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            Because he was right. We were about to activate something we didn't build. Something we'd copied. Something designed by consciousness we'd never met using mathematics we didn't quite understand.
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Chapter 1


CHAPTER ONE: THE WEIGHT OF THE WATER (Ansel)
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Torch Lake was showing off again.

It does this. Turquoise water so clear you can see bottom in twenty feet, color that belongs in the Caribbean and has absolutely no business being in northern Michigan except that nobody told Torch Lake that and it wouldn't care anyway. It's been here twelve thousand years since the glacier dropped it and walked away, and in that time it has developed a personality best described as quietly smug.

Kathleen had the pontoon doing an easy eight knots toward Dockside. Wind off the water. Sun doing what July suns do when they're serious about it. The kind of morning that makes you suspicious because nothing this good comes without an invoice somewhere.

"WHAT IS THAT," Zippy said.

We all looked.

Jet ski. Tourist. Going very fast in a very small circle for no apparent reason.

"That," Terry said, "is a man having the time of his life making terrible decisions."

"IT LOOKS DANGEROUS."

"It is dangerous."

"WHY IS HE SMILING."

"Because it's dangerous," Terry said. "Keep up."

Zippy watched the jet ski until it disappeared around a point, then sat back down with the expression of someone filing new information about humans under confusing but noted. He's been doing that since we got here. Filing things. The stack is considerable.

Rhea had both feet up on the rail, face tilted toward the sun, eyes closed. She looked twenty-three. She was something else entirely. We all were. But Rhea wore it differently — like someone who'd put down a very heavy thing and wasn't ready to pick it up again yet and was going to sit in the sun about it until further notice.

Terry had his hat over his face in the bow. Possibly asleep. Possibly running calculations. Possibly both — Terry has always been efficient.

Lucia was reading. Romance novel from the cover, the kind with a man on the front who has opinions about shirts. She'd found it at the cottage and nobody asked whose it was. Some questions improve everything by remaining unasked.

Finn was in the water.

Not swimming alongside — just hanging off the ladder at the stern, letting the lake drag him at eight knots, grinning at the sky like it owed him something and had just paid up. Seventeen in the body. Older than the bedrock in the mind. Finding things to grin at anyway.

Good for him.

I watched the shoreline go by. Cottages. Docks. A great blue heron standing in the shallows with the patience of something that has decided time is optional. Boats at anchor. A kid on a paddleboard falling off, getting back on, falling off again with increasing commitment.

This is the thing about Torch Lake in July.

It's aggressively normal. Beautifully, stubbornly, completely normal. And we needed that. After everything — after the barrier coming down, after remembering what we'd been, after the weight of what we'd done started surfacing in pieces like wreckage after a storm — we needed a Tuesday that was just a Tuesday.

Pontoon boat. Sun. Eight knots toward lunch.

"I have a question," Zippy said.

"You always have a question," Rhea said without opening her eyes.

"ABOUT BURGERS."

"That's different. Go ahead."

"Do I have to choose? Between the burger and the fish? Or is that a suggestion."

"It's a menu," Maya said. "Not a legal document."

"BUT LAST TIME THE SERVER LOOKED AT ME."

"She was taking your order."

"SHE LOOKED AT ME LIKE I WAS SUPPOSED TO KNOW THINGS."

Terry lifted his hat. Looked at Zippy. Put the hat back. "Get the burger," he said. "Get the fish too. Get whatever you want. This isn't complicated."

Zippy considered this with the gravity it deserved. "What if I want both and also the onion rings."

"Then you want both and also the onion rings."

"THAT SEEMS TOO EASY."

"Most things are easier than you make them."

Kathleen caught my eye. Small smile. The kind that's mostly in the eyes and means this is good, this right here, remember this.

I reached over and put my hand over hers on the wheel for a moment.

She didn't say anything. Didn't need to.

Dockside appeared around the bend — weathered dock, string lights not yet lit in the afternoon, smell of fried fish riding the water ahead of us like advance notice. The place has been there forever. Certain restaurants achieve immortality through grease and lake views and the wisdom of not changing anything that works.

Kathleen brought us in easy. Terry woke up or stopped pretending. Finn climbed back aboard dripping, tracking lake water across the deck with the total absence of guilt available only to teenagers and golden retrievers.

"You're wet," Lucia observed.

"Lake's wet," Finn said.

She went back to her book.

We tied up. Walked the dock. Got the table at the end of the rail, water on two sides, sun at the right angle, and the particular pleasure of sitting somewhere you've sat before and knowing exactly how good it's going to be.

Server came. Jenny. She's been here three summers and has us memorized.

"Usual?" she asked.

"Plus everything on the menu," Zippy said.

Jenny looked at him.

"He's joking," I said.

"I'M PARTIALLY JOKING."

"Bring him the burger and the fish," Kathleen said. "And onion rings."

"And whatever that thing was last time," Zippy added. "The fried thing."

