes? I want to give a speech before we begin."

Tim glanced at Kayla, then back at John. "Sure. We can be ready in ten."

"Thanks — but I won't be ready for thirty." He looked at Kayla and managed a smile. "I need to make myself presentable for my adoring fans."

Both Kayla and Tim laughed. Tim nodded and walked away.

"A speech," Kayla said. "Not like you. What's this about?"

"I need a shower and concealer for these circles," he said, lowering his voice. "I'll see you in a few minutes, if you want to join me — but it'll have to be quick."

She gave him a mock frown. "I have a great deal to do this morning. You're on your own."

He set his cup in the sink. "Dinner tonight, then? I hear the Wolf Theater has been remodeled. Fancy restaurant now. Crystal chandelier above the dance floor. I think I can get us in."

She flashed a slow, sly smile and turned away. He watched her go.

What a tease.

He walked back into his office. The door closed behind him with a soft electric click, sealing him into his bubble one last time.

The phone chimed. The room's gentle voice said: "Your son is calling."

"Answer," John said. The line opened. "Hey, Lawrence. What are you doing up this early?"

"Dad." Not a little sarcasm. "Everyone on the planet is up early today. You're about to pull the universe apart."

"Son, nothing is happening today. Phase Two only registers the S-matter in the pods. Phase Three — the real test — doesn't start until tomorrow night, and only after we've confirmed everything is working."

"I know, I know. Tonight it's just lights. But everyone at school says you're going to end the world." A small swell of pride in the voice. "It's hard not to tell them you're my dad. Half the kids think you're the coolest person who ever lived."

I don't want to know what the other half thinks.

"I'm the luckiest person because I have you, son." He said their old line, but this time he felt it differently — with a longing that surprised him.

A small voice broke in from somewhere in the background.

"Hey! What about me, daddy? You love me too?"

He smiled. Lilly. "I love you both with all my heart."

"With all your heart! I love you too, daddy!"

"Lawrence, I'd like you and Lilly to come visit me in Atlanta next month. A week or two. What do you say?"

"Would we have to sleep on the couch again?"

He laughed — a real one. "No. We'll all go to Wonderland Park. Hotel down there. How does that sound?"

"That sounds great! Can I see Astra before we go? I've been watching her spin on Astra.gov for the last two weeks. Dad, it's amazing she's still going."

"What's amazing is how smart you are. If all goes well tonight, I'll arrange a peek inside for both of you." He checked the time. "I have to go, son. You'll see me in a few minutes on Astra.gov. I'm about to give a speech."

"Wow, dad. I'm so proud of you. I'll be praying for you and the team. Love you!"

He caught his voice before it gave him away. "I'm proud of you. Thank you. I love you too. Tell your sister."

A brief pause, and then Lilly was back.

"I love you, daddy! I can't wait to go on the big rides. I have a new dolly."

"A new dolly! Does she have a name?"

"Yes, daddy. Her name is Astra. She's my best friend, just like at your work."

His jaw tightened. Elizabeth's doing. That was her way of reminding him — quietly, through a child's innocence — of everything he had missed.

Lilly's voice dropped to a stage whisper. "Daddy — are you going to destroy the world today?"

"No, baby. Daddy is just going to make some lights come on. That's all."

"Okay." A small pout. "Lawrence says we're all going to die today." Then, loudly, to her brother: "I told you! Daddy's not going to kill everyone!"

"Don't worry, sweetheart. Lawrence — stop scaring your sister."

"Yes, dad," Lawrence said, with the voice of a boy who had no intention of stopping.

"Okay. Both of you — it's going to be all right. I love you. Bye-bye."

"Bye, daddy!"

"Bye, dad."

He disconnected and stood very still for a moment.

Then he took a long, slow breath, went into the bathroom, showered, dressed, and dabbed concealer under his eyes. He took his white lab coat from the rack and put it on.

He looked out the office window at the lab. Astra turned in her slow, patient circle. The dreams were still there, faint as smoke at the edge of his mind, and the feeling hadn't left his stomach.

This is it.

He opened the door and walked out into the lab.
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September 7, 2035 · 8:00 p.m.

Hours later, showered again and wearing the suit Kayla had brought him, John stood at his office window and looked into the shadows of the lab. The screams from his nightmares had gone quiet. Complete silence rang in their place, and he felt Astra's presence like pressure on his chest.

