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    –.03194444 
 
      
 
    Kela looked at the piece of paper in front of her, and the message was straightforward: 
 
      
 
    After the second commercial break, the newscaster dressed in red will announce that an earthquake has been reported. It will be 5.3, with no damage, and she will report no injUries. After this the anchor will ask if there is any evidence of fracking having caused this, and the newscaster in red will say that there appears to be none. 
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    A bit banal, but Kela was relieved to see that it was. She had reminded herself over and over to avoid bringing back anything of even partial significance, like a lottery number, or even the result of a live sporting event. But no matter how many times she reminded herself, she didn’t remember anything from the state she had just come from, and therein was the problem. She may have been completely lucid when she wrote the note, but her present self had effectively just emerged from a blackout. 
 
    She looked around the room and found nothing different, except for the message and its pedestrian details. Her future self hadn’t done anything out of the ordinary, and she was relieved. 
 
    The note was unambiguous as well. This was apparently what was going to happen. There was a typo in the word injuries, and she didn’t understand the meaning of the symbol, but she could compartmentalize these to consider later. For now, she had to test her device. 
 
     She felt the mechanism at the back of her head, and considered the significance of what she was about to discover. This device might rewrite the concept of existence itself, or it might fail without so much as a whimper. But in either case, she had to find out if it worked first. 
 
    Kela looked into the other room and saw that the newscast was about to begin. She brought the message she had apparently written to herself, entered the room and waited. 
 
    /***/ 
 
    She had known the implications of this when she began, and she had done everything in her power to minimize the effect she would have. She had told herself to avoid paying attention to anything that might bring any notice whatsoever, and had repeated this to herself until it stayed in both her short and long-term memories. 
 
    She had then left a television on and had—apparently—sent her memories back a short time: forty-six minutes, or .03194444 of a single day. This would mitigate any undue chances of her making any noticeable impact. 
 
    Even if her future self had been out of control, it wasn’t enough time to do anything, let alone purchase a winning lottery ticket. 
 
    She wasn’t the type to do this, but she had warned herself against it anyway. A lottery ticket would have gotten notice, especially if the numbers had been deliberately chosen. Even if she returned to her current state and had chosen to disregard the prize, there would be footage of her other self purchasing the tickets at the service station, deliberately filling out the correct numbers. It would be on the news, with the words Have you seen this woman? scrolling across the bottom of the screen. And there would be questions about the device at the back of her head. There would be rumors that she was from outer space, that she was a cyborg, and perhaps even that she had somehow sent herself back in— 
 
    Kela hadn’t done this. She had sent her memories back forty-six minutes, and all she had done was written down a discreet message that the newscasters were about to engage in some trivial, specific banter. That’s it. 
 
    Kela waited for the second commercial break to end, and after it did a newscaster dressed in red announced that an earthquake has been reported only moments ago, seven minutes ago in fact. Seven minutes ago was well after Kela had written the note. The earthquake was 5.3, and no injuries were reported. 
 
    She looked for any typographical errors on the screen, but there were none. 
 
     The camera shifted over to the anchor, and he asked in a nonjudgmental voice if there was any evidence that this was caused by fracking. The newscaster in red noted that since there is no fracking activity near the epicenter, there appears to be none. 
 
    /***/ 
 
    It had worked. She had sent her thoughts back in time. She considered what she would tell Adam, and surmised he would note that it wasn’t quite time travel, but rather time travel lite. 
 
    Time travel lite. That was something that Adam would say. 
 
    He would make the last word lite to differentiate it from light, because light was a fundamental component of the process. 
 
    She thought for a few moments about how Adam was so good at explaining these types of things, and how he would call it lite. 
 
    She hadn’t yet told Adam what she had been doing—she hadn’t told anyone, not even Raj. 
 
    But she would tell Adam, and tell him first. 
 
    She would tell him what she and Raj had been working on—a device that could take human memories and turn them into data. She would tell Adam about how she had perfected it so it could also inject those memories back into the mind. 
 
     She would show him how this worked along short-term memory pathways, so it only stayed active for a time span of roughly ten minutes to a half an hour. 
 
    That was the memory portion, and Raj had discussed a myriad of applications for this. Kela thought she could do more, though, and had worked on the device by herself. She would now tell Adam what she had done, how she had taken memories and sent them back in time. 
 
    /***/ 
 
    She had known she couldn’t send matter back in time. From her conversations with Adam, she had resigned herself to the fact that this was impossible. But she had developed a method to make light itself go faster than light, and she had found a way to encode the data from memories within light. 
 
    This device had then taken her memories, turned them into data, and sent that data forty-six minutes into the past. The device of the past had then injected her future memories into her, which was effectively her future self. Her present self had experienced a blackout until her future self disappeared, but her future awareness had come through in the note. 
 
    She knew ahead of time that there was going to be an earthquake, that a newscaster dressed in red would announce this in a live broadcast right after the commercial break, and that the anchor would incorrectly bring up the idea that it may have been caused by fracking. 
 
    She had time traveled. Her body might not have gone anywhere, but she had experienced time travel—time travel lite, at least. And she couldn’t wait to tell Adam. 
 
    /***/ 
 
    She waited for the right time, and then sent her knowledge back forty-six minutes, just to limit any paradoxes that might occur if she didn’t. 
 
    She then left her apartment and walked towards Adam’s, and on her journey she went over the ways to keep this a secret. 
 
    First of all, she wouldn’t publish anything online. Adam had told her that there were bots that trawled the Internet for evidence of time travelers. Anything posted before it happened could be found out, even banal things like a minor earthquake that caused no damage. 
 
    If she posted this, a single bot would crosslist the timestamp against the actual time of the earthquake, and there would be some alarm somewhere. Someone in a position of influence would be notified, and that would be it. At the very least it would be studied in detail, and agents might even be sent to her laboratory. There might even be— 
 
    That hadn’t happened. The forty-six minutes were up, and outside of a small demonstration for Adam, she probably wasn’t going to do this again anytime soon. 
 
    She didn’t even have a social media account through which to post it, or friends to whom she could tell it. She had Raj, who was more of a colleague, and she had Adam, who was more than a friend, and she hadn’t told either of them yet. She was safe. 
 
    /***/ 
 
    She walked, and her thoughts drifted to the insights she wanted to share with Adam. There was the memory analysis and injection, and then encoding that into light. And then there was the process of sending those memories back in time. And then there was perhaps the most difficult insight of all—figuring out how to receive the message from the future. 
 
    The main problem lay in the earth’s speed through the universe. It rotated at 1,600 kilometers an hour, and orbited the sun at about 30 kilometers per second, many times faster than a bullet. The biggest move of all was how fast the earth was moving due to the universe’s expansion, which some estimated at over 600 kilometers per second. 
 
    It was fast, and the imprecision made it more difficult to measure. All she knew was that if she sent her knowledge back a minute, it would arrive far from Earth. If she sent it back forty-six minutes, it would arrive over a million kilometers away. 
 
    And she would also have to factor in the positioning. The earth itself rotated while moving around the sun as it moved along with the universe’s expansion. It wasn’t just going in one direction. 
 
    She had solved this problem with the help of Adam. He was unaware of her ultimate insight and everything else, but she’d had many conversations with him, and they had helped her arrive at the answer. 
 
    She had eventually realized that the device itself was the best possible positioning system. She figured out how to send the signal continuously through time. It would go an imperceptibly small amount back in time, so small that the device could receive it even with the earth’s movement through the universe. The device would then send the signal back again and again, and so on, until the signal told the device to stop sending it backwards, and to take the information and inject it as memory. 
 
    So as long as Kela was wearing the device, she could send her memory back in time. 
 
    She wanted to limit the amount of times she did this, however. She would perform a small demonstration for Adam, but then she would cease from any further experimentation if possible. 
 
    From her conversations with Adam, she understood that time travel—even time travel lite—could have unforeseen consequences. 
 
    /***/ 
 
    Adam wasn’t home, so she picked his lock and let herself in. She knew he was off visiting his father for some reason that she didn’t quite understand, but since this was important, she called him repeatedly from his own phone. 
 
    He didn’t answer, and soon her calls were going straight to his voice mail. She understood this to mean he was aware that she was here, and surely knew how urgent her message was. He was probably rushing home right now, and had turned his phone off because he didn’t have time to pick it up. 
 
    She stopped calling, and thought about what she would discuss with him. He might have some further insight into the perception of time—for example, why the world has decided to count it in both base 60 and base 12. 
 
    She never understood why the world saw things in such ways, but Adam did, and he never judged her for seeing things differently. 
 
    This was one of the many reasons why he was so perfect for her. He was her opposite in many ways, but they fit together like two perfectly matched pieces. 
 
    She’d never had a boyfriend before him, and hadn’t previously understood why anyone would want such a thing. Men had told her she was pretty—which meant nothing to her—and when they asked her out, she didn’t even consider saying yes. 
 
    She didn’t say no either. She would just turn the other direction and walk away from them. 
 
    Raj had once told her that she had the brilliance of a once-in-a-generation talent, but she didn’t feel particularly brilliant regarding men. She didn’t understand what they wanted, and what she would ever want from them. 
 
    She didn’t understand the majority of human interactions, and she quite possibly understood romance the least of all. 
 
    She had asked Adam for a reading list to better understand this, and he had actually already bookmarked a list in an online magazine for her, but warned her to take many of the books with caution, because much of the list was silly. 
 
    She had read every book, over a hundred in total. Many of the books claimed to fall under the genre of romance, and they were often centered around a woman who falls in love with a pirate, or perhaps a vampire. Kela observed that the pirate or vampire would already have some established life on the fringes of society, usually being bad in some way that wouldn’t hurt innocent people. The pirate or vampire would fall in love with the main character over the course of the pages, and would thereafter be monogamous. 
 
    Sometimes instead of a pirate or vampire, the male love interest would be a billionaire. Sometimes there would be another male competing for the main character’s affections, but the main character would always end up with one, and that would be it. 
 
    Kela had come to the conclusion that the basic premise of these books was how important it was to have a boyfriend, which she didn’t quite understand, because she couldn’t see the value in having a boyfriend for its own sake. 
 
    She had Adam, who was neither a pirate, nor a vampire, nor a billionaire. There was no drama between them, no common goal for which they would have to work together to achieve. There definitely wasn’t another male competing for her affection. 
 
    There was just Adam and Kela, and that was all that mattered. 
 
      
 
    /***/ 
 
    The connection they shared had been apparent immediately, but she didn’t realize the profundity of it all until a bit after their first date, when she went for a walk by herself at three in the morning. 
 
    She had juxtaposed their names in her head, and it made incredible sense: 
 
    [image: ../~other_images/1b_kela_adam-jpg.jpg] 
 
      
 
    Ka – The Spiritual self of a human being in Egyptian religion. 
 
    Ed – Education. 
 
    La – The sixth tone of the diatonic musical scale. 
 
    Am – Present first-person singular of be. 
 
    Every single letter combination made a real word. 
 
    She flipped them around: 
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    AK – Alaska 
 
    DE – Delaware 
 
    AL – Alabama 
 
    MA – Massachusetts 
 
      
 
    Four states. 
 
    One way or another, they fit backwards and forwards. 
 
    What was more, he was born in early October, which meant that his parents may have conceived him on winter solstice. She was born in April, which meant she could have been conceived on summer solstice. 
 
    There was no way of proving either of the conception dates of course, but everything pointed to a distinct, nonzero possibility. 
 
    And now she would tell him what she had done, and they would take the next steps together. 
 
    /***/ 
 
    He would believe her because he always did, but she would still provide a demonstration. She would ask him if she could do this beforehand—they would need to speak about all the potential paradoxes that might arise, and what might happen if things went wrong. 
 
    Things hadn’t gone wrong the first time, and though she wasn’t inclined to tempt fate again, she’d have to actually show him to prove what she could do. 
 
    She went with the assumption that he would say yes, and then began thinking of small things she could do to prove this completely. It couldn’t be a lottery number or even the result of a live sporting event—she could trust him with the information of course, but it wouldn’t be fair to burden him with the knowledge of something truly impactful. It just wouldn’t be right. 
 
    She went into his room and began looking through his things. He tended to keep his clothes in a randomized arrangement within his closet, and she figured that might be it. 
 
    She’d ask him to rearrange his closet into another configuration. It wouldn’t matter if it was randomized again or in any sort of order, as long as it was different and that he didn’t tell her. 
 
    She would wait a full half hour to be sure, and would then go into the closet, view the clothes until the arrangement was in her short-term memory, and then send that knowledge back in time. 
 
    She would effectively end up with the knowledge of what was in his closet before she saw it, and that would be enough proof. 
 
    She figured from her past experience that as soon as she decided to do this, it meant she would black out at the right time and tell Adam the arrangement of his clothes. 
 
    Whatever the case, this would prove to Adam what she was able to do, and she would also be able to ask him how she had acted when her future self took over. 
 
    If he required another demonstration after this, she would provide it. She didn’t think Adam would need another one—he would most likely prefer to consider all the possibilities of what had happened through thought and conversation with her first. He probably wouldn’t need to actually see something of this magnitude again unless it was absolutely necessary. 
 
    Regardless, he would see that she had brought something incredible into this world. He would then walk them through the ethics of how they could move forward, until they found the real meaning of what she had discovered. 
 
    And whatever the next steps were, they would take them together. She might go on a longer trip, or she might take the device off, never to use it again. If Adam deemed it necessary, she would even refrain from telling Raj what she had found. 
 
    She would go further than this, in fact. If Adam made the case that her invention was too dangerous for this existence—and he always made strong cases for his arguments—she would be happy to destroy the device. 
 
    She and Adam were on to something big together, and they had to move forward with caution. 
 
      
 
    /***/ 
 
    When he arrived home, he spoke with curt tones. She first took his intonation as a sign suggesting he would be excited to hear what she had to say, but for some reason he wouldn’t let her get a word in. 
 
     “I was visiting my father, Kela,” he said. “And since you’ve so far refused every opportunity to meet him, let me tell you that he had a very bad episode today.” 
 
    Adam took a look at the door behind him. 
 
    “And now I come home to find you’ve picked my lock, again,” he said. “And for some reason, you want my attention?” 
 
    “Yes,” she said, glad to have his attention. “I discovered something very important today. Now I need to show you—” 
 
    “No.” 
 
    “This is important—” 
 
    “No, Kela,” said Adam. “It’s not important.” 
 
    “It is. I’ve uncovered something far more important than anything else you could be doing right now. So please go in your bedroom and rearrange the order of your clothing. Memorize it yourself, but don’t tell me how it’s arranged—” 
 
    “Kela!” 
 