"The fried thing," Jenny repeated.

"It was golden. And crispy. And it changed my understanding of what food could be."

"Fried pickles," Jenny said.

Zippy's eyes went wide. "THOSE WERE PICKLES?"

Beer arrived cold. Fish and chips arrived shortly after, which is the correct order of operations. Zippy received his burger, his fish, his onion rings, and his fried pickles and arranged them in a semicircle in front of him with the careful attention of someone organizing something sacred.

"Every time," he said quietly. "Every time I think last time was the best time."

"It's the same recipe," Maya said.

"It is NEVER the same."

Terry took a long pull of his beer and looked at the lake. "Good day," he said.

Just that.

Terry doesn't waste words and doesn't compliment days that don't deserve it. Coming from him it was a full endorsement.

I picked up my beer. Looked at it.

Afternoon light through an amber glass does particular things at this table, at this angle, at this time of day. I've sat here enough to know the light. Know what it does.

This was something else.

Just for a second — less than a second — the color went wrong. Amber doing something amber doesn't do. Bending in a direction that doesn't have a name. Like looking at a word you've read ten thousand times and suddenly not recognizing it.

Gone.

Lake. Sun. Fried fish smell. Zippy making a sound of pure joy at his first fried pickle. Normal. All normal.

I put the beer down.

Watched the water.

It was turquoise and beautiful and showing off and there was nothing wrong with any of it.

The feeling didn't agree.

I ate my fish anyway. Cold fish is easier than whatever was sitting at the back of my mind waiting for me to look at it directly.

I've lived long enough to know the difference between a feeling that passes and one that's patient.

This one was patient.

Torch Lake kept being gorgeous and indifferent and perfect.

I kept watching it.

Waiting to see what it was going to show me.
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Chapter 2


CHAPTER TWO: THE GREY WORLD (Ansel)
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The Dockside dissolved.

Not gradually. Not gently. One second I was staring at cold fish and chips, and the next I was standing in a forest that wasn't a forest.

Tall. Everything was tall. Vertical structures rising fifty, sixty feet into humid air that tasted wrong—too much CO2, not enough oxygen. My lungs pulled at it anyway, filtered through the doll body's modified respiratory system. Not quite breathing. More like... processing.

The structures around me weren't trees. Thallophytes. Primitive. No flowers, no leaves—just vertical pillars of grey-green biomass reaching toward a sky that was the wrong color. Too yellow. Too thick with atmospheric haze that Earth wouldn't shake off for another million years.

I walked between them, boots squelching in mud that was more fungal mat than soil. The air hummed with spores. Everything here reproduced through spores—no seeds yet, no pollen, just clouds of genetic potential floating through the humidity.

Beautiful, in its way. Alien beautiful. Wrong beautiful.

Earth, 320 million years BCE. Carboniferous Period. Mission log, day... fuck, I've lost count.

My doll body moved smoothly despite the atmospheric pressure being thirty percent higher than Mars standard. The engineering was good—we'd gotten good at making vessels that could work in hostile environments. This one was designed to last years without maintenance. Biodegradable eventually, but on a geological timescale. Wouldn't matter by the time anything found it.

I checked the handheld sensor. Atmospheric composition still wrong. Oxygen climbing but not fast enough. CO2 dropping but still toxic to baseline human physiology. Temperature stable—hot, humid, unrelenting.

The angiosperms we'd planted last season were taking root. I could see them scattered between the thallophyte towers—small, bright green, flowering plants that looked obscenely cheerful against the grey-brown monotony. Genetic modifications holding. Accelerated growth protocols working.

In a few million years, these would dominate. Would transform this grey world into something colorful. Something that could support complex life instead of just fungal mats and primitive arthropods.

But we didn't have a few million years.

Mars was dying faster than the models predicted.

A shimmer in the air ahead. I stopped walking.

Not a shimmer. A presence.

Flowing between the thallophyte pillars like liquid light. No form. No boundaries. Just consciousness moving through space without bothering with the constraint of having a shape.

I knew that presence.

"Mist?" My voice came out filtered through the doll body's vocoder. Flat. Electronic. "Is that you?"

Not-yet-me, the presence rippled. Pre-me. Proto-me. I-who-will-become-Mist-eventually-but-hasn't-chosen-that-name-yet.

"You're... early."

Time is fake. You know this. I know this. We both exist in the eternal now and also in linear sequence and also in neither. Currently I'm exploring primitive Earth because it's interesting and because later-me will remember being here and want to know if it was always me or if I became me by being here first.

My doll body's processor struggled with that logic. "That doesn't make sense."

Making sense is optional for consciousness without form. You're just jealous because you're stuck in meat-vessel-approximation.

Fair point.

The proto-Mist flowed closer, examining me with attention that felt like curiosity, amusement, and something else I couldn't identify.

You're seeding flowers. Why flowers? The planet doesn't have flowers yet. The planet won't have flowers for millions of years. You're cheating the timeline.

