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Introduction
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IT'S ALWAYS FUN TO write origin stories. Because you, yourself have questions about how come they did this, and where they started.

Sure, sometimes you get the honor of bringing a person into being that you can tell exactly how they arrived. Much like springing from the brow of Zeus, or something.

But short stories (and most stories) start best if they are already in the middle of a massive situation (like Darth Vader overwhelming your much smaller ship and taking you prisoner.)

So where all those characters come from take stories on their own to explain.

There were three mysterious characters who just simply showed up and were otherwise normal humans. Except for being able to time-space shift using only their minds.

They'd show up, and then just leave again.

Naturally, this gets any author curious. And eventually some muse or another eventually comes forward to spill the goods.

That's the easiest part of their stories. Because they still have to match up with everything else those characters did and said in later stories.

Anyway, we've got these three characters, who have very similar abilities. At first, they just showed up with non-speaking parts, so they were associated. But that, of course, is never satisfactory. It might cement a small part of their relationships, but in the back of your mind all that does is to set a tiny fire which is always asking, “Where the hell did these guys come from – and why?”

Their names are Joe, Peter, and Abe.

And eventually, I wrote enough other stories about them to find out that they all had gone to college together (in another “fortunate” set of coincidences) and met an ancient, but very young-looking goddess in the “deep stacks” of the college library – which just happened to connect (via time-space worm-holes) to another Library which was even bigger – way bigger, like infinity bigger.

Which is all fine if you like reading fantasy after every meal.

To shorten this, all the stories in this anthology is just about these three characters. And yes, these stories themselves are parts of other series, which will give you a great deal of entertainment seeing how deep these peripheral rabbit holes go.

Mostly, (that's again, mostly) all the background is explained and mostly all the characters are accounted for, at the time I write this. (And there's one, named Jenna – who you'll meet shortly – who does still have a mysterious past which extends past the Library itself, and so is part of some vast historical pre-Library set of stories that aren't even coming to mind as yet. I've got plenty of work already lined up in building these other stories out, besides taking time out to write backwards to where everyone started.

Yet, I did take the time to get a few back-burner projects explored, and so we have a set of origin stories for you to enjoy.

They are roughly arranged with the origin stories first, and then the first stories those characters started in. So even if you may have read those, you'll now be able to see a new depth to that character as  you see why they did what they did.

Otherwise, it's just a great puzzle with a few more pieces put down and interlocked.

Please enjoy. I hope you have as much fun reading these as I did talking with these authors and editing them for you.

Robert C. Worstell
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BY S. H. MARPEL & J. R. Kruze

- - - -
[image: ]


"THE FATE OF THE WORLD is in your hands."

What a bunch of hogwash.

It wasn't just one world – it was all of them. And my one pair of hands wasn't going to cut it.

So I brought along a couple of buddies of mine.

Both as arrogant as me, just as self-centered, and we also thought we knew everything.

Of course, that's when they handed us our sheepskins and the reins to the multi-verse.

Helluva learning curve.

Good thing we didn't take them seriously.

Because only our meta-math minds saved us.

And you, too.

Oh – you thought you were just along for the ride?

Think again...

––––––––
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I

"YOU KEEP BRINGING THAT book of Mucha illustrations over here. The girls up front will start whispering about your fetishes if you don't leave it back with the Art books instead of here in Math and Science."

I frowned at Abe. "Like I could care less what some part-time work-study librarian aides think or gossip."

"You should, Joe. Instead of caressing the paper pages of a long-dead artist, you could be caressing the very live, warm, and soft arms of some young woman who wants your own strong arms around them. Long dead artists and two-dimensional engravings never match the real thing."

“If she would only agree.” I pointed to the image of a goddess opened in the spread of a large format coffee table edition. "This is the image of the one who's been haunting my dreams."

Peter rolled his eyes. "Here we go again – where you talk about the mysterious locations in the 'deep library' where you keep seeing vision of goddesses who lure you deeper – until you wind up lost – and only days later manage to find your ways back".