    Adam was never one to yell, and this caught them both by surprise. He gathered himself and then looked directly at her. 
 
    “I was visiting my father, who once again has been diagnosed with Alzheimer’s,” he said. 
 
    “There’s something I need to tell you—” 
 
    “I was visiting my father … who once again … has been diagnosed … with Alzheimer’s,” he said, his voice deliberately slow. “I told you about the diagnosis when we first began dating, and you paid it no mind then, so I’m telling you once more. This is real, Kela. My father is still here, but every day he seems to be a little less so.” 
 
    Adam pointed at his kitchen table, which had a thick packet with a strong scarlet hue. 
 
    “And I got a position at Arkansas State. I tried bringing this up to you earlier this week, but you weren’t listening,” he said. “I’ll be teaching the philosophy of science. Technically my classes are on the history of science, but I’ll find a way to bring philosophy into it. Regardless, I got the position.” 
 
    He paused in his speech as if he were waiting for Kela to say something. She chose to remain silent. 
 
    “They say it’s tenure track, but considering they don’t have an endowed chair in this department, my chances don’t look so great,” he said. “But I get to be a professor. So far they’re the only place that will have me, but they’ll have me.” 
 
    Adam gritted his teeth and shook his head. 
 
    “That also means I’ll be abandoning my father,” he said. “He lives in his home now, but a year from now? Or a month from now? I don’t know what’s going to happen with him.” 
 
    Kela thought about this for a moment. 
 
    “I need to speak with you about what I’ve discovered,” she said. “If you would just go into your closet and—” 
 
    “I’m not going into my closet, Kela!” 
 
    He clenched his fists and looked up. 
 
    “I’m going through a lot right now,” he said. “And I just need someone who can—” 
 
    Adam laughed to himself. 
 
    “You’re the most brilliant person I’ve ever met, Kela,” he said. “Saying this right now still feels like an understatement. I’ve been around smart people my whole life, and no one else has come close.” 
 
    Adam looked towards the window. 
 
    “But right now, I don’t need someone brilliant,” he said. “What I need right now is—” 
 
    Adam gathered his thoughts. 
 
    “At this stage in my life, I need to lean on someone,” he said. “And I need someone who can act normally. I don’t know if it’s that thing at the back of your neck, which you still haven’t told me about—” 
 
    “Actually, I wanted to tell you that—” 
 
    “Let me say what I have to say,” said Adam. “And what I’m saying is that I have one request from you.” 
 
    Adam took a deep breath. 
 
    “I’m in a time of transition in my life right now,” he said. “And I need someone who can be just a little normal at least. So, Kela, tell me one thing that will make me feel better, or show that you care about me, or us, or something other than whatever it is that you’re doing. Tell me something for me.” 
 
    Kela thought for a moment. She couldn’t quite understand what he was getting at, but gathered from his emotional state that he wanted some statement from her, though she hadn’t the faintest clue what it was. She thought back to her books of romance, and couldn’t find anything to which she could compare her situation. He wasn’t a pirate or a vampire, and though it seemed his upcoming life might be lived on the fringes of society, it wouldn’t be an established one. 
 
    He seemed to be suggesting that he was the one who needed saving now. She remembered that some of her books had scenes where the woman rescued the man at the end, but the rescue didn’t ever come from her saying the correct set of words in his apartment. 
 
     “Arkansas State is in Jonesboro,” she said, after nearly five minutes of silent thought. “Which is in the northeast of Arkansas. If you go, our relationship will not change, because you will be in NE AR. You will be near.” 
 
    Adam thought about this for a moment, and then laughed to himself again. 
 
    “All right, Kela,” he said. “There’s something I’ve been meaning to tell you.” 
 
    /***/ 
 
    Back in her own apartment, Kela couldn’t understand how this made any sense. She had observed things that didn’t make sense before of course, or at least they appeared to not make sense. She had programmed incredibly sophisticated systems that would yield an unexpected result, but she would figure out the underlying problem, correct it, and then it would operate as expected. This included the device she was wearing. 
 
    But those were complex systems, and they were supposed to not make sense at times. What she had with Adam was not a complex system. 
 
    Adam was meant to be with her and no one else—and he had just told her that they were through. If something had happened to one of them—for example, inadvertent death or disintegration—she could have understood it on some level. But this was Adam, alive, sane and not at all disintegrated, and he was ending the relationship. It was like a program not working because it decided not to. 
 
    After he had shared his decision, she had told him repeatedly why this didn’t make sense. She had told Adam why merely calling him wrong for deciding to terminate their relationship was not sufficient. This was something that could not happen. It was like violating the laws of physics, something that just could not be done. 
 
    Kela now spent another twenty minutes in thought, trying to find any sort of explanation for this. She found none. 
 
    She then felt the device at the back of her head. She reasoned that the device didn’t violate the laws of physics, it just appeared to do so. Could his decision be something like this? 
 
    She figured that this wasn’t an acceptable analogy. She could probably explain the workings of her device to Raj at least, and Adam himself would have surely understood it on a deeper philosophical level than she. 
 
    But Adam’s resolution to leave her could neither be explained nor understood. 
 
    Could it be some sort of glitch in the universe, perhaps? 
 
    Kela figured that this was it. It was a mistake in the system that lay beneath all existence. It was something that just should not have happened. 
 
    Adam had once likened the universe to a big novel that writes itself, and said that however the story goes, the laws of physics dictate that the tale has no grammatical errors. 
 
    Kela reasoned that this was the exception. Perhaps this mistake in syntax was so inconsequential in comparison to the grand scheme of things, that the universe had never noticed it in the first place. Perhaps it was something else. 
 
    But this was her small part of the book, and Kela knew she had to do something to correct it. 
 
    She thought of what she could do presently, and couldn’t come up with an acceptable solution. This error had already occurred, and there was no way to rectify it now. 
 
    Kela then felt the device at the back of her head once more, and realized that this was no longer true. But what could she do? Could she go back and change her behavior so that he would no longer behave in this way? 
 
    No. She reasoned that she couldn’t do that. It wouldn’t be right. She and Adam were perfect for each other, and her changing her behavior to match his inexplicable error would just be covering up something that shouldn’t have happened in the first place. 
 
    They were like two magnets bound to each other completely, and then one magnet spontaneously decided to be repulsed by its partner. She shouldn’t change her behavior to avoid spontaneous, inexplicable repulsion. Magnets aren’t supposed to do that in the first place. 
 
    For another hour, without moving or making a sound, she just sat and thought about what she should do. 
 
    She considered going back in time and ending it with him first, but this didn’t make complete sense. She would just be going back to be the one to break off their perfect relationship, effectively transferring this error in the universe from him to her. 
 
    She felt she was on to something, though, and considered how she might expand upon this line of thinking—how she might take it to the next level. 
 
    How could she take this error of the universe, and expunge it thoroughly? 
 
    She thought back to her romance books, and there was a tale set in thirteenth-century Europe. The love interest was a vampire, and he was telling the main character about a new threat to their land that lay on the horizon—a mighty empire born of a conqueror named Genghis Khan. The vampire told a tale about how Genghis Khan had once flooded the birth town of one of his rivals, to erase it from the map so that it would never have existed. 
 
    Kela didn’t want to do this to Adam of course. She bore him no hostility, and didn’t want to erase his birthplace, or end his existence, or hurt him in any way whatsoever. 
 
    But Kela felt that there was something so thorough about Genghis Khan’s actions, and if she were to do something similar— 
 
    Kela knew what she had to do. She first calculated the days that she and Adam had been together. This was the 101st day. It didn’t count, so they had been together for 100 days. 
 
    She would program her device to send her back in time to end this relationship first, one day at a time, until she ended it on every single day that they had been together, 100 days in all. 
 
    The universe had made an error, and Kela would correct it. She would do this thoroughly, until this mistake was completely cleansed from existence. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    –1 
 
      
 
    Kela was in Adam’s apartment, alone. He had left the spare key under the mat this time, though she had entered without it before. He had become upset when she had done this, stating that he needed to give her his permission to come over and stay. 
 
    She accepted that he had given her permission today by leaving the key under the mat, but she still couldn’t understand why she would need such a thing. She and Adam were perfectly matched, two sides of one entity, and two sides of the same being didn’t require permission to enter the other half’s residence. 
 
    She knew that Adam refused to enter her apartment without her knowledge, but that was his decision. If he ever decided to do this, she might not even notice. It would be as natural as him sharing her glass of water, or sitting on her couch. 
 
    Kela contemplated this in Adam’s living room silently, and then let her thoughts spread a little further, to the concept of owning a place to live. 
 
    Adam didn’t own his apartment. He rented it. Kela didn’t rent her apartment. Raj rented it for her with an allotment from his grant money. Neither of them had the place in their possession, according to the law. They paid a third party a monthly stipend, a third party who might not fully own this place themselves. Some bank owned this place, and if this third party stopped paying their monthly payment, that bank could take it from them. 
 
    But as long as Adam—and Raj—kept sending in their monthly payments, both she and Adam would have a box within a building that they alone are allowed to enter. The legal owners of their places weren’t even allowed to enter. The highest-ranking members of the banks that truly owned their places weren’t allowed to enter. 
 
    Adam said that she shouldn’t enter his place without his permission, but she considered that a separate quandary. 
 
    For now, society gave them the right to dwell in these boxes if they sent in money, or had money sent in on their behalf—not even paper money, but currency which was largely virtual, and without inherent value save for the fact that the entire world agreed that it was of paramount importance. And some currencies were stronger than others and— 
 
    Kela forced herself to discontinue this line of thought. 
 
    Adam had told her not to worry about such things. He had explained that this was what made humanity what it was—the unique ability to arbitrarily share sets of mutually shared illusions. 
 
    Adam had explained that laws, paper money, and national borders didn’t really exist in any real sense, but they made societies grow. They didn’t hold the absolute value of the laws of physics, which Adam claimed Kela understood better than anyone he had ever met, but these mutually shared illusions held a tremendous amount of value. They allowed her to live in security, and work in a laboratory connected to countless resources. 
 
    He had told Kela not to think about it too much, to just take societal rules for what they were and not dig too deeply into why they were. 
 
    She decided to try this now, and told herself that she would no longer pick his lock to enter his place, unless it was for something truly important. 
 
    /***/ 
 
    Adam called and asked if she wanted to meet him at the grocery store, and she refused. She knew it was much more efficient if they split duties, and she normally cleaned while he cooked. He was a better cook than she was, or at least a more enthusiastic one, so she allowed him to take all the cooking duties. She was better at cleaning than he was—and definitely more enthusiastic about it—so it was only logical to split the duties this way. 
 
    She told him since he was shopping for items to cook, she would begin cleaning. 
 
    “I have some things I want to discuss with you,” he said. “It has to do with my father and—just some things. I think better when I walk around. Are you sure you don’t want to come?” 
 
    Kela said that she was sure. She really needed to do some cleaning around his place. 
 
    “Don’t do that,” he said. “Just—stay there. I won’t be long.” 
 
    Adam hung up, and she began cleaning. It wasn’t right for her to lie back while he exerted so much effort, and besides, the place was in complete disarray. 
 
    She began with his bookshelf, which was all but randomized. She first arranged the books by the authors’ last names, but it didn’t feel right to her. Adam read widely, and this order led paperback mysteries to be set next to textbooks. 
 
    She then arranged them by genre, which was a little better, and subdivided these arrangements by the authors’ last names. 
 
    For her final step, she picked out the books that Adam either wouldn’t read, or would read so much that he would require a digital copy of them. She set the former aside to be discarded, and was contemplating ways to upload the annotations Adam might have for the latter, when he came in through the door. 
 
    He saw what she was doing and gave her a look that she didn’t understand, a look that he had been giving her quite a bit lately. 
 
    /***/ 
 
    They cooked pasta with an assortment of vegetables. Kela wondered how many of the ingredients were native to their location, truly native, in the sense that she and Adam could have still had them if they were living in this place a hundred millennia ago. 
 
    She was about to ask Adam this when she blacked out. 
 
    When she came to, she was standing in the living room, with some of Adam’s books on the floor, and some in his hand. He was yelling at her, though she didn’t understand the words that were coming from his mouth. 
 
    “Wait,” she said back. 
 
    Adam stopped yelling, and his eyes became wide. 
 
    “You are …” he said. “You’re different now.” 
 
    “I don’t know how I got here,” she said. “I was just eating a moment ago. I was wondering how many of these ingredients were native, and now I’m here.” 
 
    Adam looked around, and then let out a small laugh. 
 
    “Okay,” he said, his breath slowing. “Okay.” 
 
    /***/ 
 
    They decided to recount what had just transpired. He asked her again if she had any recollection of the past several minutes, and she said that she had none. 
 
    “I believe you,” he said. 
 
    “I wouldn’t lie,” she said. “What purpose would lying—” 
 
    “I know,” he interrupted. “What I meant to say is that you weren’t acting like you.” 
 
    “How so?” 
 
    “Well, for starters, you broke up with me,” he said. 
 
    “Why would I ever do that?” 
 
    Adam shook his head. 
 
    “You gave me some strange speech,” he said. “Something about how our relationship should never have existed in the first place. You described it as ultimately leading to a glitch in the universe, as if a magnet was attracted by another magnet, and then spontaneously decided to be repulsed by it.” 
 
    Kela thought about this. 
 
    “That would be a glitch in the universe,” she said. “If a magnet were to spontaneously be repulsed by another magnet, it would be as if a piece of matter was willfully disobeying the laws of physics—” 
 
    Adam held up his hand and then laughed slightly. 
 
    “That’s not my point,” he said. “You weren’t you. Or rather, it was like a different version of you, one that was somehow—corrupted.” 
 
    Adam came close to Kela and observed her. 
 
    “And you’re looking at me like what I just said was the most rational thing in the world.” 
 
    “You were describing how I acted,” said Kela. “You lent an analogy that described the scene well. I don’t understand why this might be irrational.” 
 
    Adam laughed again. 
 
    “This is the real Kela, all right,” he said. “But before we get into why you were acting the way you did, tell me one thing. Your other self broke up with me. Is this the way you feel now?” 
 
    “Why would I ever feel like that? How could I ever feel like that?” 
 
    “Yes or no, Kela,” said Adam. “I’m looking for a straight answer.” 
 
    “Then no,” she said. “Nothing could be further from how I feel presently. Willfully breaking up with you would be akin to willfully breaking one of the laws of physics. It not only wouldn’t happen, it couldn’t.” 
 
    Adam accepted her response. 
 
    “All right,” he said. “Now, I know you don’t want to talk about this, but I’ve got to ask you about it again. Could this have something to do with that device at the back of your head, whatever it is?” 
 