"Accelerating the timeline," I corrected. "We need oxygen. Need complex plants. Need an ecosystem that can support human physiology."

Human physiology doesn't exist yet either. You're really bad at respecting causality.

"Causality is flexible when you have the right technology."

Causality is flexible when you BREAK it, proto-Mist corrected. You're not working with the timeline. You're bulldozing it. Planting things that shouldn't exist. Modifying genetics that haven't evolved yet. This is very rude to the natural order.

I kept walking, checking sensor readings on the angiosperm plots. Growth rates good. Nitrogen fixation happening. Soil chemistry shifting toward something that could support actual agriculture in... god, another fifty thousand years? Hundred thousand?

The math kept shifting. Every time we ran new models, Mars died faster.

"Mars is losing atmosphere," I said. Not defending. Just stating. "Solar wind stripping it away. Water sublimating directly from ice to vapor and bleeding into space. We've got maybe ten thousand years before it's uninhabitable. Maybe less."

And Earth becoming habitable in ten thousand years is... unlikely?

"Earth becoming habitable in ten thousand years requires us to cheat. Hard."

Hence the flowers.

"Hence the flowers."

Proto-Mist flowed around an angiosperm plot, examining the bright yellow blooms with something that felt like appreciation.

They're pretty. I like pretty. When I become me-later, will I remember liking pretty?

"I think you'll always like pretty."

Good. Pretty is underrated by beings obsessed with function. A pause. There's another one here. Another fluid consciousness. Less evolved than me-now. More excited. Very loud.

"Loud?"

You'll see.

The air ahead exploded into motion.

Not explosion. Just... enthusiasm manifesting as kinetic energy.

A presence rocketed between the thallophyte pillars, bouncing—actually bouncing—off the vertical structures like a pinball made of consciousness.

THERE ARE PLANTS! NEW PLANTS! PLANTS THAT WEREN'T HERE YESTERDAY! DID YOU MAKE PLANTS? CAN I HELP MAKE PLANTS? I WANT TO MAKE PLANTS!

"Zippy?" I stared. "How are you—"

NOT-YET-ZIPPY! The presence reformed into something approximately spherical. PRE-ZIPPY! PROTO-ZIPPY! ZIPPY-BEFORE-I-LEARNED-NAMES! But yes essentially ZIPPY!

Proto-Mist rippled with amusement. I told you. Very loud.

I'M APPROPRIATELY ENTHUSIASTIC! proto-Zippy insisted, vibrating with energy. THIS PLANET IS AMAZING! EVERYTHING GROWS! EVERYTHING CHANGES! It's not like the VOID where nothing happens! Here things HAPPEN! CONSTANTLY!

I checked my sensor readings, trying to process this. Two proto-entities who would eventually become Mist and Zippy were here. Now. In the Carboniferous. Before they became who they'd be. Or after? Or during?

Time was fake and my processor was overheating.

"You're both... what? Observing? Existing? Why here?"

Why not here? proto-Mist asked reasonably. Consciousness goes where it finds interest. Earth is interesting. You're making it more interesting. We're watching you make it interesting.

CAN I HELP? proto-Zippy bounced closer. I WANT TO HELP! I'm very good at ENTHUSIASM! And MOVING THINGS! Watch!

A rock lifted off the fungal mat. Hovered. Shot sideways. Bounced off three thallophyte trunks. Landed in mud with a wet splat.

SEE? HELPFUL!

"That's not helpful," I observed.

IT'S ENTHUSIASTIC THOUGH!

I kept walking, checking plots. The two proto-entities followed—proto-Mist flowing smoothly, proto-Zippy bouncing and occasionally shooting off in random directions before returning.

"How long have you been here?" I asked.

Always, proto-Mist said. Never. Time is—

FAKE! TIME IS FAKE! proto-Zippy interrupted. I learned this RECENTLY! Which might be ANCIENTLY! Or CURRENTLY! Point is I'm HERE and THERE and EVERYWHERE and it's WONDERFUL!

My doll body's internal chronometer was arguing with itself. The readings made no sense. We were in the Carboniferous, 320 million years before humans would evolve. But I was human. Using technology that wouldn't exist for another 320 million years. Talking to consciousness that existed outside time entirely.

Causality was having a stroke.

I reached the equipment cache—camouflaged shelter built from biodegradable materials that would break down into organic compounds within a few centuries. Inside: genetic modification tools, atmospheric processors, emergency supplies, and the ansible transmitter that let us communicate with Mars despite the time dilation.

I checked the transmitter. New message waiting.

FROM: Mars Central TO: Earth Terraforming Team Alpha TIMESTAMP: [ERROR - TEMPORAL DRIFT DETECTED]

Atmospheric models updated. Degradation accelerating. New estimate: 8,000 years to complete loss of breathable atmosphere. Water loss projecting faster than previous calculations. Update Earth oxygen timeline. We need habitable planet in 6,000 years maximum.

Current Earth status?