I forced myself to quit tracing the tight lines of artwork with my finger and look up at my two friends. Abe, Joe, and me were long past best buddies.

We'd somehow wound up in the same home class for gifted kids back in high school – the one with the frustrated, but well-meaning teacher who repeated endlessly-torpedoed psychology theories about how Maslow's hierarchy of wants fit into Stanford-Benet quantifications.

Once we found where hard math met metaphysics, then we were the one doing the torpedoing. Since we cherished the spare time to get all our homework done before the day was over, we sat back in a back corner to quietly discuss things that were more important to us. Far more important than who got who and how far in some back seat, or whether the high-point achiever in whatever seasonally-current sports activity would break some local school record.

Every once in awhile, that teacher would come over to check our notes to see that we weren't simply cribbing off each other. So we'd hand over our latest bound, graph-ruled composition notebooks and watch her eyes glaze over in a few minutes. They were similar to Escher prints, only with the formulas and polyhedronal models taking whatever was the easiest route in the available space to express themselves. And quotes would make their way into the leftover spots in between – with no particular relevance to surrounding figures and calculations, except according to us.

She'd start muttering about the discipline of cogent expression and how proving our work was important to attaining any math position at higher academic positions. And about then our eye-rolling could get particularly offensive at times. When she started to seem like she was getting offended at being talked down to by teen-agers half her age, one of us would pull out a carefully structured math treatise that stayed within the ruled pages of a composition notebook. One where we were working out a math proof for something that was impossible to state in limited 2-dimensional terms. And she'd start smiling again – until she would try to follow that math, where sometimes she'd ask if it was possible to borrow the notebook to compare it with other tenured staff.

And so we had a lot of notebooks being passed around that were dated where we left off. Those floated around between the great-high muck-a-mucks, who probably used them to get grants or something. Some of those notebooks were with physics professors, others with the the math-heads (as we called them) and still others were in some other theoretical branch of academic science somewhere.

The only potential trouble was if they ever got those various notebooks together. Then they might be able to check the dates and find out that these were where the various "proofs" started intersecting with each other. About that time, they'd see that we were probably onto something of a theoretical breakthrough in time-space mechanics. But in the several years we were at our various schoolings, no one ever had. Once we did get two notebooks returned to us at the same time. But since one was in my handwriting and both Joe and Abe had been working in the other, it was unlikely that anyone had tied those together.

Because our "math" was way out in left field. Where no one ever homered out there. Maybe some high pop flies. Not like any of us were much good at sports – we did OK at the required phys ed classes. Especially at rip-flag football where it was speed and agility over pure brawn. And there wasn't much brawn I all those skinny squads of geeks.

For any of us, it wasn't that we weren't able to physically compete with the jocks. It's just that we had next to no reason to try. Sports rules were simple. And it was a matter of stamina and basic coordination. But the mind had no challenge, so what they called ADHD was not some lack of concentration, more than the pure inspiration from watching barn swallows fly among the playing field lights  and contrasting those seeming chaotic flight patterns with the tight spiral of a football pass, which then logically led to faster-than-light drive with tesseract-modeled 4D navigation. All this happening in some bliss of inspired thought – as meanwhile people started cheering after some short pass to a tight end who eluded three pursuers only to be clobbered by a fourth. A gain of four to ten yards and making a new first down so they could start all over. And where is the elegance in that?

Meanwhile, any verbal comparison of their choice of plays to Sun Tzu's Art of War just made everyone else on the team irritated. And next, you'd have odd materials find their way into your helmet – so you would need to then clean out before you could put that fouled bucket on your head again.

So sports was a dead end, in simple terms. Not because we couldn't do what was required to play well with others, but because we didn't see any immediate survival or even entertainment reason in it.

All this prattle is in explanation of how we three geeks were trying to keep from being bored to death in a high school that developed their curriculum based on not graduating anyone any earlier than four years. And our respective parents trying to keep us motivated just enough to not drop out.