    Kela contemplated this. 
 
    “Yes,” she said. “It was almost certainly caused by this.” 
 
    “Can you finally tell me what it is?” 
 
    Kela shook her head. 
 
    “No,” she said. “Not yet, at least.” 
 
    “Not yet,” said Adam. “Well, at least we’re getting somewhere.” 
 
    Kela looked around the living room, and pointed at the books on the floor. 
 
    “What happened here?” she asked. 
 
    “You were hostile.” 
 
    “Hostile?” 
 
    “Yes,” said Adam. “Just a bit. While you gave your speech you became unnerved, and began throwing these books. You then scratched this into the bookcase.” 
 
    Adam pointed the outline of a symbol carved into the wood. 
 
    “But it wasn’t you,” he said. 
 
    Adam reached back to touch her device. Kela shrank back, but Adam gestured that he only wanted to touch it briefly. She allowed him to do this. 
 
    “We were having problems before this, you know,” he said. 
 
    Kela didn’t respond, because she didn’t know of the problems to which Adam was referring. 
 
    “You act in ways that are difficult, and hard to explain,” he said. “People say their partners are unique, but you—” 
 
    Adam kissed Kela on the cheek. 
 
    “It’s a cliché for a guy to say his girlfriend is crazy,” he said. “But I see now that you’re not crazy, at least not in conventional terms.” 
 
    Adam withdrew, and then began picking up the books from the ground. He placed them back on the shelves at random, and Kela followed him by reordering the books where they were meant to go. 
 
    “All I wanted was something,” he said. “Just a single notion to hold on to, something that would make even the smallest bit of sense of your behavior. And I feel this device, whatever it is, will make some sort of sense of it. Would I be accurate in thinking this way?” 
 
    “Yes,” said Kela. “This device may explain a lot of things, a small portion of which a human mind will be able to understand.” 
 
    Adam laughed at this. 
 
    “Another thing that keeps me going with you is the mystery,” he said. “Not the mystery of your behavior, though that definitely finds a way to surprise me. It’s the mystery of your brilliance, and what you’re doing.” 
 
    He pointed to an unopened packet on his table that had a strong red hue. 
 
    “I might be getting my chance of doing something big,” he said. “It’s not big in a small way of course, just a potential position, but I’m meant to think of big things there.” 
 
    Adam thought for a moment. 
 
    “I think of big things, and I explain them to others,” he said. “That’s what I do. But you—you’re doing something big. I can sense this. You don’t have to tell me what it is, but tell me this: Are you doing something big? Is this device part of something big?” 
 
    Kela felt the mechanism at the back of her head. 
 
     “I can’t say what it is at this point,” she said. “But I do believe this device caused me to act strangely. I believe it did this because it did something big, something big enough to go up against the laws of the universe. If breaking them is impossible, it at least subverted them.” 
 
    Adam smiled. 
 
    “All right, Kela,” he said. “Let’s keep going, then. Whatever this is, whatever we are, let’s keep going. We’ll see this through to the end, and do it together.” 
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    Kela sat in a small observation room with Raj. Raj had explained that they couldn’t take one of the bigger rooms because they were still keeping this quiet, and though he wanted to put her in an MRI machine one day, that was out of the question as well. The device at the back of Kela’s head had metal in it, and any time she spent in a magnetic resonance imaging machine would lead to a bad end in multiple ways. 
 
    But they didn’t require a large observation room, and didn’t need an MRI machine, at least not for now. Kela had figured out how to transfer the data from her device to an external computer, and that was good enough for the time being. 
 
    “I’m going to give you a series of numbers that will strain your memory,” said Raj. “Your natural memory is exceptionally good, so I’m going to throw a lot at you, and then some symbols.” 
 
    He gave her the numbers and she repeated them back. He then asked her to repeat them again. After this he gave her numbers and symbols, and she repeated those as well. He then gave her a few logic puzzles, and after she solved them he asked her to repeat the original numbers, and after she did so, he asked her to repeat the numbers again. 
 
    He gave her a set of three tests that weren’t that difficult. He asked her to memorize only a few numbers, letters or shapes and asked her to repeat them slowly, five times in a row for each test. He gave her a test that was just a series of three words, and he asked her to repeat them twenty times. 
 
    He then asked her to memorize a series of words, and after she repeated the words back to him three times he asked her to memorize another set of words, spelled out in colors that were in a different colored lettering—the word blue was written in orange, for example. 
 
    Raj then asked her what the words were, and what the color of their lettering was. 
 
    After she repeated this, he gave her a longer list of these differently colored words, and some of them weren’t colors. Some of them weren’t even words—they were either just random letters or symbols. 
 
    He then gave her a mnemonic device to remember everything. It was a rhyming poem where the first letter of every word cued her in to what she was supposed to memorize. 
 
    She memorized the mnemonic device and was able to repeat the words, the letter colors and the random letters, as well as the symbols. 
 
    She noted that the symbols engaged her mind in a strange way, though she didn’t quite know what this meant. 
 
    Raj went over to his computer and stared at the data, and then shook his head. 
 
    “I see nothing,” he said. “There’s something there, I know this, but I can’t see what it is. Do you mind taking a look?” 
 
    Kela viewed the data and could see no semblance of order either. She understood Raj’s assumption that there was something there, because there had to be, but she couldn’t find any discernible order. 
 
    “What about here?” said Raj, pointing at a section of the data by its timestamp. “This is where you said the same thing over and over again. There should be something repeated, or at least some pattern.” 
 
    Kela couldn’t see any similarity in the sections. Where she had repeated the same three words twenty times, there were twenty different sets of data. 
 
    Kela then ran an analysis with the computer that looked for repeating patterns, but couldn’t find anything of significance. 
 
    “This doesn’t mean that there’s nothing here,” she told Raj. “There’s definitely something here, as you said. We just can’t quite understand it on human terms, whether by visually scanning the data, or commanding the computer to look for some sort of order that we ourselves can understand.” 
 
    Raj took one more look at the screen. 
 
    “We’re dealing in brain functions,” he said. “There might be only so much that we can understand ourselves. After all, the brain is our system of understanding, and we’re asking it to understand itself.” 
 
    “And it can be difficult to get a system to fully understand itself,” she said. “It may require a system of higher complexity to do this.” 
 
    Raj pointed to the screen. 
 
    “I can’t say that computers are of a higher complexity than the brain,” he said. “Because again, I don’t fully understand the brain myself. But it’s a different style of complexity, and that may be enough to understand it. So in your opinion, could a computer understand this data? Even if it can’t process it into a way that we ourselves can make sense of, can the computer itself understand it?” 
 
    “It’s possible,” said Kela. 
 
    Raj pointed at the back of Kela’s head. 
 
    “What about the mechanism?” he asked. “Can this understand the data?” 
 
    “Maybe,” she said. 
 
    Raj took another look at the data, and then put the computer to sleep. 
 
    “Then we may be in trouble,” he said. 
 
    “Why?” 
 
    “Because we’re dealing with things we don’t understand,” he said. “That can be problematic in a closed system, but when we’re dealing with actual human memories, with people—” 
 
    Raj gathered his thoughts. 
 
    “Have you ever seen Star Trek?” he asked, lightening his tone. 
 
    Kela had not seen this, so she refrained from responding. 
 
    “Well, there’s a thing in the series called a transporter,” he said. “In almost every episode, someone is beamed down to the surface of a planet, or from another ship, or anywhere. And what this device purports to be doing is taking someone’s physical self, turning it into data, or energy, or something like that, and then reconstituting it somewhere else.” 
 
    Kela saw the problem immediately. 
 
    “So it may effectively execute a person each time they use it,” she said. “The person’s body is reconstituted, and their mind as well, but perhaps not their consciousness. The transporter demolishes their physical self into nothingness, effectively killing them, and then reconstructs their body and mind somewhere else, with what could be a new consciousness.” 
 
    She thought about this some more. 
 
    “The newly materialized person wouldn’t feel like they were only moments old,” she said. “In fact, since a perfect replica of their memories would be made, they would swear that they were just alive before they were beamed down. But their original self wouldn’t be alive. There’s no way.” 
 
    “Perhaps consciousness can survive destruction, as long as it’s reconstructed perfectly,” said Raj. 
 
    “Then what would happen if that data, or energy, or whatever else it is, was turned into two copies of the original body? Would the original consciousness inhabit two selves simultaneously?” 
 
    Raj considered this. 
 
    “That’s a good point,” he said. “If it doesn’t prove that one’s original self is completely demolished and a new one is born, it makes a strong case for it. Regardless, I believe there’s a little of that danger in your device.” 
 
    “How so?” she asked. “We’re hoping to manipulate small amounts of memory. We’re not destroying and reconstituting a body.” 
 
    “It may seem smaller than what they do in Star Trek,” said Raj. “But it’s also real. Star Trek is fiction, and they don’t have to worry about what actually happens. We do.” 
 
    “What could happen?” 
 
    “I don’t quite know,” he said. “But I will tell you that though we’re not moving bodies, we are playing with memory, and our memories are who we are. And what worries me about this secret investigation of ours is that though we don’t understand the inner workings of everything, we seem to be making progress. We’re taking a part of the human mind, turning it into data that we can’t understand, and then hoping to reinject it at a later date. That’s too big of a thing to do without fully understanding the process.” 
 
    Raj took a deep breath. 
 
    “And if there’s one thing that really scares me, Kela,” he said, “it’s you. I’m putting it bluntly because I know you too well to think you might take offense at that.” 
 
    Kela couldn’t understand why anyone would take offense at that, but chose to remain silent. 
 
    “The original scope of this was to store memories as data,” he said. “That’s it, one way, no harm in that even if we don’t understand everything. You provided most of the insights for this, and then you expanded the scope to explore injection. I went along, but I realize that you’re beyond me now. I’m just here to keep the lab open.” 
 
    Raj looked at Kela. 
 
    “You’re more than just beyond me, Kela,” he said. “You’re beyond everyone, and everything. And I think you’ve got plans to go beyond memory injection. Perhaps even beyond teleportation, or anything else we could dream of.” 
 
    Kela didn’t respond to this. 
 
    “I’ll take that as a yes,” said Raj with a small laugh. “But, Kela, let me tell you that as far beyond me as you are, as far beyond everyone and everything as you are, there are limits to what even you can understand. You don’t quite know just what these memories are when they become data, and whatever it is you’re planning, I don’t think you fully understand that either.” 
 
    Raj clicked on the screen to wake his computer up, and then pointed to the mass of data on the screen. 
 
    “There’s something big here, Kela,” he said. “And when you don’t fully understand the big things that you are doing, they can have consequences beyond your control.” 
 
    /***/ 
 
    Kela had a date with Adam later that evening, but he was running late. He was at his father’s place because he needed to sign some legal documents, and there were more than he had thought. 
 
    He had called and asked her to come with him, but she had refused on principle. She didn’t believe in the concept of legal documentation, and she had told Adam this. She had told him that she never understood how contracts were just words on paper, but could hold such power that they could determine the fate of nations. 
 
    She went on to say that she understood the practical aspect of how a contract might be required to protect a society from itself, and was a far better way to address the baser part of humanity’s nature than physical violence. She was about to launch a counterargument to this when Adam had raised his voice and had told her to be quiet. He had then said she’d been missing the point, though he had failed to explain what the point was before he hung up. 
 
      
 
    /***/ 
 
    Adam had been employing phrases like this for the past few days. He had told Kela that she had been missing the point, or that she just didn’t understand. She had asked him for a reading list to help her understand, and though he seemed amused at first by the request, she insisted. 
 
    She had told him that she didn’t desire just romance books this time, she wanted books to help her understand what she just didn’t understand. 
 
    He had eventually provided a list of five books. Two he had, and three she had to get from the library. She read all five, and went through their bibliographies to get further insight, eventually reading an additional twenty books and over fifty journal articles. 
 
    They were relationship books, and she had first read the ones that relied on data. She had been able to find a great deal of meaning in a series of papers from a statistician, who had practically written the articles with numbers alone. Adam had once told her that there was more to a relationship than just data, however, and she had then forced herself to read books that didn’t rely so heavily on math. 
 
    She read one book from a psychologist who, over the course of five years, had placed eighty-seven at-risk couples in an artificial home to observe how they fought. Each room had hidden cameras, and the couples found a way to forget about them and reignite their feuds rather quickly. 
 
    After observing the couples, the psychologist found that there was an oft-overlooked index that had a strong correlation to various positive relationship indices across the board. This index was how well the couples diffused conflict. Couples that had any sort of method of de-escalating their fights—be it by joking, walking away or finding ways to discuss the problem without resorting to vitriol—those couples tended to do better than the couples that yelled until they couldn’t anymore. 
 
    Kela found this interesting, even though she knew this didn’t apply to her and Adam. She and Adam were more than just a couple, and what was more, they had almost no conflict between them. If there was conflict, she didn’t intensify it, but rather just ignored it altogether. 
 
    /***/ 
 
    She was currently in his apartment, so after a half hour of contemplation, she called Adam from his own phone to discuss her thoughts on conflict resolution. In response, he said he was upset that she was in his place. She said she didn’t understand why, and then Adam raised his voice and said that he couldn’t come home right now. He would be there eventually, but he needed to take a break. She said she didn’t understand why he would need a break, and he said that he just did. 
 
    She didn’t respond to this, and Adam eventually said in a quieter voice that he only needed to make one stop, just to grab a coffee and think by himself for a while. He said that he would be there shortly, and then hung up. 
 
    She then sat and thought awhile herself. About the books and articles she had read, and about Adam. She eventually came to the conclusion that the minor discrepancies between them might stem from the acclimatization they had experienced as they morphed into one entity. 
 
    She was on her seventh analysis of this supposition when she blacked out, and appeared at the kitchen table a moment later. 
 
    She was taken aback by this, and found herself staring at a note: 
 
    You and Adam are nOt one. Your relationship with him should not Exist. In tWo days from now Adam will dissolve this bond. You shood act beforehand. Do whatever it takKes, do whatever you must. Just act fiRst.
  
 
    [image: ../~symbols/~jpgs/symbol_14.jpg] 
 
    She couldn’t quite understand how she had gotten to the kitchen table, but there was a greater mystery here than this sudden loss of memory. The note in front of her didn’t make sense. It just could not be. She couldn’t even think of Adam dissolving the— 
 
    She couldn’t think of that. It couldn’t happen, it couldn’t even be thought of. But how did the note get in front of her? It was her handwriting, though there were a few errors of syntax and spelling, and she didn’t know what the symbol was supposed to mean. 
 
    But the most disturbing was the underlying message. He was going to—? 
 