I stared at the message.

Six thousand years.

We'd been working toward ten thousand. Maybe fifteen if we got lucky. Six thousand meant—

"We need to cheat harder," I said aloud.

Ooh, more cheating! proto-Zippy vibrated with approval. WHAT KIND OF CHEATING? GENETIC? ATMOSPHERIC? TEMPORAL? I LOVE TEMPORAL CHEATING!

"All of it." I pulled up the atmospheric composition charts. "We're accelerating the Great Oxygenation Event. The angiosperms are helping but not fast enough. We need massive carbon sequestration. We need—"

I looked at the thallophyte forest. Fifty-foot pillars of primitive biomass. Growing fast in the high CO2. Dying fast. Falling into the fungal mat. Getting buried. Compressed.

Becoming coal.

Millions of years of compressed plant matter. Locked carbon. Oxygen released.

"We need this to happen faster," I said. "And we need to leave markers. Evidence. Something that will survive."

Why? proto-Mist asked.

"Because..." I trailed off. Why? Why did we need evidence?

Because you know you'll forget, proto-Mist said quietly. You know that later-you won't remember this. Won't remember being here. Won't remember planting flowers in a world that isn't ready for them yet. So you're leaving proof. For yourself. For later.

"No. For later humans. For the ones who'll come after. So they know—"

So they know you were here first, proto-Zippy finished. So they know SOMEONE was here! Making things! CHANGING things! Being IMPORTANT!

I pulled a tool from my belt. Hand-carved from durable alloy. Wouldn't degrade. Wouldn't oxidize. Would last millions of years buried in coal seams.

I'd made it yesterday. Dropped it in the fungal mat deliberately.

Someday—hundreds of millions of years from now—miners would find it in coal. Along with the others we'd left. Bells. Whistles. Objects that shouldn't exist. That defied the timeline.

Evidence we were here.

Evidence we changed things.

Evidence we mattered.

"I'm not doing it for them," I said. "I'm doing it because this work matters. Because we're saving Mars. Because—"

Because you need to believe you're the hero, proto-Mist observed. Not cruel. Just accurate. Because believing you're saving people makes it easier to do what you're planning to do later.

"What am I planning to do later?"

Leave them anyway.

The words hit like atmospheric decompression.

"I don't—I wouldn't—"

You will, proto-Mist said. I can see it. Multiple timelines. Multiple versions. In almost all of them, you calculate that you can't save everyone. And in almost all of them, you choose to save yourself instead.

"That's not—"

IT'S JUST MATH! proto-Zippy said brightly. MATH IS EASIER THAN FEELINGS! Math says "LIMITED RESOURCES" and then you don't have to say "I'M CHOOSING TO LET PEOPLE DIE" because the MATH chose! Not you! The math!

My doll body's processors struggled with emotional response algorithms that weren't quite working. Not real emotion. Just simulation. But close enough to hurt.

"We're trying to save them," I said. "That's why we're here. That's why we're doing this. We're making Earth habitable so Mars population can transfer. So everyone survives."

Mostly everyone, proto-Mist corrected. The math won't work for everyone. Will it?

I didn't answer.

Couldn't answer.

Because I'd already run the numbers. Already knew that even with Earth fully terraformed, even with perfect oxygen levels and stable climate and abundant resources—the ships couldn't carry everyone.

The math was already written.

I just hadn't told anyone yet.

"I need to finish the plot surveys," I said. Turning away. Checking sensors. Pretending the conversation was over.

We'll still be here, proto-Mist said. When you come back. When you remember. When you try to fix what you broke. We'll be here. Because time is fake and consciousness is eternal and everywhere-when is the same place-time.

AND I'LL STILL BE ENTHUSIASTIC! proto-Zippy added. PROBABLY MORE ENTHUSIASTIC! I'M VERY GOOD AT ACCUMULATING ENTHUSIASM!

I walked between the thallophyte towers, checking angiosperm plots. Bright flowers against grey-green pillars. Oxygen slowly building. CO2 slowly dropping. The timeline shifting toward something that might support human life.

Might.

If we kept cheating.

If we kept pushing.

If we kept making the hard choices.

Behind me, proto-Mist and proto-Zippy followed. Not interfering. Just observing. Witnessing.

Remembering for the versions of themselves that would exist later, when I'd forgotten all of this.

When I'd need to remember.

When the weight of what I'd done would finally matter more than the math.

Back at the Dockside.

I gasped. Beer glass still warm in my hand. Fish and chips still cold on the plate.

Kathleen was crying. Silent tears running down her face.

"The tools," she whispered. "We left tools in the coal. Evidence. Proof. We needed everyone to know we were there first."

"Pride," Terry said. Voice hollow. "We needed them to know we were important. That we mattered. That we—"

"That we had the right to decide who lived and died," Rhea finished. "Because we were there first. Because we made it possible."