Bribes of paying for extra-curricular courses in various disciplines dis-related to some advanced degree was usually helpful in motivating us to "behaving" during the tedious school days.

Once we got our free ride scholarships to college and grad school, then we had a lot more time to pursue our real research. Even though we had to study what they considered "vital necessities" of quantitative data analysis and a few other "required" courses – all to shoe-horn us in with the other, more mundane geniuses they had populating the place and supporting their tuition requirements.

Sure, colleges and universities were just like high school. The girls up front at the library desk were cute. But taking them out on dates meant having money, which meant getting a dull job. While we each had an allowance from the university grad department, this was only so we didn't have to go on distractive jobs to pay our way. It didn't mean that we wouldn't want to "play the field", but frankly, these girls were like dating your sister. Nice enough, but try to find something in common to talk about? One of us on that date would be bored very quickly. You get one guess.

So sitting around with hyper-advanced brainy friends in a corner of the library where we wouldn't interrupt too many people – that activity had a higher potential for return than "getting to third base" with someone you were never going to get serious with – since she was either only there to satisfy her glands, or score points in some social competition.

Dead ends are dead ends.

The trick I found was that there were really deep stacks in that library where if you took the wrong turn, you really did wind up in some strange shelving with really odd books – and well-formed women wearing whispy outfits would slip by with a smile and a floral scent that would distract you well after you noticed they were gone.

And you'd hear shadows of giggling whispers that lured you deeper in.

I kid you not – once I did finally get back out and found that two days had gone missing. Everyone else had assumed I was working in my dorm with  Abe and Peter, but they'd both assumed that I was doing some “private research” somewhere – like with some professor's comely teaching assistant. The only real difference was that I was ravenous when I did surface. I kept finding water fountains in the library, but snack machines were non-existent out in those stacks.

To test my theory, I had to personally check out the scent for each of those library assistants and their feminine bosses out later – none of those librarians or their aides smelled anywhere close to what I'd experienced. Most of the female workers here smelled like the books they handled all day. Not musty, but with a particular disinfectant-binding-type of scent. Of course they didn't mind my tall, lanky frame getting close enough to do a “scientific scent test”.

All this on top of the lost two days because of some mythical "stacks siren".

After that, I got more careful. Like solving the Minos labyrinth, I left a form of bread crumb in terms of torn corners from note-paper pages. Sequential mapping symbols, so I knew when I'd been where before that.

Eventually, I did map out where the "deep shelving" started and where it went.

That's when I met her – actually, recognized her scent first...

––––––––
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II

FOLLOWING A FAMILIAR feminine scent, I suddenly came out of the stacks into a small reading area mid-stacks. And there she was. But before I did anything else, a tore off another corner and scribbled a glyph on it. Once burnt, twice shy.

Once I focused on her again, I saw – over her bare shoulder – that there was a plate of sliders and a tall dew-covered carafe of tea waiting as well – at least it looked like that.

Without turning, she asked me, "So, Joe, are you just going to stand there, or should we just wait and let these hot fresh sandwiches grow cold?"

I could now make out the smell of their fried goodness from where I stood. "No, of course not. I didn't realize how hungry I'd gotten with all that walking."

And as I rounded the end of the mission style oak couch to turn toward where she sat, I was reminded of another hunger. While her legs were crossed, and her arms folded her chest, she wore nothing beneath.

My feet kept me from moving forward. At least I closed my mouth. But my eyes didn't know where to look, so they settled on her dark, almost bottomless eyes.

"You don't know what to say – so male-geek of you. Oh – that's because you're embarrassed. Let me put on something to assuage those moral senses of yours."

One of her index fingers moved slightly and she was now clothed in flannel pajama's, in a tartan plaid of greens with brown and red highlights.

I still considered my options. And still couldn't think of anything to say that wasn't school-boy idiot-speak.

She moved her left arm and patted the brown leather cushion to that side of her. "Come. Sit. I won't bite you – unless you want me to."

I smiled and found my feet could move.