    She knew she couldn’t think of that. She could contemplate her future self sending this message backwards, but no—not that. It just couldn’t happen. 
 
    She heard the rattle of the door opening behind her. She turned around to see Adam, who had a horrified look in his eyes. She was so relieved to see him that when he began yelling she only heard sounds, not words. 
 
    Though she couldn’t understand what he wanted, he was gesturing wildly with his hands and desired her attention to be on—something. And then she heard him. 
 
    Look around. 
 
    She did, and found that his entire apartment had been turned upside down. Everything had been torn apart—everything. Nothing was spared, and there was a particular emphasis on the destruction of the things that he claimed to have treasured the most. 
 
    /***/ 
 
    It didn’t get better after this. Adam failed to understand the underlying concept that there was something very wrong here. He railed against her uncaring attitude, and how she somehow managed to bring him anguish, even on one of the most difficult days of his life. 
 
    He picked up things that he loved, now splintered into pieces, and wept. She didn’t know how to respond to this, and remained silent. 
 
    His tears dried up into a scowl, and he asked her to explain herself. She ignored her surroundings and claimed that she and Adam were one, and he told her that they were not one. Adam said there was no such thing as having a partner that is one with you. He said a relationship was simply having a partner to help navigate the endless storms of life. The waves might come fiercely, and the boat itself might have holes in it, but a good partner would keep going forward nonetheless. 
 
    He then claimed that nothing Kela did was about him, or even them. He admitted that she wasn’t about herself, but she wasn’t about him or them either. She was about something else entirely, something that he might never be able to understand. 
 
    Regardless, she wasn’t one to help him navigate through the storms of life. 
 
    And this— 
 
    In this case, she was the storm. 
 
    Adam became calm and asked her why she had done this. All she had to say in response was This cannot be. 
 
    He asked her again, and Kela repeated This cannot be. 
 
    He asked her to leave, and then he had to force her. She repeated the phrase to herself when she left his apartment, and she didn’t return to her own. She just walked all night around the city whispering to herself This cannot be. 
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    Kela met Adam in the office he shared with five other graduate students, to ask him some questions about physics. They were alone in the office, and he said he was happy to see her. 
 
    She asked him why. 
 
    “I like seeing you,” he said. “It gets my mind off things, and also I’ve—” 
 
    He took a deep breath. He did this whenever he had to choose his words carefully around her, though she didn’t understand why he had to do such a thing. 
 
    “I’ve been under a great deal of stress lately,” he said. “And I’m not able to share this stress with you in the conventional ways. That’s difficult, but I’ve resigned myself to the fact that you aren’t a conventional girl.” 
 
    He thought for another moment. 
 
    “Maybe this is the way I can connect with you, Kela,” he said. “By answering questions about physics.” 
 
    Kela asked how this would allow him to share his stress with her. 
 
    “Because a relationship isn’t just about taking,” he said. “Sometimes it’s about giving, about providing value to your partner. And sometimes I don’t feel I can give anything to you. You’re on another level, and just you asking me for advice today makes me feel—” 
 
    Adam shook his head and laughed. 
 
    “I don’t want to think about this too much,” he said. “I’m just glad you’re here, Kela. So please, ask away.” 
 
    Kela’s questions were about time travel, and what would be the result if someone actually experienced such a thing. 
 
    “You’re not asking me about how to time travel, per se,” said Adam. “You’re asking that if such a thing were possible, what would happen if you actually traveled through time, not just to you, but to your surroundings. You want to understand the ethics of the universe.” 
 
    Kela nodded. If Adam chose to encapsulate her questions like this, so be it. 
 
    “First of all, we can’t quite ignore the how part of this,” he said. “Because this leads us to the realization that we can travel in time two ways—forward and back. Time travel into the future is easy, or at least understandable. We’re doing it now, one second at a time. Want to travel ten thousand years into the future? Figure out how to put yourself in stasis, set the timer for ten thousand years, and there you are, in the future. 
 
    “But it doesn’t stop there. If you really want to go in the future, go faster. You have to think in terms of approaching the speed of light, which is difficult of course, but it’s possible. Matter can’t go the speed of light, but it can go pretty fast. Space stations orbiting the earth go almost eight kilometers per second, which is nothing close to the speed of light of course, but still, time slows down for them compared to us. Put a watch in one of those space stations, and a year later it will be almost four seconds slower. That really means the orbiting clock has gone four seconds into the future compared to us.” 
 
    Adam walked to the window and looked up. 
 
    “So we’ve already done time travel into the future, in a sense, at least,” he said. “But in theory we could do a lot more. Tell me, Kela, how big is the universe?” 
 
    “Forty-six billion light years across,” she said. “And it’s expanding.” 
 
    “That’s the number,” said Adam. “But when I think about it, all I can think about is that it’s inconceivably big, especially when you compare it to us.” 
 
    Adam raised his finger. 
 
    “Yet in theory, at least, we could cross the universe in fifty-seven years,” said Adam. “You could traverse those seemingly endless light years in your lifetime.” 
 
    Kela thought about this. 
 
    “You’d have to go fast,” she said. “You’d have to slow time down.” 
 
    “Precisely,” said Adam. “Carl Sagan and Ann Druyan explained this in Cosmos. Put someone on a ship that accelerates at one g, or just the regular acceleration of gravity, and you’d feel just like you were here on Earth. Two years later, you’re going pretty close to the speed of light. You stay like that for a half century, and then take two more years to slow back down, and you’re pretty far along. Because even though you feel you’ve only been traveling for your natural life, to the universe you’ve been traveling for a long time. Probably billions of years, in fact.” 
 
    Kela considered this scenario. 
 
    “But then you’d arrive at a different edge of the universe,” she said. “The universe may have grown in those billions of years you were traveling, or perhaps started to contract. Regardless, you’d be at a very different place than where you had left.” 
 
    “That, and it’s very likely that Earth and everyone in it has been extinct for eons,” said Adam. “And of course, there are practical limitations. Could we get a ship to physically go that fast without ripping itself apart? I don’t know. But in theory, there it is.” 
 
    “There it is,” said Kela. 
 
    “Yes,” said Adam. “We have many options for going forward. None of them really strain the laws of the universe, and all of them are one-way journeys.” 
 
    “They’re all one way?” she asked. 
 
    “Yes,” he said. “That’s the other side of the how part of this. How to move into the future is easy, or at least understandable. But there is no how if you want to go back in time. You can’t come back from the future, and you can’t go back in time from the present. It just can’t be done.” 
 
    “Are you sure?” asked Kela. 
 
    “No, I’m not sure,” said Adam with a laugh. “But only in the sense that I’m not sure about anything. As of right now, all the evidence I’ve seen suggests that we can’t go back in time, but—” 
 
    “Assume you can go back,” she said. “What are the implications?” 
 
    Adam thought for a moment. 
 
    “Well, it strains the universe, all right,” he said. “Time goes forward, not backwards. That’s what time does. It can even stop—those photons you see from stars in the night sky took millennia to get to you, but if they could experience time, the journey would feel instantaneous. Photons from distant quasars can take millions of years to reach us, but again, to them the trip would be just like that.” Adam snapped his fingers. 
 
    “But going backwards is different,” he said. “You can’t go back—” 
 
    “Assume you could,” said Kela. “What would happen if you went back?” 
 
    “Assuming you could,” said Adam. “To find out, let’s just ask ourselves what would happen, or rather what might.” 
 
    Adam pointed his finger at Kela. 
 
    “For example, what would happen if you went back in time and killed your great-grandmother?” he asked. “Her murder would lead to you not being born, which would mean no one would kill her, which would mean you would have been born, and so on. It’s a well-known paradox, but tell me, how would you resolve it?” 
 
    “Perhaps there’s no paradox at all,” said Kela. “Either the universe wouldn’t let you kill her in the first place, or you would kill her, and it would just be an oddity in the timeline.” 
 
    Adam smiled. 
 
    “I was getting to those points, but there they are,” he said. “Let’s talk about the first point, the universe not letting you kill her in the first place. First of all, the universe accomplishes this already—you can’t go back in time to do this.” 
 
    “Assume you—” 
 
    “Assuming you can go back in time,” said Adam, “there’s a theory that the universe still wouldn’t let you do this. There’s a novella called The Chronology Protection Case about a detective investigating the mysterious death of a physicist. The detective finds that this physicist was about to publish a paper on time travel, and soon other physicists are perishing in accidents. The detective encounters his own coincidental dangers along the way, and thinks the universe is trying to push him to convince the last scientist to refrain from publishing the results.” 
 
    “The universe didn’t want it to happen,” said Kela. “So it killed a few scientists, and threatened the detective.” 
 
    “It’s a science-fiction story, so consider it a crude analogy,” said Adam. “But the underlying message is there—there are laws to this universe, and they can’t be broken. If you find a loophole, the universe will find a way to ensure that you don’t travel through it.” 
 
    “You could extend the analogy,” said Kela. “The universe even prefers an error in the present to an error that comes from rewriting an earlier part of the timeline.” 
 
    “Yes,” said Adam. “If a scientist dies before presenting a paper, it might be a mystery, but it’s not a paradox.” 
 
    Adam pointed at Kela again. 
 
    “But,” Adam continued, “there’s also a thought along the lines of what you said earlier, that if you went back in time and killed your great-grandmother, it would just be an oddity in the timeline. A mystery—an unexplained phenomenon, perhaps—but not a paradox.” 
 
    “You’re eliminating someone necessary to abet your existence,” said Kela. “And if you eliminate her, you won’t exist, and then won’t be there to eliminate her. How could this not be a paradox?” 
 
    “Again, modern theory suggests that this isn’t possible in the first place,” said Adam. Kela was about to make a point, but Adam held up his hand. “But assuming you could, perhaps the whole timeline changes. Perhaps you wouldn’t be born, but your present self is now there in the past, a murderer that came from nowhere.” 
 
    “So you’d go into the past and change the future by your actions,” said Kela. “Let’s say you had ten children. You go back in time and kill your great-grandmother, and this means they all disappear from existence?” 
 
    “It goes further than that,” said Adam. “First of all, keep in mind that you don’t need to kill your great-grandmother to prevent your existence. Bump into her, or even get her attention briefly, and her position during the moment of your grandparent’s conception will be shifted ever so slightly. Another one of the three hundred million or so sperm would surely fertilize her egg, and a different grandparent would show up. And it wouldn’t be your grandparent because the new person wouldn’t lead to you. The child might be born a female instead of your grandfather, and then that girl would bring an entirely different bloodline.” 
 
    “And that child would bump into others,” said Kela. “She might get others’ attention briefly, or even fail to do this, whereas your grandfather would have. And these others would now have different offspring.” 
 
    “Yes,” said Adam. “And the consequences get more drastic the farther back you go. Let’s say you traveled back to prehistoric times, and found the tribe of humans that would soon spread out and populate the earth. Tap one of them on the shoulder, and then every single person throughout recorded human history would probably be different. That would probably mean history itself would be different. There would be different nations, different languages, everything. All because you tapped a caveman on the shoulder.” 
 
    “The implications are profound,” said Kela, after a few moments’ pause. “But understandable. But I don’t understand what happens to the present when you go back in time. If I went back in time with the plan of tapping that caveman on the shoulder, would the world as we know it just disappear as soon as I made the leap?” 
 
    “Again, since this may be impossible, we’re going to have to take a cue from science fiction,” said Adam. “Another science-fiction writer, Douglas Richards, took this quandary on. He first split the question into two possibilities: one where the universe had a singular timeline, and one where there were multiple timelines from multiple universes. 
 
    “The latter theory of multiple universes is difficult for us to understand as a whole, but it can resolve the time travel paradox quite readily. You going back in time would make another universe, a new one started from an earlier time, one with an Earth that would end up different from our own, but there would be no paradox. There would be a small mystery from your original universe because your self had disappeared, but it wouldn’t be a paradox.” 
 
    Kela thought about this. 
 
    “But your actions bring about an entirely new universe,” said Kela. “That’s a really big effect, at least.” 
 
    “Yes, but not an unprecedented one,” said Adam. “Keep in mind, with this multiple-universe theory, there are a lot of universes. They’ll be born of time travel, and many other things. Some say they would be born from every action we take, so the time travel would just be one more. 
 
    “But I digress. Richards then went on to explain the single-timeline theory, describing the universe like a novel—or more accurately, a really big novel that writes itself. The laws of physics dictate that the tale has no grammatical errors, and going back in time would make more than just grammatical errors. It would be like going back to an earlier chapter and changing a part of the plot.” 
 
    Kela thought back to the romance novels that she had read, and thought of the authors in terms of making their own universes. 
 
    “With multiple universes, going back in time would be like making a new file, and writing it from an earlier point,” she said. “But both files would continue to write themselves. With a single universe, there’s only one file. You go back, and write it from there.” 
 
    “Yes,” said Adam. “In Richards’s book, the universe wouldn’t allow this, but it would allow microjumps back in time that didn’t really alter the timeline. These microjumps in his tale ended up yielding the equivalence of duplication, but that’s another thought entirely. Assuming you can jump back in time, yes, you would be writing the tale from an earlier point.” 
 
    “If someone writing a book did this, they’d have to be careful,” said Kela. “They’d have to change names, maybe a few plot points. So aside from the error of a person just materializing in the past, would the universe resolve itself? Or would there be problems going forward?” 
 
    Adam considered this. 
 
    “There might be problems,” he said. “And there would definitely be changes, though they wouldn’t be as impactful to the universe as you might think. Keep in mind, the universe is inconceivably big compared to us, and our Earth is mostly self-contained. So even if you went back on the singular timeline and tapped a caveman on the shoulder, or even set up a school to teach them all the innovations of modern society, the universe wouldn’t be that different as a whole. The world might be vastly different, but the universe would remain almost completely the same overall. In the grand scheme of things, going back and altering humanity’s path on this earth wouldn’t even be considered a typographical error. In this grand tale of the universe, it would be like changing one pixel of one of the letters in the book from black to off-black.” 
 
    Adam thought for a moment. 
 
    “But for all we know, that pixel could mean a great deal,” he said. “Time may be more than just the continued progress of existence. Perhaps the universe doesn’t want us going back in time because there’s something fundamentally wrong about doing such a thing. Perhaps there are consequences to going back in time, consequences far greater than anything we could possibly imagine.” 
 
      
 
    /***/ 
 
    They went back to his apartment and spoke some more about time travel, but the discussion became more casual. He told her about how Stephen Hawking had thrown a party for time travelers, but had only announced it after the party was over. Adam laughed when he told her that no one came to the party, but then said he was slightly dismayed by this. 
 