Lucia was staring at her hands. "The flowers. I remember planting the flowers. Genetic modifications that shouldn't have worked. Accelerating evolution by millions of years. Breaking causality because we needed it to break."

Around us, the Dockside kept being normal. Tourists eating. Kids swimming. Server asking if we needed anything.

And Zippy was staring at all of us with wide eyes.

"I was THERE?" he asked. Quiet now. No shouting. "I was there BEFORE I was me? I was ENTHUSIASTIC PROTO-ME?"

We were both there, Mist rippled from beneath the dock. Before we were we. Watching them cheat time. Watching them break the planet to save people they would abandon anyway.

"Did you know?" I asked Mist. "Did proto-you know we'd leave them?"

Yes.

"Why didn't you stop us?"

Consciousness doesn't stop consciousness. We observe. We witness. We remember for you when you forget. But we don't interfere with choices. Even bad ones. Especially bad ones. Because sometimes bad choices are how you learn you're capable of making them.

The fish and chips were inedible now. The beer was warm.

And I remembered.

All of it.

Planting flowers in a world that wasn't ready.

Leaving tools in coal seams so future humans would know we'd been there.

Running the numbers that said we couldn't save everyone.

Believing the math mattered more than the faces.

"I knew," I said. "Even then. In the grey world. In the thallophyte forest. I already knew I'd leave them."

"We all knew," Kathleen said. "We just hadn't admitted it yet."

Terry pushed his plate away. "The tools in the coal. The brass bells. The iron pots. The objects they find in 300-million-year-old coal seams that shouldn't exist. That's us. That's our pride. Evidence we were there. Evidence we mattered."

"Evidence we were gods," Rhea said bitterly. "And gods get to decide who lives."

Zippy was very quiet now. Processing. Learning what it meant to have history. To have done things before you remembered doing them.

"I think," he said finally, "I don't want to be ENTHUSIASTIC right now."

That's okay, Mist rippled gently. Sometimes remembering requires being quiet instead.

The Clam River flowed past us, heading toward the lake.

And somewhere in the grey world, 320 million years ago, flowers were still blooming.

Evidence we'd been there.

Evidence we'd mattered.

Evidence we'd broken time because we believed we had the right.

My fish was cold.

I ate it anyway.

Because eating cold fish was easier than remembering.

And I was so, so tired of remembering.
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Chapter 3


CHAPTER THREE: THE PROBLEM OF TIME (Ansel)
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The ocean was the wrong color.

I stood on the shore—if you could call it that—watching waves that moved too slowly, too thick, lapping against fungal mat that passed for beach. The water was bronze-green, dense with cyanobacteria doing the slow work of photosynthesis. Converting CO2 to oxygen. One microscopic breath at a time.

Beautiful, in a way that made my chest hurt.

My doll body didn't need to breathe this atmosphere—good thing, because it would kill a baseline human in minutes. Too much CO2. Not enough oxygen. Pressure wrong. Temperature wrong. Everything wrong except the potential.

Earth had potential. Just needed time.

A lot of time.

Kathleen was down the beach checking water chemistry. Her doll body moved efficiently—no wasted motion. We'd been wearing these vessels for three years subjectively. Back on Mars, probably thirty years had passed. Maybe forty. Time dilation from the dimensional transit made the math slippery.

She walked toward me, sensor array in hand. "Oxygen's climbing. Point-three percent increase over last measurement cycle."

"How long ago was last cycle?"

"Six months. Our time."

I did the math. Point-three percent in six months. We needed to go from eighteen percent to twenty-one percent—three full percentage points. At current rate...

"Forty thousand years," I said.

"Minimum. Could be sixty thousand if the bacterial bloom rates don't accelerate."

We both stared at the ocean. Forty thousand years. Sixty thousand.

Mars didn't have forty thousand years.

The latest transmission from Mars Central had been clear: atmospheric decay accelerating beyond predictions. Solar wind stripping what was left. Meteorite impacts increasing as magnetic field weakened. Water sublimating directly from ice to vapor, bleeding into space.

Six thousand years. Maybe eight. That's what Mars had.

Earth needed forty thousand.

The math didn't work.

"We could force it," Kathleen said quietly. "Introduce more aggressive strains. Genetically modify for faster oxygen production. Accelerate the bloom cycles."

"We're already forcing it. Those cyanobacteria—" I gestured at the water, "—half of them are genetically accelerated. Shouldn't exist for another billion years naturally. We're already cheating evolution by geological timeframes."

"So we cheat harder."

"There's a limit. Push too hard, the ecosystem collapses. Bacteria out-compete themselves, exhaust nutrients, mass die-off. We'd set oxygen levels back instead of advancing them."

Kathleen crouched, touched the water with her sensor array. The bronze-green surface rippled, bacterial mats disturbed by the contact.

"Mars is dying," she said. "We knew it was dying when we left. But the new models..." She trailed off.

"The new models say it's dying faster."

"Yes."