As I settled down, still a bit tense, I could smell her personal wild rose and Russian Olive fragrance, like the spring fence rows of the farm I was raised on. Quite different than the musty stacks of books I was just traveling through.

"Joe – that's your name, right? Joe, I'm called Gaia. Glad to meet you officially." She held out a tanned right hand to me and I shook it lightly.

"G-Glad to meet you."

She leaned forward to fill up a small plate and several sliders, then handed it to me. And I found out there was a difference between wearing pajamas and wearing fastened pajamas.

Gaia just grinned at me. "Oh, sorry. I'm not too familiar with your current customs." Her left hand closed off that view while I accepted the small plate of aromatic food.

I managed to stammer, "No, I hope it wasn't me that embarrassed you. You'd think in our modern time that clothing would actually be optional – but then I was raised where denim and flannel covered almost everything all the time. So –  it's 'Gaia'? Like the ancient Earth goddess?"

She shrugged. "Yup, that's me. One and the same. A couple million-billion years old and way beyond counting."

"But you look..."

"Same age as you. Convenient, isn't it? Yes, of course that's the way I like it. This particular age-frame is more sensitive and responsive to tactile input.” With both hands free, she was now able to button up her pajama top, which allowed me to focus more on the conversation.

"So you're the one who I've been getting glimpses of in the deeper library stacks."

Gaia smiled. "Well, one of us. There are more than a few goddesses who prowl the stacks looking for entertainment."

I munched down on one of the sliders to avoid taking up that obvious question. It was delicious. Crunchy, cheesy, spicy-hot. "Oh, this is probably the best I've ever had!"

Her smile turned into a grin. "Oh, you're so welcome! It's been awhile since I did much 'cooking'. But since you're the reason I'm here, I tried to bone up on your current culture and what red-blooded young men appreciate most."

"Well, that might explain your first appearance."

She chuckled. "Yes, I guess it might at that. But then, I like to tease a bit." She glanced at the plate I was holding on my lap. "But you have other questions than just my provocative titillation."

Gaia reached over to pour me another tumbler of tea, and her top stayed modest, to my relief.

I accepted the tumbler from her. It was filled with mint tea, which cooled all the spices on my tongue. Then I was able to speak. "Well, yes. To begin with, why are you interested in some uber-geek like me? And that's taking all you've said about being a goddess as a given."

"Well, I'm all about balance. Most of those million-billion years have been spent sleeping. Because my specialty is only needed every once in a long while. But you need me to give you some evidence as to what I'm talking about, let's see – most of the modern history catastrophes are really all your humankind doings. Some of my balancing handiwork – let's see... There was Krakatoa, and Atlantis and Pompeii. But there also were a few Ice Ages, and then that race of creatures – way more intelligent and arrogant than you humans – you called them, er, 'dinosaurs'. Yes, that's the term."

I nodded and made my way through another slider.

Gaia handed me a napkin, which I accepted with as much grace as possible, even though her hand brushed mine in the process.

Dealing with a very attractive goddess isn't the easiest thing in the world. "Goddess" being the key point. "Very attractive" was worst, though. All my limited social training didn't lead me up to dealing with either very well.

"Of course, that's just your ego talking."

"What?"

Gaia smiled. "Your thoughts speak loudly."

"And you're in my mind."

"Or your mind is over into my own. Something you have yet to learn."

"But telepathy isn't proved."

"Like you believe that you really need a mathematical proof or peer-reviewed study before you can believe and act."

That stumped me. That was exactly the opposite of what my teachers and professors had pushed at me all through my schooling.

"Look, Joe, gravity worked for years without any mathematical explanation for it. Light streamed from the sun even before there was any species called humankind. And current math doesn't even really uphold that the speed of light is constant. But they want it to stay constant so their other equations work. Talk about being stuck in an untenable paradigm. Meanwhile, plants and animals continue to rely on sunshine regardless of whether it's constant or pulses. And water has the same adhesion forces even without knowing what equation defines its surface tension. That's what makes water spiders able to skate on its surface."