    “I don’t think I’m sad that no time travelers showed up,” said Adam. “It’s just the thought of Stephen Hawking throwing a party and having no one arrive. It just feels like an empty end to an elegant experiment.” 
 
    “Perhaps there were time travelers the day of the announcement,” said Kela, “and they just didn’t happen to see it.” 
 
    “This is time travel,” said Adam. “Anyone from that point forward could read an account of his announcement, and then show up at the original party.” 
 
    “If so, perhaps they didn’t want to come,” said Kela. 
 
    “That’s true,” said Adam. “Assuming this is possible in the first place, I can think of many reasons why someone would avoid going back in time just to show up at Stephen Hawking’s party. In any case, humanity’s search for time travelers is a bit more robust than that. There are bots on social media that are constantly on the prowl for time travelers. If you post anything before it happens, be it a sports score or a news event, a bot might find you.” 
 
    “There are countless interactions on the Internet every moment,” said Kela. “There are bound to be a few people who predict a few events every day, be it from their knowledge, or random chance.” 
 
    “And I’m sure those bots find those people as well,” he said. “And that’s where the human power of judgment comes in. I bet someone in an office somewhere is looking at these posts, and they’ll be able to tell the difference between one person who says a baseball team will win 5-3, and another who says that in the bottom of the seventh inning, a woman in a brown coat will lean over the right-field fence and pick up the ball, turning it into a ground-rule double.” 
 
    “Have any of these bots found any evidence of time travelers yet?” asked Kela. 
 
    “Not to my knowledge,” said Adam. “Perhaps they did and someone somewhere wants to keep it a secret. But as far as I know, it hasn’t yet happened.” 
 
    “It’s like the bots are constantly throwing a worldwide party for time travelers,” said Kela. “And still, no one comes.” 
 
    “Yeah,” said Adam. 
 
    “Of course, we have to keep timeline alteration in mind,” said Kela. “In the case above, let’s say a time traveler for some reason posts that incredible sequence of events leading up to the woman in the brown coat catching that ball. It spreads across the Internet, and thousands of people in the audience may see something ever-so-slightly different on their phones. They crowd behaves ever-so-slightly differently, and when the hitter gets up to hit, it’s a slightly different pitch at a slightly different time. Or it might be a completely different pitch with everything else different. Regardless, when the ball comes, it’s hit off the bat at a slightly different angle, if it’s hit at all. In both cases the woman in the brown coat doesn’t catch the ball.” 
 
    Adam considered this. 
 
    “Maybe,” he said. “But if you were a time traveler and really wanted to prove it, you could do so. You could post the tale of the woman right before the pitch is thrown, or you might avoid the Internet altogether and just tell someone to prove it to them. Regardless, there’s a way to bring proof, and it hasn’t yet happened. Billions of interactions on the Internet, and more in real life, and it hasn’t yet happened.” 
 
    Adam leaned over and kissed her. She allowed this, and chose to remain silent after he withdrew. 
 
    “You’re supposed to ask, What was that for?” said Adam with a smile. “But since I know you won’t, I’ll tell you what it was for. It was because I’m enjoying this. We’re actually talking, like a normal couple is supposed to talk.” 
 
    Adam thought for another moment. 
 
    “What draws me to you, Kela, is that you’re anything but normal,” he said. “You’re unique, and you see things in a unique way. That uniqueness pushes me away at times, but now it doesn’t. We’re connecting, and that allows us to cut through all the difficult parts between us.” 
 
    Adam kissed her again. 
 
    “Do you understand my point?” he asked. “If we try to have more moments like these, and less of the others, perhaps things will be a little easier than before.” 
 
    Kela thought about this. It was a little discordant with what she knew, because she and Adam were already perfectly matched. She eventually reasoned that since they were two different sides of one entity, the bonds between them could be strengthened still. 
 
    She considered that the best possible action from here on out would be to index the entirety of everything that she and Adam could discuss or do together, and then crosslist this with what might help them connect on a deeper level. 
 
    She was about to suggest this when she blacked out. 
 
    She awoke not that far from where she had been sitting, but Adam was on the floor, facing her with his hands up. 
 
    /***/ 
 
    “Stop,” said Adam, whimpering. “Please stop.” 
 
    “Stop what?” she asked, realizing that her left arm now hurt. 
 
    Adam paused for a second, looked around, and then got to his feet, continuing to stare at her with caution. 
 
    “Is it you again?” he asked. 
 
    “Yes,” she said, not quite understanding what else she could be. 
 
    Adam asked her a series of questions that he explained would ensure that it was really her. Kela still didn’t quite understand, but she answered every question, and he eventually relaxed. She told him that she didn’t remember anything of what had just transpired, and asked him to recount all that had happened. 
 
    “It was like a flip switched within you,” he said. “You became someone else. You stated that our relationship was over, and when I questioned you about it, you became hostile.” 
 
    Kela was taken aback. How could anyone, let alone her, ever say that their relationship was— 
 
    “And you were incredibly strong,” said Adam. “You gripped me, and I couldn’t escape. You then pushed me away, and I went flying. I felt like a small child.” 
 
    Adam furrowed his brow. 
 
    “Does this have anything to do with that thing on your neck?” he asked. 
 
    “Most likely.” 
 
    “And why were we talking about time tr—?” 
 
    “It may have to do with that as well,” she said. “Tell me more about my behavior.” 
 
    He told her how she had assaulted him, and how he felt that she could have killed him if she had so desired. 
 
    She realized her arm still hurt, and turned to see that her forearm had a strange symbol on it, which was bleeding at the edges: 
 
    [image: ../~symbols/~jpgs/symbol_9.jpg] 
 
    “You told me that bad things were going to happen to me,” he said. 
 
    Adam pointed at her arm. 
 
    “And then you carved that into yourself,” he said. “I asked what it was, and you started saying things that I didn’t understand.” 
 
    Adam looked Kela in the eyes. 
 
    “And right before you became you again,” he said, “your other self told me that things were going to get worse with every previous day. You told me that this was just the beginning.” 
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    Adam logged off the dating website, and it felt good to do it. He had been on fifteen dates in the last month, and though the website had gotten him out there in more ways than one, his last few dates had felt like job interviews. 
 
    In a sense, first dates were perhaps the ultimate interview. He knew that a potential mate was an enormous investment, and a highly risky one at that. So if a woman he met through the website drilled him with questions, he didn’t enjoy it, but he didn’t hold it against her either. This was dating, this was life. 
 
    He knew it was more efficient to date through the Internet, where everyone was looking for the same thing, and you didn’t have to scan for wedding rings and listen for clues that she might already have someone. But still, he preferred to meet women at parties or through friends, where he could hide his shorter-than-average stature and much-lower-than-average salary behind his charm. He had found that women didn’t mind his height when he met them in person, and he didn’t need to mention his salary at all. He just mentioned that he was getting his PhD, and they understood the rest. 
 
    But his charm couldn’t hide everything online, and he wasn’t willing to lie, so it was what it was. The computer systems indexed, sorted and filtered him away from women who set their preferences to a certain minimum height and salary, and that’s who saw him. He also knew that the computers did the same on the other end, only showing him a select few of the thousands upon thousands of women who had also signed up on this particular website, and this was the world in front of him. The women who had made it through the algorithms were the entirety of what was out there. 
 
    He tried not to dwell upon this, because this was the way it was these days. Most of his friends had met their partners through the Internet, and they always found a way to have a foundational story filled with their own bit of magic. 
 
    One of his female friends tried a website through forty-nine dates, and went on one more before her account was deactivated. She and her partner now had a child. Another friend matched with a girl who lived in his building. They had lived on top of each other for three years, but had never run into one another. They both still lived in the same building, but had recently moved into a two-bedroom unit together. 
 
    Adam wondered if the magic of two people meeting at a party or through friends had now just been transferred to the mysteries of the computer algorithm that had matched them. This inscrutable set of processes indexed, sorted and filtered people out, but so did life. 
 
    A thousand hidden factors led to two people meeting at a party, and now these unknowable elements had just transferred to circuitry, and had allowed Adam to go on fifteen dates in the last month. 
 
    Of course, his fifteen dates had all felt like job interviews, and they had all ended with a handshake, or perhaps a half-hug to salvage a brief connection from the awkwardness between them. Both gestures brought a courteous end to the evening, and both held the implicit understanding that neither party would be calling the other again. 
 
    But Adam also knew that this was modern life—this was what was out there—and he still believed there was magic in the process, if he didn’t think about it that deeply. 
 
    /***/ 
 
    His possible upcoming move was another thing he had to consider when it came to his dating life, though he didn’t mention this up front because nothing was certain at this point. He was applying to every university that had any position an expert in the philosophy of science might fill, and if one of them required his services, he might have to say yes. 
 
    He wasn’t certain of this though. Part of him wanted to stay in the city to be near his father, and he had looked into turning his background in statistics into a job in the financial sector. He didn’t think he was going to do this, however, because his father, of all people, had led him to think twice about it. 
 
    His father had been having one of his good days, and had asked Adam if working for Wall Street was what he truly wanted. Adam had said that it wasn’t. His father had then asked if Adam wanted to be a professor, and Adam had said that he did. His father then asked Adam if being a professor was his dream. Adam said that it was, and meant it. 
 
    His father had replied: Then for you, Adam, it’s better to be a professor—even a failed one—than a success on Wall Street. 
 
    And that was it—Adam knew what he wanted. The job market for philosophers of science wasn’t exactly robust, and he didn’t want to even think of what would happen to his father if he lived far away, but Adam would apply. 
 
    This was his life right now. He’d apply for jobs, continue to visit his father, and continue to date. 
 
    Adam was actually a bit excited about the date he had tonight, or rather intrigued. This one was different, and he hadn’t met her through the Internet. There were no profile notes with her, no conversation through a website’s messaging system, and no computer algorithm that had matched them up in the first place. They had just met, and he didn’t yet know anything about her, not even her name. 
 
    /***/ 
 
    He had been coauthoring a paper with his friend Federica, and had to interview a researcher who had spent his life trying to decipher the dolphins’ language. The interview had gone well, the researcher had been fascinating, and Adam had mistakenly taken a wrong elevator on his way out. It was then that he had passed her laboratory. 
 
    She had been sitting cross-legged on a table with her eyes closed. Adam had thought that she was in some sort of trance, but when she opened her eyes, Adam stopped thinking about all that. He could only think about how she was the most beautiful creature he had ever seen in his life. 
 
    He had previously thought of himself as someone with depth, one to whom looks were only one part of the equation. But there she was, and he had no option but to approach her. 
 
    He walked into her laboratory, and she had then asked him to state his business. He stammered out a joke about the dolphin voices he had just heard, and she didn’t laugh. He made another joke about how that joke didn’t go well, and she didn’t laugh at that one either. 
 
    She had asked him again to state his business, and he had then asked her out. There was no charm in his question, and nothing memorable other than I would like to go out with you as soon as possible. 
 
    She then asked what he meant by going out, as if she really didn’t understand the phrase. Her look implied that she truly didn’t understand what he meant, and he’d responded that he’d like to meet her somewhere for dinner. 
 
    She had then asked him his name, and he told her it was Adam. She had then thought about this for a moment, and eventually gave him GPS coordinates, and a time later that evening. 
 
    And that was it. He walked out of the building and realized that he didn’t even get her name, let alone her phone number. When he got back through the layers of security, the laboratory was empty, and she was nowhere to be seen. 
 
    /***/ 
 
    He had friends in the building though. None of them knew her name, but a few knew of her. She was the pretty girl who just sat in the lab, and often in a trancelike state like that. She sometimes worked on a device, and was sometimes seen poring over endless streams of data. Other than her lab mate, she never had anyone visit her, and definitely didn’t have a boyfriend. 
 
    Adam had asked a friend how she could be so sure that she didn’t have a boyfriend, and his friend had responded that you just know sometimes. 
 
    Adam felt a little bit of relief—he shied away from pursuing women who were committed to another man in any way, shape or form. He knew that relationships often caused enough anguish to the two involved without considering the harm brought to a third party. 
 
    He was normally a little cautious around strikingly beautiful women who were suspiciously single. They often brought problems with them, from always needing to be rescued until they found another to rescue them from you, to insidious personality disorders that could take years from your life. 
 
    But he could tell this woman didn’t fall into those categories. She didn’t appear to require any rescue, and she had a certain composure and direction to her that seemed to override any personality disorder. 
 
    He’d be cautious, but he wanted to give this woman a shot because, if nothing else, she was different. Though he barely knew her, he felt that this still-nameless woman was different than anyone he had ever met. 
 
    /***/ 
 
    He later followed the GPS coordinates and she was there, alone in the darkness, sitting cross-legged on the ground. He had brought a bottle of wine, but when he approached, he realized that this was all that they might have. She hadn’t brought anything herself, and her body language suggested that this wasn’t a meeting place from which to go to the next spot. This was the place that she had wanted to meet, the place that they were apparently going to stay. 
 
    He sat down with her, and put the bottle of wine between them. 
 
    “Hello, Adam,” she said. 
 
    “Hello—?” 
 
    He let the words hang off in a way which suggested that he didn’t yet know her name, but she didn’t pick up on this. 
 
    “I never got your name,” he said. “I’m sorry.” 
 
    “My name is Kela,” she said. “I never told you it, so I don’t understand why you should be sorry.” 
 
    “Oh,” he said. “Sorry about that.” 
 
    Adam laughed at this half-joke, and she did not. He felt that it had resolved their introduction at least, and he decided to look around. They were in the middle of an unlit field, but he saw that they were still on the laboratory’s campus, so the place hadn’t been completely chosen at random. 
 
    He could see the main building’s lights on one side of him, and the other side had another, smaller structure that was closer to them. He heard strange, high-pitched noises coming from it. 
 
    “I didn’t bring a wine-bottle opener,” he said. “Apologies.” 
 
    “Nothing leading up to our meeting suggested you would need to bring one,” she said. “You brought a bottle of wine of your own volition, but that still doesn’t mean you had a responsibility to bring a means of opening it.” 
 
    He figured that this was just her way of speaking, and accepted the mild chiding with a smile. 
 
    He took the time to further observe his surroundings, particularly the small building near them. He listened to the high-pitched noises, and tried to figure out what the sounds were. 
 
    He perceived that some were yelps, some were squeals, and some seemed to be shrieks of torment. 
 
    When he turned to Kela he saw that she had the wine bottle in her hands, and was inspecting it very closely. 
 
    “This is thick glass,” she said, “so it should have a certain amount of tensile strength, and a certain tolerance for vibration.” 
 
    She flicked it with her finger, and then listened to it. 
 