I sat on the fungal mat. Not really sitting—doll bodies didn't get tired—but the human gesture helped me think. Above us, the sky was the wrong color. Yellow-orange. Thick with methane haze. The sun was a bright smear through atmospheric chemistry that wouldn't clear for millions of years.

Unless we cheated that too.

"We need forty thousand years," I said. "We have six thousand. Even if we cheat, even if we force every possible acceleration, we'd need..." I calculated. "Twenty thousand years minimum. And that's assuming nothing goes wrong."

"So we can't do it."

"Not on this timeline."

A shimmer in the air between us.

Not shimmer. Presence.

Proto-Mist flowed up from the ocean, carrying droplets of bacterial water suspended in its non-form.

You're discussing time again, it observed. You do this often. Discuss time like it's a fixed constraint instead of a navigable medium.

"Time IS a constraint," I said. "We experience it sequentially. Forty thousand years is forty thousand years."

Only if you experience it linearly.

Kathleen and I looked at each other. Our doll bodies' faces couldn't express confusion, but I felt it anyway.

"What do you mean?" Kathleen asked.

Proto-Mist flowed closer, examining us with attention that felt curious, amused.

You have dimensional fold capacity. You use it to travel between Mars and Earth. You phase through barriers between spaces. But you're still thinking of time as something you move through at fixed rate. One second per second. Very limited. Very linear.

"That's... how time works," I said.

That's how you EXPERIENCE time. Not the same thing. Proto-Mist rippled. Time has topology. Curvature. Dimensional layers where it flows at different rates. You already know this—you use relativistic time dilation for the transit fold. Experience weeks while decades pass at origin point.

I stood up slowly. "The transit fold. Between Mars and Earth. We're using dimensional phase-shift to cover distance, but there's time dilation as side effect—"

Not side effect. Primary effect. You're not traveling through space. You're navigating through dimensional layers where space AND time have different metric properties. The distance shrinks because time-rate changes.

Kathleen was processing. I could see her doll body's stance shift—attention focusing.

"So the dimensional fold," she said slowly, "isn't just spatial navigation. It's temporal navigation. We're already doing it. We just didn't realize—"

You didn't realize you could do it INTENTIONALLY, proto-Mist finished. Instead of treating time dilation as inconvenient side effect to manage, treat it as primary tool. Navigate to dimensional layers where time flows differently. Stay there. Let Earth-time pass while you experience much less subjective duration.

A splash in the water. Not splash. Explosion of enthusiasm.

Proto-Zippy rocketed from the ocean, streaming bacterial water, vibrating with energy that made the air shimmer.

TIME IS AN OCEAN! it announced. YOU CAN SWIM IN IT! FLOAT! DIVE DEEP OR STAY SHALLOW! IT'S THE MOST AMAZING THING! WHY ARE YOU EXPERIENCING IT LINEARLY? THAT'S SO BORING!

"Zippy," proto-Mist said gently, "you're not helping."

I'M BEING ENTHUSIASTIC! ENTHUSIASM HELPS!

"We don't need enthusiasm. We need them to understand the mechanics."

MECHANICS ARE BORING! TIME-OCEAN IS EXCITING!

I looked at Kathleen. "Are they saying we could... what? Phase into a dimensional layer where time moves slower for us relative to Earth? Experience hours while Earth experiences years?"

Exactly, proto-Mist confirmed. Short fold—shallow dimensional gradient—might give one-to-ten ratio. You experience one hour, Earth experiences ten years. Deeper fold, steeper gradient, higher ratio. One hour to one hundred years. One thousand years. Depends how deep you navigate.

"That's—" Kathleen stopped. Calculated. "That would solve the time problem. We could seed Earth's oceans, fold to slow-time dimension, wait subjective hours while objective millennia pass on Earth, return to check progress."

"Experience weeks while Earth experiences forty thousand years," I finished.

YES! proto-Zippy vibrated. TIME-SKIPPING! IT'S WONDERFUL! I DO IT ALL THE TIME! Or none of the time! Or all-times-at-once! Time is FLEXIBLE!

My doll body's processors were working overtime, building models, running calculations. The math was... actually solid. Relativistic time dilation under extreme gravitational gradients produced exactly this effect. We were just applying it dimensionally instead of spatially.

Spend time in higher gravitational potential—or dimensional equivalent—and less time passes relative to reference frame.

It was like orbital mechanics. Satellites in high orbit age faster than clocks on surface. We were just taking that principle and scaling it up. Way up.

"There have to be risks," I said. "Navigation hazards. If we fold wrong—"

You end up when-you-didn't-intend, proto-Mist agreed. Short folds are stable. Predictable. Like walking across room. Long folds—trying to skip millennia—those are like jumping canyon. Need trajectory calculation. Push wrong direction, you overshoot. Push too hard, you can loop back instead of forward. Closed timelike curves exist. They're navigational hazards, not theoretical curiosities.