I just had to nod in agreement. "Paradigm shifts."

Gaia's smile turned into a grin. "That goes back to Kuhn – describing Galileo and Copernicus's issues with their 'powers-that-be'."

I had to grin back. "Me and Abe and Peter constantly butt heads with our own 'authorities'."

Gaia sat back, a slider in her own hand, munching daintily. "You know, these really are good."

I reached over and refilled my plate, as well as my tea tumbler.

"But why have you led me here?"

"Oh, something of interest to both of us."

"Such as?"

"In two weeks, our world will end. And you have to stop it."

––––––––
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III

GETTING BACK TO THE regular library was a blur. I was able to find and follow my own paper-scrap bread crumbs, leaving them there so I could visit the 'deep-stack Library' again if I needed – or if Gaia needed me.

Abe and Peter were sitting at our usual remote table in the Math and Science stacks section. They were joking about something before I showed up. When they saw my face, they knew something was up.

I pulled my usual chair back from the table and managed to fall into it. I was shaken by what Gaia told me just before.

First, I put the thin leather-bound book that she gave me onto the table. It was imprinted on it's spine and face in a language long unspoken and unread on this planet.

Abe spoke first, "You've been gone a while this time. More goddesses in the 'deep stacks'?"

"How long?"

"Only hours this time. All morning and afternoon. When you didn't come for lunch, we came here."

Peter leaned forward. "You look like you've seen a ghost or something."

"Not exactly – I was talking with that goddess I was telling you about."

My friends looked at each other, no doubt wondering if I'd gone off the deep end. But I stayed quiet, and they knew I wasn't kidding them or exaggerating.

"Gaia – the original Earth goddess. And she's everything you'd expect, plus more."

They sat back and waited for me to tell the story.

So they then heard about Gaia showing up in the raw, and feeding me sliders with tea. Finally I got to the point of what she wanted us to do.

"Us?"

"You two and me."

"Save the world?"

I nodded.

"With only our math?"

I nodded and shrugged. "And she gave me this book to help. Right after she pointed out that all these proofs we've been writing for years are next to useless in real world application."

And my two friends smiled in agreement with that. Something we'd always protested to each other and given up trying to explain to professors.

"She pointed out a couple of things." I opened up the book to where a ribbon bookmark sat, turning it toward them to read. "She said to treat each paragraph, even each sentence in this book like it was an equation. And this one was one that explains when proofs are proof: 'Workability is the measure of truth.'"

Peter jumped in. "Meaning all those proofs were just to enable other mathematicians to follow our work and prove it for themselves, but always in the format where it would still work in their tiny world-view."

Abe added, "One where everything had to be distilled down to symbols and abstraction, while we were trying to define real-world examples of logic in terms of real-world applications."

I nodded. "So 'workable' is defined in terms of resolved goals. Pure mathematics becomes almost a dead language when it's not aligned to getting something achieved, acquired, or attained. And it's more workable – like friction coefficients – when you're working to make something move somewhere."

Abe grabbed that book and started reading. "The next one – 'all power comes from within' – what does that have to do with anything?"

"It has to be built on that other one." Peter was excited. "Look, there is a connection between all these principles. They work from the bottom up as well as the top down to define things."

Our discussion became lively, so much so that we hardly noticed when the lights started being turned off for the evening. At last, one of the cuter library aides had to come to remind us that the building was being closed for the night.

So we adjourned for the evening to our dorm and picked up a pizza-to-go on our way home.

- - - -
[image: ]


BY THE NEXT MORNING'S light, we were still at it. Wide sheets of drawing paper were scattered on all the surfaces of the room, from the table to the beds and the shelves. Many were on the floor. We'd worn out many pens, markers, and pencils with different equation and model scribblings.

For the next week, we did nothing but eat when we were hungry, sleeping only when too exhausted to continue, and only going out to get food or more writing supplies. (Well, we did take out the empty food containers and wrappings when we were going out for supplies anyway...)