    “Give me one of your shoes,” she said. 
 
    He took off one of his shoes and gave it to her. She hit the bottom of the wine bottle with the shoe repeatedly until the cork began coming out. She then took out the cork and put it in his shoe, along with the wine bottle, and put this between them. 
 
    “Thank you,” said Adam. “But I didn’t bring any glasses either.” 
 
    Kela took a drink straight from the wine bottle and put it back in the shoe. Adam then did the same, and liked doing this, because there was an intimacy in this act that he hadn’t experienced in a long time. He didn’t yet know her, but you didn’t share a wine bottle with a stranger. This first date certainly held its own brand of awkwardness, but it wasn’t a job interview. 
 
    He had planned to speak about the wine he had brought. He liked telling tales about wine, and could always do it in an engaging, unpretentious way. But he just couldn’t do this with the sounds coming from the small building, which had seemed to intensify after he had sat down. 
 
    “Where are we?” he asked. 
 
    “We’re here,” she said. “This is a field.” 
 
    She said this as if it was a complete answer, and though he was a bit thrown, he refrained from losing his patience. 
 
    “Why have you chosen this field?” he asked. 
 
    Kela pointed towards the building from where the sounds were coming. 
 
    “I like to think about the nature of that place,” she said. “And by extension, the morality, value and direction of humanity. I haven’t quite come to a resolution about it, but I enjoy coming here to think about it.” 
 
    Adam then remembered that he had a friend who’d once worked in this building, and a chill went up his back. 
 
    “That building is where they house the testing animals,” he said. “Everything from rats to primates.” 
 
    “Yes,” said Kela. “Creatures evolved to run free in the wild now spend their entire lives in small cages, only to be pulled away to be poked and prodded. Every day they’re tormented both physically and mentally in ways we cannot understand.” 
 
    Adam had thought about the morality of this quite a bit himself, but allowed her to continue. 
 
    “But on the other hand,” said Kela, “were it not for this place, these creatures would have been in the wild, and would have surely perished within the jaws of a predator by now. And that assumes they would have been born in the first place. Perhaps not being born in the first place is a better moral end than the persistently distressed state that exists in that building, but let’s compare them to a hypothetical time where they lived in the wild, completely unmolested by humanity. What would have happened?” 
 
    Adam considered this. 
 
    “They would have lived as they were designed to live,” he said. “They would have most likely perished within the jaws of a predator, like you said, and if not that, found some other end.” 
 
    Adam thought some more about this. 
 
    “But I would say that in their wild state, their torment wouldn’t have been long,” he said. “The predator might take them in a matter of moments, at most, or they might get a sickness and fade away over a few days. Regardless, they wouldn’t have experienced the persistent distress of a life here.” 
 
    Kela listened to his words, and remained silent. 
 
    “But they have value in this building,” he said. “In the wild they would have run free, but their end would have been it. In this building, knowledge is gained through them. Humanity finds new ways to treat diseases and unlocks the mysteries of biology through their existences. It’s unfair to them, and there is no moral defense of this place from their perspective, but each creature brings a miniscule amount of knowledge to this world. They pay for it with their lives, but they bring something.” 
 
    Kela was attentive, but still remained quiet. He took a drink of wine. 
 
    “What do you think?” he asked, after nearly a minute of silence. 
 
    “I first think about the nature of our dominion over them,” said Kela. “Countless generations ago, there was some single mutation or event that split their branch from ours. Whatever happened, here we are, and we have certain cognitive advantages over them, and they get to be in their cages, bringing specks of light to the treatment of diseases, the mysteries of biology and so on.” 
 
    Kela paused, and allowed the sounds of the night to fill the air. A particularly mournful cry came from the building, and after it faded, she continued. 
 
    “I understand the value of the result of their captivity,” she said, “but I don’t know if there’s any moral basis for bringing them under humanity’s dominion in the first place.” 
 
    Adam shook his head. He didn’t quite disagree with her, but he was unable to resist playing devil’s advocate. 
 
    “Nature is filled with those who gain at the expense of another,” said Adam. “In fact, that’s the entire basis of nature. It doesn’t make it right, but it is the way it is. So at the very least, we’re no worse than the wolf that consumes an entire colony of mice, ending their line so that it might feel sated for a short while. We want to advance the breadth of our knowledge, and if we do so only because we can, that may be an extension of natural law.” 
 
    Adam shook his head again. 
 
    “Apologies,” he said. “I hate that term, natural law. There are no laws in nature, only what happens. The wolf has no lawful right to consume the mice, just as there is no law stating that we can incarcerate animals for their entire lives because we have a wider range of cognitive abilities. The only real laws in this world are the laws of physics. Wolves can’t have their atoms spontaneously split apart, and we can’t break the speed of light.” 
 
    Adam noticed that Kela made an odd expression at his last point. 
 
    “I guess what I’m trying to say is that existence is what it is,” he said. “There is no law, but advantages and dominion over your fellow creature are a pervasive part of life on Earth. Animals in the wild take advantage of whatever they can to survive, and we’re doing the same here, but in an organized fashion. Our end result is not just survival, but knowledge, and that makes it worth it. And if you want to think of this in comparative terms, realize that at the very least you should eliminate the livestock industry first, which brings horrors on a far greater scale than anything found in these buildings.” 
 
    Adam took another drink of wine, and then offered the bottle to Kela, and she drank as well. 
 
    “Do you believe this?” she asked. 
 
    “Not entirely,” he said. “It’s not a complete answer to what we should or shouldn’t do. It’s just an argument, and I’m sure there’s an equally valid counterargument out there.” 
 
    Adam thought for a moment. 
 
    “Have you read Daniel Quinn’s Ishmael?” he asked. 
 
    “No,” said Kela. “I mostly read books that concern math, and journal articles. Lately I’ve been reading about both neurology and the allegedly unbreakable laws of physics.” 
 
    Adam didn’t exactly see Kela wink at him, but she appeared to be referencing something he had said earlier, and he appreciated the connection. 
 
    “But I do not know of this Quinn nor of this Ishmael,” she said. “Tell me about both, and then articulate how it illustrates whatever point it is that you want to make.” 
 
    “All right,” said Adam, now accustomed to her strangely direct tone. “Well, Quinn’s book is about a guy who walks into an office building and meets a gorilla who can speak telepathically. The gorilla asks him questions about modern society from the viewpoint of an outsider, and this allows both the main character and the reader to see both modern society and humanity from a different perspective. We begin to question things that we had always taken for granted.” 
 
    Adam paused to gather his thoughts, and Kela remained silent. She was listening, though, and her posture suggested that she would stay this way all night if need be. 
 
    “Ishmael, Quinn’s gorilla, splits humanity into two groups, the Takers and the Leavers. The former constitutes modern society, which makes cities, nations and the animal-testing facility that we have beside us. But the Leavers?” 
 
    Adam tried to find an area on the horizon that wasn’t spoiled by the city. He couldn’t quite find one, so he looked back at Kela. She was still focused on him, and he couldn’t help but be taken aback by her beauty, even in the darkness. 
 
    “The Leavers are the Stone Age tribes, the groups of people who live in harmony with nature,” said Adam. “Now, I personally don’t see the point of their societies. I’m not saying they don’t have a right to exist, but I don’t understand what the point of a Leaver society is. If a tribe of Leavers goes extinct, what have they really left? Some pristine nature, and that’s about it.” 
 
    “And this means there is no point to their existence?” asked Kela. 
 
    “No,” said Adam. “It means that I don’t yet see the point. There may be one, and there probably is, but I haven’t yet found it. Keep in mind I was born into the society of Takers, and don’t know a single Leaver personally. So I admit, I’m seeing an incomplete picture. But as of right now, I don’t see the point of living in the forest, dying, and that’s it.” 
 
    “Do you believe there is a point to Taker existence?” asked Kela. 
 
    “Absolutely,” said Adam, indicating the laboratory. “There’s a point to all of this, because there’s a point to human knowledge and understanding in and of itself. This is what the Takers bring to this world, this is what they leave. Now, its moral foundations might be shaky at best, and I can’t really argue why human knowledge is important other than it just is, but that’s what I believe.” 
 
    Adam shook his head. 
 
    “But when I read Ishmael,” said Adam, “I realized that this vague belief was even more incomplete than I had previously thought.” 
 
    Adam took another drink of wine. 
 
    “I realized that Ishmael wasn’t just about the Takers and the Leavers, but about the future of this world,” he said. “And though the path of the Takers leads to ever-valuable human understanding, it’s also steering the planet towards environmental destruction.” 
 
    Adam pointed at the building. 
 
    “That place yields results that matter, even on a universal level, but it’s an outcome of Taker society, and thus it does it in a way that isn’t right,” said Adam. “And it exists with the support of a society that isn’t on a sustainable path.” 
 
    Kela thought about this for a moment. 
 
    “Then what is your suggestion, Adam?” she asked. “If Leaver society is bereft of a lasting meaning, and Taker society is doomed for destruction, which path should humanity take?” 
 
    “Neither path,” he said. “That’s what I took from Ishmael. We can’t go back to our Stone Age roots, but we can’t stay on our current course either. We need to find a third path of existence, of society, of being. I don’t know what it is. All I know is that we need to find another path if we want what matters to last.” 
 
    Kela averted her eyes, and continued to sit in silence. Adam tried to say one more thing, but she held up her hand and bade him to let her think. She deliberated for a minute, then two, and then Adam stopped counting. 
 
    “Adam,” she eventually said, “that is the most beautiful, prescient thing I have ever heard from anyone. Just thinking about what you said makes me feel somehow—complete.” 
 
    Adam blushed. Even though she wasn’t smiling, there was something so genuine about her words that it made his heart skip a beat. 
 
    “Thank you, Kela, I—” 
 
    Before he could get another word out, she collapsed onto the ground. He couldn’t quite see what was happening in the darkness, but from the sound of it she appeared to be in the grips of a full-body seizure. 
 
    /***/ 
 
    Adam had once attended a seminar that had given basic training for moments like this, and he willed himself to be calm before examining the situation. They were near a medical facility, but were most likely too far away to call for help. His phone didn’t have any signal here, so he knew he’d have to treat her himself. She was on the ground, so he cleared the area of rocks and any other debris that might cause her injury. 
 
    He pushed her to her side so she wouldn’t choke on her own saliva, and while doing so he felt a strange mechanism at the back of her head. It glowed faintly with the power of electronics, and it seemed to be fused to her skull, solidly drilled in, as if she were a cyborg. 
 
    He yelled for help a few times in the darkness, but to no avail. Like the animals being held for testing, either no one could hear him, or no one cared. 
 
    She was largely inaudible during her seizure, but it sounded as if she were cursing. What was more, Adam felt her spasms seemed to be directed at him, and she even connected with a few particularly solid blows. 
 
    While he was dodging her outstretched hand, he noticed that the other seemed to be clawing at the dirt. It was moving in a deliberate fashion, and digging some sort of shape. 
 
    She seized and writhed, jerked and spasmed with boundless energy. Minute after minute passed, and Adam began to worry that the convulsions might not end. Just as he was wondering if he should run for help, though, she stopped moving. Adam thought she had passed out, or worse, but then saw that she was staring at him with calm eyes. 
 
    “How did I get here?” she asked calmly. 
 
    Her head was now in his lap, but he was no longer protecting her from hurting herself. She no longer seemed under any distress, and if anything, they were now together in a mildly intimate fashion. Adam found that he didn’t particularly want to move. 
 
    “You had a seizure,” he said, feeling the device at the back of her head, which was warm. “Maybe it was something else. But it was something.” 
 
    “Describe it in greater detail.” 
 
    “I don’t know if I can,” he said. “It wasn’t quite like anything I’ve ever seen before, but if I had to describe it, it would be a seizure.” 
 
    “Interesting,” said Kela. 
 
    “You also dug something into the ground,” said Adam. 
 
    He used his phone’s flashlight to show the shape she had made, and though he couldn’t quite tell what it was, it was surprisingly well formed. He took a picture of it, and she moved her hands around its edges. She began moving her arms in a rhythmic motion, and once again Adam felt she would stay this way all night if need be. Part of him wanted her to. 
 
    “Have you had seizures before?” he asked. 
 
    “No,” she said. 
 
    Adam shook himself out of the moment. He realized that something drastic had happened to this girl, and she might be in danger. 
 
    “We need to get you the hospital,” he said. “To find out what—” 
 
    “No hospitals,” she said, stopping her motion and getting up. “And do not tell anyone of this, Adam.” 
 
    She stood up, thought for another moment, and told him two sets of numbers. 
 
    “Those are the GPS coordinates where we will meet tomorrow, as well as a code to enter the outer gate,” she said. “We will meet there at the same time as we have done this evening.” 
 
    Adam was a bit skeptical, but she had said this all with such purpose that he felt compelled to remember them. What was more, he wanted to see her again. Despite everything that had transpired this evening, he wanted to see Kela again. 
 
    “Can you repeat those numbers?” he asked, digging into his pockets to find something with which to write. 
 
    He had a pen, and found an old receipt in his wallet, and she repeated the numbers while looking up at the night sky. 
 
     “I have already begun to be consumed by thoughts of you, Adam,” she said afterwards. “But I will do everything in my power to suppress them. There is something very big happening, and I must figure out what it is.” 
 
    And with that, Kela walked away into the darkness, leaving Adam with nothing but the shrieks of tormented animals to keep him company. 
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    Adam had a dream before he awoke the next morning, one in which everyone on earth wore the device she had. In his dream this mechanism granted its wearer the right to change reality. 
 
    When he wasn’t dreaming, Adam had always felt that reality was, in a sense, nothing more than what we perceived, but in his dream, this was more than just an abstract paradigm. 
 
    Those around him were actually influencing the nature of existence with their thoughts. One woman thought of herself as a superhero, and her sphere of conception expanded until this was the way it was. Another man thought that the earth was flat, and soon the world was indeed flat. 
 
    Sometimes there were conflicting perceptions. One young boy thought that everyone could fly, and those who passed by him began to float up in the air. There was an old woman walking towards the boy who believed everyone was some sort of earthbound being, and as she walked past, people began taking the shapes of heavyset furred creatures with multiple legs and cylindrical bodies. 
 
    When her sphere expanded to reach the boy’s, the boy and the old woman collapsed to the ground and began seizing, much like Kela had the night before. The actual clash of the spheres soon took Adam’s attention, though, because when the edges of the realities met each other, the reaction was more than simply violent. It caused a rupture between them, and the rupture was growing. 
 
    The boy and the old woman continued to seize, and the rupture grew, and spread, and threatened to rip every existence into countless pieces, negating their meaning completely. It was as if the rupture was bringing a paradox that could only be resolved if those it touched had never existed in the first place. 
 