"Loop back?" Kathleen asked. "You mean—"

Go backward in time instead of forward. Or sideways into alternate timeline branch. Deep folds become unstable. Dimensional topology has wrinkles. Hit them wrong, causality gets confused.

Proto-Zippy bounced. IT'S FUN THOUGH! I met myself once! Very confusing! Very entertaining!

I walked to the water's edge. Crouched. Looked at the bacterial mats doing their slow work. Converting poison—CO2—into different poison—oxygen—that would eventually kill most of them and make room for different life.

Forty thousand years of slow work.

Or a few weeks of patient waiting while dimensional fold let Earth age without us.

"We need to test it," I said. "Carefully. Shallow fold first. Verify the mechanics work the way Mist says they work."

"And if they do work?"

"Then we solve the time problem. We give Mars the years it needs by not experiencing them ourselves."

Kathleen was quiet. Processing. Her doll body stood motionless, but I felt her attention calculating, modeling, weighing risks against necessity.

"When do we test?" she asked.

I looked at proto-Mist. "Can you hold position? Act as temporal anchor so we can navigate back to when-we-left instead of when-we-want?"

That's literally what we do, proto-Mist confirmed. We exist outside your linear experience. We're very good at being stationary across temporal flux.

I'M GOING TO BE A LIGHTHOUSE! proto-Zippy announced. TEMPORAL LIGHTHOUSE! BEST JOB EVER!

"You don't have a job."

WHICH MAKES THIS THE BEST ONE!

I stood. Looked at Kathleen. Her doll body's posture shifted—ready.

"We test tomorrow," I said. "One hour subjective. One hundred years objective. See if it works."

"And if it does work?"

"Then we change everything. We stop experiencing time linearly. We start navigating it like ocean. Shallow folds. Deep folds. Whatever duration we need."

"And if it doesn't work?"

"Then we're stuck waiting forty thousand years and Mars dies before we can save it."

The waves lapped at the shore. Thick. Bronze-green. Full of cyanobacteria doing work that would take geological epochs.

Unless we cheated.

Unless we learned to swim in time instead of wading through it.

Proto-Mist flowed around us, patient, eternal.

You'll figure it out, it said. You're very good at breaking rules when necessity demands it. Time is just another rule.

BEST RULE TO BREAK! proto-Zippy added. MUCH BETTER THAN GRAVITY! GRAVITY IS MEAN! TIME IS FRIENDLY!

"Time isn't friendly," Kathleen observed.

IT IS IF YOU SWIM INSTEAD OF DROWN!

We walked back toward the equipment cache. Tomorrow we'd attempt something that should be impossible. Fold into dimensional layer where time flowed differently. Wait. Return. See if we'd successfully skipped centuries without experiencing them.

See if we could cheat our way to saving Mars.

Behind us, the ocean kept working. Patient. Slow.

Not knowing we were about to make it unnecessary.

The sky was the wrong color.

But maybe tomorrow, we'd learn to make wrong colors happen faster.

Back at the Dockside.

I blinked. The memory releasing me slowly, like surfacing from deep water.

My beer was warm. Fish still cold on the plate.

Kathleen was staring at the lake. Torch Lake. Turquoise and beautiful and nothing like the bronze-green ocean we'd been standing beside moments ago—millions of years ago—in memory that felt more real than the dock beneath me.

"We figured it out," she said quietly. "The time problem. We found the cheat. The way to experience weeks while Earth experienced millennia."

"And it worked," I said. Knowing it was true. Feeling the weight of that truth. "It worked perfectly. We mastered fold navigation. Learned to skip through time like..." I gestured vaguely.

"Like time was ocean," Kathleen finished. "Like Zippy said."

Around the table, everyone was quiet.

Terry: "That's how you were everywhere. How the myths show you across impossible timeframes. You weren't immortal. You were just... not experiencing duration linearly."

Rhea: "We'd make changes, fold away, come back later to check results. Never had to wait. Never had to sit with consequences."

"Never had to watch anyone suffer," Lucia added. Voice hollow. "Just fold past the suffering. Return when the screaming stopped."

Zippy was very still. Not bouncing. Not enthusiastic.

"I helped," he said. Small voice. "Proto-me. I was lighthouse. I held position so you could skip. I thought it was wonderful."

We both did, Mist rippled. Sad now. Heavy. We witnessed what you did. What you skipped past. The ones who suffered while you were folded away, experiencing one hour while they experienced extinction.

My fish sat untouched.

Because I remembered now. The decision we'd made. The test we'd run tomorrow—yesterday—millions of years ago.

The cheat that worked too well.

The ocean of time we'd learned to swim.

And all the drowning we'd caused while staying dry.
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Chapter 4


CHAPTER FOUR: THE FIRST FOLD (REVISED) (Ansel)
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Dawn came without color.

The sky lightened from black to grey to that wrong yellow-orange, but it never got bright. Not really. Just less dark. The sun was a pale smear through methane haze thick enough to taste even through my doll body's filters.