Our professors had seen us go through this before, and knew there would be a breakthrough when we finished – so excused us from classwork.

And after a few well-meaning interruptions, we had to post a sign on the door with one of the equations we were working on – saying: "If you can't solve this equation, don't bother disturbing us."

Since we weren't bothered after that, it must have done the trick.

Until late one night, we were interrupted anyway.

IV

A BRIGHT GLOW WOKE us all up.

At first, we tried to roll over or shield our eyes, but the glow only got more intense.

It was a cool brightness. Nothing was on fire.

The three of us sat up, squinting against the light.

Soon it dimmed to reveal a form in the center of the room. A young woman in her 20's, dark hair and eyes, wearing a near-diaphanous Mucha-esque gown to cover the essential attractions of her figure, mostly.

"Gaia!"

"Glad to see you, too, Joe. And you must be Abe and Peter."

The two other guys in the room nodded, their eyes wide and mouths open.

"Well, boys, I just came to check on your progress. We've got a week left."

I shook my head. "Gaia, I'm sorry, but we've hit an impasse."

She frowned and shook her own head. "That won't do. Not at all. Don't you three understand that you were chosen for this for a specific reason? That you three alone have the talents needed to solve this?"

"But what your asking..."

"Is impossible." She sighed. "Like I haven't heard that before. Surely you've gone through that book and others by now."

Nods from the three of us. Tired nods, over slumped shoulders.

"As you say these days – that's just a lot of bull-hockey."

Raised eyebrows from the three of us.

She raised a hand and the papers flew off the table, as well as any writing instruments. Then the table itself disappeared.

Gaia stepped forwards toward the center and held out her hand at shoulder height. "You three – join me here. Give me your hands. Now."

We all rose and put our hands on top of hers and each others.

The room around us shimmered.

- - - -
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WITHOUT MOVING FROM the position we arrived in, we each saw incidents pass by us from our separate childhoods. Various moments of being disciplined for speaking out of turn, for writing on the walls with our formulas, playground punishments meted out by bullies. And the many times our papers came back with comments about not being understandable, rejected to be reworked. The many incidents of being made the butt of someone's joke in very public venues.

The looks on our faces showed the pain, the punishments we'd had for not being able to be duplicated, for crossing unwritten and untold lines of social graces and codes.

Gaia made another gesture with her free hand and the space shimmered again.

- - - -
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NOW WE SAW A MOVING picture of our working up to and through our university courses, and still having teachers and other students with their gossiping, titterings, and laughing shrugs. But now we had stony looks on our faces as we walked through, among, and around these.

Only when we met in a secluded section of the library did you see the smiles return, and the interchange of the art pad papers, where we adjusted and completed each other's equations and diagrams.

That scene followed by several of dull boredom as we sat slouched by each other in course room chairs, dutifully copying notes from professor's chalkboards – and sometimes finishing the equation they were writing in our own notes before they did on that board. And our looks were those of extreme tedium, knowing to stay quiet as one of the unbreakable rules of acceptable behavior.

Once more Gaia made the space shimmer around us.

- - - -
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NOW WE WERE ON AN ALMOST flat, featureless plane. Some ditches and slightly rolling hills. Any trees were now just burnt skeletons. There was no live vegetation of any type. No animals, birds, or insects. Any slight breeze came with ashes.

The sky overhead was reddish-brown, and dull with clouds that obscured any direct sunlight, or even hint that one existed, other than the dim and ambient light that told it must be the equivalent of daytime.

"This is what you would call a 'parallel world' to your Earth. But what happened here is what is coming to your own Earth version. Next week."

Somber face all around. The three of us mortals took long glances at the nothing that was left. None of us had any words.

"So, you three need to figure it out." A tear came down her cheek. "I already have to deal with these other worlds that have already met what's still coming to yours. And believe you me, it's a very long process of bringing any meaningful amount of 'intelligent life' back to a planet that's been wrecked like this."

I had to ask, "What caused this?"