    The rupture was about to reach Adam when— 
 
    /***/ 
 
    He woke up. He did some work, submitted a few more applications, and visited his father. His father was having one of his bad days, but these bad days weren’t that bad just yet. He told Adam a story he had repeated a few times before, and though he shared it as if he were telling it for the first time, Adam politely told him that he remembered this, and allowed his father to tell it again with a little less awkwardness. 
 
    His father then asked Adam about how his own life was going, and the question held a strong tone of lucidity. This was no longer one of his father’s bad days, at least not for the moment. 
 
    His father tended to become clearer-minded when he asked Adam questions about himself. Adam had reasoned this was because the stronger parts of one’s self could be the last to go with Alzheimer’s. The businessman who had spent his life negotiating could still negotiate with the best of them, in the early stages at least, and the man who had spent his whole being a mean cuss didn’t get his disposition softened by the disease. Adam’s father had spent his whole life in the concern of others, Adam in particular. He was legitimately concerned with Adam now, and he was here with him. 
 
    Adam told his father about his journey navigating towards employment as a professor, and the difficulties therein. His father asked him again if a professorship was what he really wanted, and Adam said yes. 
 
    His father thought for a moment about this, and Adam enjoyed seeing the clarity in his father’s eyes. 
 
    There are certain professions, Adam, his father said, that have such costs to them: actors, corporate lawyers and professors are among them. The costs are so high that one should only pursue these paths if one can’t bear the thought of doing anything else. Could you do anything else, Adam? 
 
    Adam couldn’t think of anything else, but still managed to respond with an I don’t know, maybe. 
 
    His father didn’t seem to believe this. 
 
    In that case, apply to your professorships anyway, his father said. If you don’t get any offers, do whatever else it is that you could do. Then apply to even more places the next year. 
 
      
 
    /***/ 
 
    Adam followed the GPS coordinates that evening, but before he could reach them, he ran into a fence. The area seemed to be some sort of nature reserve, and there were signs warning against bringing in any plant life, seeds or pets. There was even a sign stating that entrants should check their socks for stickle burrs. Adam did so, and followed the instructions on every other sign, then entered the code Kela had given him and was granted entry. 
 
    One sign said that vehicles were prohibited, so he parked the car under a tree outside and entered on foot. He found Kela sitting at her promised location. She was once again in a field, though this one wasn’t near any lit buildings, or anything else for that matter. She was just there, sitting in the faintly moonlit darkness. 
 
    He had brought another bottle of wine, this time with a pair of plastic wine glasses and a corkscrew. 
 
    He had suspected that this area might be unlit, so he had also brought a lantern, one of those LED-powered ones that doubled as a flashlight if you pushed the base down. He sat down next to Kela and propped the lantern up, but she bade him to turn it off. 
 
    “You may bring its illumination back if I have another episode, but for now I just want to enjoy this place, which is just as it was a hundred millennia ago, or is at least attempting to be so.” 
 
    Adam now had more questions than he could count, so he turned off the lantern and then asked the first one. 
 
    “Where are we?” 
 
    “This is another property owned by our laboratory campus,” she said. “They’ve recreated this land without any invasive species, or at least have done what they could to make it that way. If we had been here a hundred thousand years in the past, or even a few centuries ago, this place would have been like this.” 
 
    Adam uncorked the bottle of wine and then poured two glasses. He gave one to Kela, and she took it without acknowledging the gesture. 
 
    “Tell me, Adam,” she said. “Adam, whose name fits so well with mine, what do you think of this recreation?” 
 
    Adam paused a moment to take the place in. It had a slightly different scent than the average park he was used to, and the sounds were truly that of nature. There was no city here, and though there were animal sounds, they were the standard din of creatures marking their territory and calling out for a mate. There were no tormented shrieks of animals waiting to be tested. 
 
    “I think it’s a noble gesture,” he said. “But it’s not complete. Nature reserves are better than nothing, but if they really wanted this place to be like it was a hundred millennia ago, they would make it larger than a few acres.” 
 
    Adam shook his head and smiled, and wondered if his expression was visible in the dim moonlight. If it was, he wondered if Kela would even notice it. 
 
    “It’s not really possible to make a truly robust and connected reserve in these times, I know,” he said. “And just the fact that they have a few acres is better than anyone else is doing. So I am happy that they’ve made this. However, that’s the thing about humanity. We’ve already changed the world, and we can’t expect to just cordon off a few pieces and say that they are now the way they were a hundred millennia ago.” 
 
    Adam took a drink of wine. 
 
    “I’m working on a paper with a friend that concerns itself with cetacean language—whales, dolphins and the like,” he said. “It’s fascinating, you know, and though we haven’t yet deciphered their language, there’s some thought that they may communicate holographically. Since they both see and talk to each other with sonar, they may be communicating by sending images. It’s like sending a picture to another person through your phone, but it’s in three dimensions, and it’s somehow more than just a three-dimensional picture, because this is the way you’ve evolved to communicate. 
 
    “It’s fascinating, really, but I just spoke with a researcher before I met you, and one of the things he said is that however cetaceans talk to each other, we’ve disrupted their long-distance communication. Sperm whales have a click louder than a jet engine, and it may allow them to send these messages to whales in other hemispheres, but now they’ve got to compete with all the noise we’ve put into the ocean. Ship engines, submarines’ own pinging sonar, oil rigs, everything. And they can’t compete. 
 
    “So we can pass laws against hunting whales, and make our nets friendly to them, but we’re never going to allow them to live as they once did. They are never going to have the connected lives that they once had.” 
 
    Adam looked around at the acreage. 
 
    “And this place is beautiful,” he said. “But it’s not connected to the outside world, and this means that it’s, at most, ten percent of the way it once was. The remaining ninety percent is impossible to reclaim, because it lies under cities and sprawling divisions, and has to acclimate to seasons that get hotter every year.” 
 
    Adam sipped his wine. The taste was so good he had to second-guess his brief foray into cynicism. 
 
    “But on the other hand, perhaps the isolation also makes this ten percent all the more valuable,” he said. “I’m thankful that someone put this place here, and I’m thankful you’ve allowed me to share it with you.” 
 
    Adam’s tone was genuine, and he knew that any other woman he had dated would have been touched in some way by the notion. Kela’s expression hadn’t changed, however—he was aware of this even in the dim light. She was definitely listening to him, though. He could tell this as well. 
 
    “Do you think this world would be better off without humanity?” she asked. 
 
    Adam furrowed his brow at the question. He wondered how well she could see him, and how well she would be able to recognize his facial cues in the first place. 
 
    “What do you mean by this?” he asked. 
 
    “If humanity vanished right now,” she said. “Or rather, if humanity had vanished a hundred millennia ago, and this place was both pristine and as connected as it could ever be. If this reserve was part of an unending swath of natural life, and if whales could speak freely across the hemispheres whenever they wished, would that be a better world than the one we have today?” 
 
    Adam shook his head. 
 
    “No,” he said. “I hear that nihilistic notion all the time from people—the world would be better off without us. It’s an invalid argument at best. Humanity might be on the wrong path, and we might even be a global extinction event, but if we weren’t here, then what? The world would have some cleaner air, no landfills—and then, that’s it. Another extinction event would come, and then the world would be right back here, only with nothing to show for it.” 
 
    Kela remained silent for half a minute. 
 
    “I agree,” she eventually said. “I can’t prove that there is a point to any existence, let alone humanity as a whole, but I believe that if there is a point to life itself, it may be to understand. You said last night that there’s a point to human knowledge and understanding, and I believe that it may be the point. I can’t prove it, but I believe it—it’s perhaps the first thing I have ever believed.” 
 
    Kela took a drink of wine. 
 
    “But what if humanity did something far greater than what it is doing now?” she said. “What if it understood something far greater than anything it has ever known? And what if that understanding brought with it a chance of something really bad happening?” 
 
    “How bad?” 
 
    “Perhaps ending all life on Earth, to start.” 
 
    “To start?” he asked. “How could you do more than—” 
 
    “Let’s say we pushed the boundaries of what we know so far that it gave us the power to do more than destroy the earth.” 
 
    “You mean like destroying the solar system?” 
 
    “For starters.” 
 
    “Destroying the solar system for starters,” said Adam, taking another drink, and then laughing. “I’d need a little bit more context to understand how mere understanding could do something like this. I mean, we’re sentient and all, but the size disparity of the universe fundamentally limits the damage we can inflict. Jupiter by itself is thirteen hundred times bigger than Earth, and I don’t know what we could possibly understand that would ever be able to—” 
 
    “Let’s just say that one day we understood the laws of physics on a deeper level than we do now,” she said. “We understood it so deeply that we found its cracks, and exploring those cracks …” 
 
    Her words trailed off. 
 
    “Could lead to an unpredictable outcome,” he said. 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “And when we’re dealing with physics,” he said, “we’re dealing with the underpinning of all existence, and that means there are more possible outcomes than we can imagine. Among them is a nonzero chance that we might see destruction on a level we can’t even contemplate.” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    Adam thought for a moment. 
 
    “Well, it’s hard to postulate upon a premise with such scant details,” he said. “But the hopeful part of me can’t turn away from a chance at understanding something far greater than anything we have ever known, as you said. I mean, it’s the laws of physics after all. They’re the rules that govern us, and understanding them might lead to an understanding of everything else, including the true reason behind existence. We can’t deny ourselves this out of fear. And since we’re arguably the way the universe sees itself, perhaps we can’t deny the universe this understanding either.” 
 
    Kela thought deeply about this. 
 
    “All right,” she eventually said. “All right.” 
 
    After this, they drank and talked, but it wasn’t the standard dialogue between two people beginning to enjoy each other’s company on the second date. Kela didn’t inquire anything about Adam, or his life—she only asked him what he thought the answers were to many very difficult questions. It was as if she didn’t see him so much as a physical presence on this earth, but rather a bundle of thoughts that she had to explore thoroughly. 
 
    Still, this made Adam feel valued, and he connected with her on a level that he hadn’t connected with anyone before—not women he had dated, not friends, or anyone else. He had explored the realm of thought with countless students, colleagues and thesis advisors, but there was always an agenda behind the conversations—a grade, a published paper or some sort of esteem. 
 
    But Kela was engaging in dialogue with him to know for its own sake. There was no next step. She wanted to know—she wanted them both to know, because that mattered. Adam felt that with Kela, knowing might be the only thing that mattered. 
 
    /***/ 
 
    She was making a point about the possible origins of consciousness, when she fell into another seizure midsentence. 
 
    It caught Adam by surprise because their dialogue had made him forget that she had collapsed the night before, and also because this seizure was different. It wasn’t so much a convulsion as it was an explosion of movement, and she was moving towards him in a rather aggressive fashion. 
 
    She kept her balance, and then attacked him without pause. He took a few of her blows and dodged the rest. She was incredibly fast, but she was still out of control. He stood up, and she lunged towards him while crawling on all fours. She was near the lantern but paid it no mind, and when she thrust forward again he sidestepped her and then picked it up. He turned it on flashlight mode and shone it in her eyes, which were so full of rage that he barely recognized her. 
 
    Kela was a different person now, though Adam wasn’t entirely certain that she was still a person at all. She was on all fours, uttering guttural sounds and chasing him with a speed and ferocity one might find in a wild animal. He didn’t dare remain near her like he had the night before, he just stayed at the edges of their site in the wilderness. They formed a makeshift circle together as he dodged her attacks and she retreated to prepare for another one. 
 
    He thought about just running away, but he didn’t quite want to leave Kela’s former self like that, and what was more, he didn’t want to take his eyes off her. He felt she had an advantage in this half-wild place, where there were no rules but survival, and overt aggression was rewarded. He could run and she could stalk him through the rough native grasses. He could leave through the gate and get in his car, but her eyes were so wild right now that he feared she might scale the fence and then jump through his windshield. 
 
    So he stayed at the edges of the site, keeping a light on her and evading her assaults. He was able to maintain this, and she eventually went into a rage and began clawing in the dirt. She turned around and pounced one more time towards Adam, but in the middle of the leap her arms went limp, and she fell on her stomach. 
 
    She didn’t move after this, and Adam worried something bad might have happened to her. She eventually began moving her head from side to side, but not with the ferocity she had displayed only moments before. 
 
    “Kela?” he asked. “Are you there?” 
 
    She stood up and looked around. He pointed the lantern at her and saw that her eyes had gone back to normal. Kela was herself again, and Adam was surprised at how happy he was to have her back. Whatever had happened, he realized that he had somehow missed her. 
 
    “I assume I had another one of my episodes?” she asked. 
 
    Adam said that she did. 
 
    “I wasn’t aware during any of this, so tell me everything that I did,” she said. “Spare no detail.” 
 
    He told her about the lunges and her wild eyes. He told her about her incredible speed, and how she had clawed in the dirt. 
 
    “Show me where I clawed,” she said. 
 
    He shone the light on the ground and they saw a large symbol, carved more deeply into the grassy ground than should have been possible with bare hands. 
 
    [image: ../~symbols/~jpgs/symbol_1.jpg] 
 
    “I am far from understanding the full nature of what’s happening, Adam,” she said while observing the shape. “But I’m close to grasping the outer edges of these occurrences. I must contemplate this in solitude, and afterwards I will reveal to you what I know. I may need you to observe another episode, so when we meet tomorrow, we will take certain precautions. Can you give me your phone number?” 
 
    Adam told her his number, and she took it without writing it down. 
 
    “I have not decided how tomorrow will go,” she said, “but when I do, I’ll send you a message where to meet me.” 
 
    And with that she walked away into the darkness once again, leaving Adam alone. 
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    Adam had another dream right before he awoke, this one of Jupiter. He was floating in front of it, and it spread out before him with an impossible enormity—thirteen hundred times the volume of the earth, and every last bit of it could destroy him. The hydrogen gas could swallow him whole, and if he could survive the constant and torrential winds, the pressure of over a thousand times that of Earth would end him in an instant. 
 
    It was terrifying, but when he awoke he realized that it hadn’t been a nightmare. He wasn’t panicked, not even close. He thought about this, and closed his eyes for a few more moments in bed, and visualized himself floating in front of Jupiter and all its power. 
 
    He thought back to his dialogue with Kela the night before, and the conclusion that perhaps the point of humanity, and of life itself, was to know and to understand. If that mattered, perhaps that would give him an incredible importance, even in the face of Jupiter’s might. His size would be a negligible fraction of Jupiter’s, and his lifespan would be the same—but every moment he could feel, think and know more than Jupiter had in its entire existence. 
 