He wouldn't get another chance at this. The unprecedented cost to build her alone would never be approved again. It would take decades for any program in the world to get close to the resources that had been spent here. He knew that. He had always known that.

Astra represented the apex of his scientific career and the end of his personal life. Her creation had caused worldwide social and political upheaval — not to mention what it had done to his family. Some people got it. They believed in what he was trying to do and were eager for the experiment to begin. Others protested her existence with the passion of people who believed the world genuinely hung in the balance.

Those who supported the project said she looked beautiful and imposing, as if he had magically transported Saturn here for their viewing pleasure. Even those who opposed her admitted she should be in an art gallery. He didn't care about art. Scientific results were all he had ever wanted.

The workstations had been converted into rows of seating, and nervous spectators filled every chair. Billions of people around the world watched from home on their personal flexscreens. He wondered, briefly, if the stillness extended across the globe.

On the ceiling above, the image of a clear late evening sky was sliding toward dusk. A single spotlight intensified slowly around the secured area Astra occupied, and the sun's last simulated rays went dark. The audience stirred as the ceiling resolved into a crisp, high-resolution image of Atlanta's actual sky — the cameras outside cutting through the city light to show something approaching real dark.

One star appeared. Then another. Soon the ceiling filled with twinkling points, rendered as if seen from a dark island in the middle of the ocean, far from every city on Earth.

Almost time.

This was his favorite moment of any day — the moment the sun gave up and the stars appeared. Those tiny points of light had always been a call to action he felt in his bones. This was when he did his best work.

He had been preparing for this moment for twenty years. All the years of university. The three doctorates on his office wall. The limitless hours of checking and rechecking equations that only he and a handful of others scattered across the world could solve, let alone understand. All of it led here.

I lost my wife. My family lives in hiding. The world thinks I'm a mad scientist.

Protesters still held signs outside the barricades. Others around the globe were burning him in effigy tonight. None of it would stop him. Not even the anxiety knotting in his stomach, or the faint echo of a trillion screaming voices still haunting the back of his mind.

He looked at his flexscreen. Astra's key information arranged itself on the surface.

The math is right. The antimatter engine is sealed and pressurized. The S-matter is cooled to almost -273.15°C, just above absolute zero, in a Bose-Einstein condensate. The gravitational alignment with Nebula 311 is exact. The air pressure release doors are armed — they will open automatically when Astra's spin reaches maximum velocity, venting the building before the pressure becomes catastrophic. The top spy agencies rechecked every line of software yesterday. No outside access. No worms. The airspace above is a designated no-fly zone.

So why do I feel like something is demanding I reconsider?

A flash from last night's dream came and went, stabbing him with the same dread he had felt that morning. He couldn't make it out — just the shape of it. He thought of the first atomic test. The scientists who had genuinely wondered, in the hours before detonation, whether the atmosphere itself would catch fire. It hadn't. But the image of what nuclear power became afterward had burned itself into the mind of every generation that followed.

I just don't want that to happen with Astra.

The morning's speech had gone well. The President had sent him a draft privately, and he had added his own technical details. Nine billion people watched him deliver it. He hated public speaking with a deep and real hatred, but he had done it cleanly.

He had made the stakes plain. Phase Two would only release the magnetic fields containing the S-matter. The computers would register the entangled state of the particles — lights on the boards, signals in the software, nothing visible to the human eye. Phase Three, tomorrow night, was when the antimatter would release and Astra would begin her true spin — accelerating gradually through the electromagnetic ball bearings from her current one rotation per hour, building toward maximum velocity, at which point the antimatter would fire and history would begin. The earth would shake for miles.

Tonight was just lights.

Through the one-way glass of his office, the crowd looked ready to chant. He searched the faces for Kayla and couldn't find her. He was almost glad. He couldn't hide what he was feeling right now and he knew she would see it instantly.

She had been strange all day — quiet, withdrawn, absent during most of the pretest checks. She was usually the one keeping everyone sharp with a well-timed joke or a pointed question. He had been too consumed with his own battle to notice until an hour ago, when she simply wasn't there.

She was a source of strength for him, but she had little patience for his weakness and he had always feared her disapproval more than he liked to admit. She never asked about his feelings or lingered on deep meanings. She was the partner he had always thought he
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