I stood at the equipment cache, running pre-fold diagnostics. Kathleen was checking the monitoring array we'd set up along the shoreline—sensors to measure oxygen levels, bacterial bloom density, atmospheric composition.

The comm unit chirped. Rhea's voice, distorted by distance: "Western continent stations reporting baseline established. Angiosperm plots secured. Ready for coordinated fold on your mark."

"Acknowledged," I replied. "Terry, you copy?"

"Orbital station confirms atmospheric monitoring active." Terry's transmission was cleaner—he was above most of the interference. "Global sensor network synchronized. Try not to break causality this time."

"That was ONE time."

"You haven't done it yet. Which is my point about causality."

Kathleen walked back from the shoreline sensors. "Eastern seaboard team just checked in. Twelve stations, four continents, all synchronized. We fold together or not at all."

Made sense. Coordinated effort. Couldn't have some teams skipping a century while others experienced it linearly—the data synchronization alone would be nightmare.

The skeleton crew—those of us who'd stayed after the bulk of the terraforming team returned to Mars two cycles ago—had refined this down to essential coverage. Twelve people. Four continents. Enough to monitor global changes without being inefficiently redundant.

"Sensors calibrated," Kathleen said. "Baseline established. Oxygen at eighteen-point-two percent. Bacterial coverage at forty-three percent."

I logged the numbers and transmitted to network. In one hour—our time—we'd check again. If the fold worked, those numbers should show a century of change.

Proto-Mist flowed up from the ocean, positioning near the shoreline. Proto-Zippy was bouncing between thallophyte towers inland.

Ready when you are, proto-Mist said. We'll hold position. You fold. We stay. Simple.

"Nothing about this is simple."

Everything is simple. You're just complicated.

Proto-Zippy shot toward us. ARE WE FOLDING NOW? I WANT TO WATCH THINGS HAPPEN FAST! FAST THINGS ARE EXCITING!

"Yes, we're folding now." I opened the comm channel. "All stations, this is coordination. Initiating synchronized fold in sixty seconds. Confirm ready status."

Eleven voices confirming from stations scattered across primitive Earth.

Thirty seconds.

Fifteen seconds.

"Kathleen, you ready?"

"Define ready."

Fair point.

"All stations: fold on my mark. Three. Two. One. Mark."

I initiated the sequence.

The world stretched. Temporal elastic pulled. Waves slowed. Bacterial mats stilled. Everything becoming photograph.

We were phasing out. All twelve of us, globally synchronized, stepping sideways into dimensional layer where time flowed differently.

Proto-Mist and proto-Zippy remained visible. Anchors holding position while we slipped away.

The world went silent. Not silent. Just slow. So slow that sound couldn't propagate fast enough to hear.

"Going deeper," I transmitted. "All stations confirm fold stability."

Eleven confirmations. All stable. All synchronous.

I pushed the fold gradient steeper.

One hundred-to-one.

The world outside became blur. Days passing like seconds. The sun tracking across sky, becoming smear of light as days compressed.

"Stabilizing at one hundred-to-one," I transmitted.

"Sensors recording," Kathleen confirmed. "Bacterial bloom rates accelerating. Oxygen climbing. Real-time compressed observation functioning."

"Western continent confirms," Rhea transmitted. "Angiosperm establishment proceeding. Looks good from here."

"Orbital confirms global atmospheric shift," Terry added. "Oxygen climbing across all zones. We're successfully cheating time."

I looked out at the ocean. The bronze-green water was shifting. Blooming. Bacterial mats spreading, multiplying. From their perspective—normal reproduction. From ours—fast-forward.

The thallophyte forest changed. Growing. Dying. New growth replacing old. Life cycles compressed.

Thirty minutes subjective. Fifty years objective.

"Oxygen at eighteen-point-six percent," Kathleen read. "Up from eighteen-point-two."

"Confirming similar rates globally," Terry transmitted. "Northern zones slightly slower—temperature differential—but within variance."

EVERYTHING IS HAPPENING SO FAST! proto-Zippy announced with glee. THE BACTERIA ARE BLOOMING! THE PLANTS ARE GROWING! IT'S LIKE WATCHING TIMELAPSE BUT REAL!

It IS timelapse, proto-Mist observed. Just experienced from inside the compression instead of viewing recording.

EVEN BETTER!

Forty minutes subjective. Sixty-six years objective.

Coastline transforming. More green. Less grey. Water less bronze, more blue-green.

"All stations be advised," I transmitted. "Monitor anaerobic organism counts. Oxygen increase may affect population dynamics."

"Already seeing shift," Rhea transmitted. "Western continent showing anaerobic population decline. Approximately thirty percent below baseline."

"Orbital confirms global pattern," Terry added. "Anaerobic counts dropping across all zones."

Kathleen checked her local readings. "Same here. Populations declining. Rapid decline, actually."

Fifty minutes subjective. Eighty-three years objective.

I watched the sensor data. Anaerobic bacterial populations dropping
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