Gaia shrugged. "It's a long laundry list of various errors. Those who could do good didn't work hard enough to prevent those who were hellbent on their own and everyone else's destruction. The last straw was a virus that was a double-edged sword called 'Lazurai'. In theory, it could rebuild all the broken building blocks to restore life here. But the trick is that it can also be used to destroy existing life – that's all up to the way it was used when it was released, the attitude and intention of the person or people dispersing it."

Abe volunteered, "Following your earlier statement, that means there weren't enough people willing to do enough good broadly enough to overcome those dedicated to doing evil."

Gaia nodded. "If you're definition of 'evil' is destruction and 'good' is creation, then yes. People simply didn't do enough through their actions to out-create the destruction around them. In this culture, like your current one, there are far too many working on making life a much harder place to live than it has to be. Too many people with negative mindsets that are constantly attacking everyone around them. Even religions, which are supposed to be uplifting, too often were corrupted into campaigns of destruction and division instead of active openhanded giving and unconditional love."

More tears streamed down her face.

I put my arm around her shoulders and she came into hug me close.

No one had anything to say for awhile, just letting her recover, while the wasted planet weighed heavily on all of us.

At last, she separated from me to wipe the tears from her eyes. Then she put her hand out in front of her. "Come, let me take you home again. You've all got work to do."

At that we all layered hands in the center, and the scene around us again shimmered.

- - - -
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ONCE WE ALL RETURNED, we guys each took a seat on our respective beds. Gaia returned the table into the center of the room. Then she pulled up one of the few chairs in the room and sat in it.

"OK, guys – questions?"

"Not a lot of resources at our disposal."

"That's right, Abe. But you have more than you think – the trick is that your thinking is all tied up on knots." Gaia gave a wry grin.

I spoke up. "Instead of using it as our superpower."

That wry grin widened. "At least you're confronting the real problem."

"So, we have one week..."

"A few days and change. Counting down as we speak."

"Any tips, then?"

"Other than that huge one I gave you – look, I'm not the genius that each of you each are. Together – if you'd really start working together – you guys have more than additive total mind power. Those minds you have can link together in an exponential function. So don't tell me you can't figure this out. My job was just to set you three onto the problem. Everything else you need to resolve meanwhile is way beyond my skill-set."

That made me sit back. Beyond the skill-set of a goddess. Wish I had that on a recording. Oh, wait. We had to survive in order for that recording to be worth anything – at least she'd still be around. Us – not so much.

The old phrase came to mind, but Peter said it first, "So failure isn't an option."

Abe suddenly sat up. "Wait – Gaia took us to an alternate time-space. Right now, but somewhere else – a parallel else."

Peter and I just looked at him. Gaia raised an eyebrow – and also waited.

"Our presumptions are off. We've set arbitrary limits. Remember what we were onto – that we don't have to write a proof for our theories – they only have to work. Work, they only have to work!"

He reached down and pulled a pad of paper up, then grabbed another chair and came over to the table. A pen almost flew to his hand out of his pocket.

"Look what if everything we are assuming is wrong. Time, space, energy – these are all assumed constants. What if we say they are all variable?!? Take some 'foundational' equation like E=mc2. None of that has to mean anything like they thought it did. Mass, energy, speed of light – all variable. All changeable. Try this..." He drew a diagram of those four points as a tetrahedron. "C is worth double at least– so these all now just define a system."

Peter got excited. "So – so you change any of them and they all change. But those probably aren't the core elements." He grabbed that thin leather book we were studying. Standing to stride over in a couple of steps, he slapped it on the table, where the book opened to its original ribbon bookmark.

I got up and came over to look by Peter's shoulder.

Peter pointed. "See right there – seven principles. Work those out as a seven-pointed system."

I took the pen out of Abe's hand and pulled the pad over. Around the tetrahedron, I sketched out seven points and then drew lines from each of them to the other. "There."

Gaia was frowning, and turned to look up at our faces from the diagram. "I don't get it. How about explaining it to your
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