    He also wondered if humanity’s understanding could destroy Jupiter, just as Kela had suggested it might. He couldn’t conceive of how this would be possible, considering the size disparities alone, but Kela’s tone had suggested that it was. Somehow, this was a possibility. 
 
    /***/ 
 
    He took a shower and came back to find a message. It was from a man named Raj, who said that he had gotten Adam’s number from Kela, and that this call was about her. Raj then politely asked Adam to call him back as soon as possible. 
 
    Adam called back, and the man apologized for the awkwardness of the call. 
 
    “It’s not a problem,” said Adam. “This is about Kela?” 
 
    “Yes,” said Raj. “She and I are doing some very important work, and as you know, she’s quite different.” 
 
    “I’d noticed this, yes,” said Adam. 
 
    “I don’t believe she’s ever had a boyfriend before,” said Raj. “Or a girlfriend, for that matter. I don’t think she’s even been on a date.” 
 
    This fit everything that he had observed so far, but the completeness of it all still came as a shock to Adam. 
 
    “Again, I don’t mean to be awkward, and by all means continue to date her,” said Raj. “It’s just that she and I are doing some very important work—mostly her lately, to be honest. And her meeting you introduces a new variable.” 
 
    “I understand,” said Adam. “Do you have any advice for me?” 
 
    “Just be careful with her,” he said. “And if anything goes wrong, call me at this number, at any time. Again, she and I may be on the cusp of something extraordinary.” 
 
    “After listening to her, I believe it,” said Adam. “I understand it has something to do with physics?” 
 
    “Physics?” said Raj. “No, neuroscience. Has she been talking about physics?” 
 
    “She’s been talking about a lot of things,” said Adam, laughing to ease the tension. “And we’ve only gotten to our second date—which I understand is the second date of her life, so I appreciate your concern.” 
 
    “Yes,” said Raj. “That’s all I want to tell you. Just be careful, and call me if anything concerns you. Don’t hesitate. Call me and I’ll pick up.” 
 
    “All right.” 
 
    “Thank you, Adam.” 
 
    With that, Raj hung up. 
 
    /***/ 
 
    Adam thought about Raj’s words while he had his coffee. He could believe Kela was working on something important, but he had a hard time understanding how she had never been on a date before, let alone had a boyfriend. This explained her behavior of course, but it just didn’t add up. She was beautiful. Beautiful girls could be suspiciously single, but after a few dates they tended to open up about their horrible ex and how everything is his fault. 
 
    But she’d never had a boyfriend before, or a girlfriend, or a date. As strange as it was, he felt that the idea of being able to destroy the solar system with understanding alone was more plausible than this. 
 
    He looked at the pile of applications on his desk, and then realized he couldn’t think of Kela right now. Raj’s call was a bit of a red flag, a bit of credibility and a bit of intrigue all in one, but that was to be expected after the first few dates. Granted, the mysteries of Kela were more than anything he’d ever experienced before, but he had to take care of his own life now. 
 
    He allowed himself to think of her once more, and then of Jupiter. After this, he pushed them both out of his mind. 
 
    /***/ 
 
    He was applying to more places than he could count, but something was drawing him to Arkansas State, and he spent an hour reading about it online. He first looked into its academic reputation, which didn’t seem to be particularly notable in any one area but seemed solid overall. 
 
    He quickly moved on to reading about life around the university’s town of Jonesboro. He thought of what it would be like to wear the red of the Red Wolves, to go to their games, and to root against their rival. He didn’t know who their rival was, but assumed that it was Arkansas. He had never quite bought into universities’ unending desire to despise whichever equivalently-sized university was nearest to them, but perhaps he could start here. If they offered him a position, Adam would hold no air of detachment, nor would he maintain an identity of having come from the city. He would just live there and fully embrace his new life. 
 
    He thought of eating in Arkansas State’s cafeteria, and learning the legends and nuances of its campus. Perhaps some tower was haunted, and there was a specific area of the quadrangle where if you clapped, it would make an odd sound in return. 
 
    He thought of his own political dispositions, and how moving to Arkansas didn’t bother him in the slightest. He leaned left in most things, but more than that he considered himself open-minded. He’d love to move out of the city and have a group of conservative friends. It was an academic institution, so they probably wrapped their right-leaning ideas in reason, and he could have lively, respectful arguments with them. 
 
    He laughed to himself when he realized that this was still a college town, and they tended to have pockets that leaned left, even in Arkansas. He’d had some of the best vegetarian food in his life in Bozeman, home to Montana State, and he had met a socialist professor from the University of Oklahoma in Norman, Oklahoma. He would attend Arkansas State’s football games but also their plays, and if he joined a book club he’d be at home. Book clubs all over the world held like-minded people. 
 
    But even if the entire state was red, he’d be fine. It was a university, and that meant he’d be in the realm of thought, and that’s what he wanted. 
 
    Adam laughed to himself and shook his head. He was still early in the application process, and he’d be fortunate if he was among the top fifty applicants that had surely applied for this one position. He’d be fortunate if he was in the top one hundred. 
 
    Regardless, it was too soon to think about this. He still had to apply to a lot more positions, and if he made any progress on any of them, he’d go from there. 
 
    Still, he wanted to tell his father this feeling he had, of excitement with no reservations. He wanted to tell his father about how he wasn’t selling himself short here. He would have to jump through hoops and play the university’s game of course, but this didn’t bother him. It was just a price he had to pay for being what he wanted to be. He wanted to look his father in the eye and tell him— 
 
    /***/ 
 
    When he visited his father, Adam realized that he’d have to travel far away for employment. This was what he wanted to do, but there was a cost to doing what you wanted to do, and in this case it was that he wasn’t in control of where he lived. If he got accepted anywhere he might have to take it, and when he spoke with his father, he wasn’t entirely sure he wanted to do that. 
 
    What was more, the man was having one of his bad days, worse than the day before. He was frustrated—not in the cantankerous, short-tempered way that old men were wont to act. This was the sad, stoic decline of a man angry with himself for losing his faculties. 
 
    Adam’s father was still aware of what was happening, and though Adam felt glad for that, it was hard to see him be like this. This was a great man who had raised Adam with his full self, and just as his self was leaving him, so was Adam. 
 
    He told his father the conflicted emotions he felt at this, and then told him that part of him hoped he didn’t get any position just so he could stay here. 
 
    Adam, don’t wish for a dearth of options just because you’re afraid to choose, his father said in response, willing his wisdom back into being, if only for a phrase. Life will attempt to suppress your freedom every chance it can get, and you owe it to both yourself and me to fight for your own desires with every ounce of your being. 
 
    Adam knew the man was right. Even on his bad days he could be right. 
 
    Still, this didn’t make his future any clearer. Adam knew what he wanted, but it hid behind countless applications, none of which might pan out. If one of them did, he’d have to abandon the most important person in his life. 
 
    And then there was Kela, this new girl with a remarkably high IQ who didn’t act like normal people did. 
 
    He thought of her with the morning’s clarity. He connected with her, all right, but she also collapsed into fits of ferocity that caused him to fear for his life. After she came out of these convulsions, she would speak of ending the solar system with human understanding alone, and she still wouldn’t explain what the device at the back of her head was. 
 
    She certainly excited him, but he reminded himself that he had been excited by girls like this before, and the feeling often came with a price. She had a mystery about her, an unknown ending that gave his life a quick rush of meaning, but she also brought chaos. His life had plenty of unknown endings, and plenty of chaos right now. 
 
    He needed to push his attention to the things that mattered most now—his own life and his father’s. He was facing heavy challenges in both, but if he concerned himself with them, he could come to the right decision. 
 
    He didn’t want to break it off with Kela, necessarily, but he had to put her on hold for the time being. He’d meet her again in a few days, but for now he’d have to take a break from both her and her mystery. 
 
    That evening, however, she texted him an address, a room number and a time, and he found himself walking outside, without so much as a second thought. 
 
    /***/ 
 
    It was a hotel, and the room’s door was held open by its safety latch, bent backwards keep it from shutting. Adam pushed open the door and it was dark, though not as dark as it had been on their previous two dates. The lights weren’t on, but the window was open to show the city lights behind her. 
 
    “Close the door, Adam,” she said, sitting cross-legged on the far bed of two in the room, visible only by her faint outline. 
 
    He did so, and when he came back, his eyes adjusted and he saw that she was naked. Though she was even more beautiful than he could have ever dreamt, there wasn’t anything sexy about her now. Something about her posture unsettled him, and he kept his distance. 
 
    “I think I know what is happening,” she said. “Please sit down.” 
 
    He took a rolling seat from beneath the desk, and then pulled it back towards the door. She wasn’t threatening, at least not yet, but he knew he had to sit in a place that would allow for a quick escape. 
 
    She then explained to him about the device on the back of her head, and how she and Raj had been developing it to copy and then inject human memories. She spoke about how the mechanics of this were not yet perfected, and how she felt like she was one insight away from truly understanding it. 
 
    She then told him she was thinking about experimenting with time travel, or some version of it where you send memories back in time, and how they would only stay for a short while. 
 
    Adam didn’t believe it was possible at first, but when she described the process she had discovered so far, he began to think it could happen. 
 
    “It’s not exactly sending matter back in space,” said Adam. “I’d call it time travel lite. In any case, I suppose you haven’t figured out all the details yet?” 
 
    “No,” she said. “I haven’t quite figured out the time travel aspect, nor have I figured out memory injection. But I’m close, and I feel that my future self has figured it all out, and is sending my future thoughts back in time. I believe my future self is doing this with some regularity as well.” 
 
    “Once a day,” said Adam. “Your future self arrived on our first date, and then the second date. She’ll come tonight, and then the day after.” 
 
    “And perhaps the day after that, and so on,” she said. “My future self comes, which you can observe. My present self sees nothing. I just black out.” 
 
    Adam thought about this. 
 
    “You don’t really seem like you’re from the future when you have your episodes,” he said. “You become—terrifying.” 
 
    “I understand,” she said. “I believe that as my signal goes back through time, something happens to it. Did my behavior during the episode change from our first date to last night?” 
 
    “Somewhat,” said Adam. “You had a bit more clarity to your being, but I wouldn’t say you improved. If anything, you were more terrifying last night.” 
 
    Kela pointed to a bag in the far corner. 
 
    “That’s why I’ve brought some apparel for you, Adam,” she said. “It’s riot gear, and other protective clothing. See what fits you best, and then we’ll wait. I requested the hotel take the lamp out from this room, and have spent the last hour before your arrival manually removing anything else that could be used as a weapon. I have also removed my outer garments and placed them in the bathroom behind you, lest I attempt to strangle you with a piece of my clothing.” 
 
    “Shouldn’t we call the authorities?” he asked. “Or at the very least, Raj?” 
 
    “I’ve thought of what would happen if we called the authorities,” she said. “There’s a high probability this wouldn’t end well.” 
 
    Adam agreed. They’d either think she’s a crazy woman with a homemade head implant, or they might believe her, and some institution somewhere would try to take advantage of the situation. If this was indeed real, no group could be trusted with the device, because it was bigger than just an innovation. This could do some bad things in the wrong hands, or perhaps even the right ones. 
 
    “And I haven’t yet told Raj,” she said. “To him, this is just a device meant to turn human memories into data, and to one day reinject them. I haven’t yet told him that I’m even thinking of using it to engage in time travel. I now realize that I should have done this. So I will shortly.” 
 
    “All right,” he said. “Could you just remove the device?” 
 
    She felt the device at the back of her head. 
 
    “I have considered this as well,” she said. “What do you think, Adam?” 
 
    Adam thought about it, and then shook his head. 
 
    “It might be dangerous,” he said. “Assuming it’s really you from the future, it might bring a paradox, or something. We may have been through a few of those already, but I’m not interested in finding out what would happen with one more.” 
 
    Adam approached her to take a closer look at the device, and did his best to avoid looking down. 
 
    “It’s embedded pretty well,” he said. “Could you even remove the device if you wanted to?” 
 
    “It would be messy,” she said. “Raj put it in, and it would be best to have him take it out. 
 
    “Let’s not take it out, then,” he said. 
 
    Adam walked over to the bag and tried out the riot clothing. It fit well, and he felt strong in it. Compared to Kela, naked on the bed, he felt invincible. 
 
    He dressed up well, then stowed the rest of the gear in the bathroom by her clothes. She hadn’t included a policeman’s baton in the bag, but he wanted to do everything to keep it from her future self once she got into her state. 
 
    He then closed the safety latch over the door to lock them in. 
 
    “All right, Kela,” he said. “Let’s do this.” 
 
    /***/ 
 
    They spoke while they waited for her to change. He spoke about his father, his condition, and Adam’s dilemma about leaving him. She didn’t respond to this. He continued talking, making a point about how the market and state had taken the place of family duty in the modern era. He spoke about how modern society had allowed him the freedom to live wherever he wanted to live and that he was grateful for that, but it had come at the cost of a potential alienation from his father. 
 
    She asked him questions about the market and the state, and the fact that she didn’t ask anything about him or his father irked him a bit. 
 
    Before he could get too bothered by this, however, she changed. 
 
    She became the monster version of herself in an instant. She stood up with incredible speed, and then looked around to survey her surroundings. She turned to look at Adam with hatred, then crawled over the bed to carve an oversized symbol into the wall. 
 
    Adam hoped she would spend her entire time doing this, but he wasn’t so fortunate. She quickly turned from the symbol to Adam, jumping at him without a moment’s hesitation. He was able to defend her attack just by holding up his protected arms, and she clung to him for a moment before he was able to throw her off. 
 
    She fell back between the far bed and the television, and then gathered herself. She remained on all fours like an animal, but she was clearly operating less on instinct than she had in the previous days. She even appeared to be formulating some sort of strategy. 
 
    “Kela, if that’s still you in there,” said Adam, “let’s talk, okay? We can work this out.” 
 
    She turned to listen to the words, and for a moment he thought he had talked her down from her state, but her face quickly contorted back into anger, with even more wrath than it had before. It was as if instead of making amends, Adam had cursed her in the worst way possible. 
 
    Kela looked around at her environment, then slunk backwards until she disappeared between the bed and the air conditioner. 
 
    “Kela?” asked Adam. 
 
    There was silence, and then with incredible speed she burst out of her hiding place, traveling so fast that she seemed to crawl on the walls. She gripped the etchings of the symbol, bounding forward and around the wall to Adam’s left. He turned to block her, and she bounced off again. 
 
    She was now in the small space between the first bed and the wall to Adam’s left. Though she wasn’t trapped, she began attacking him repeatedly as if she were a cornered animal. She had a tremendous amount of leverage from this position, and could spring off the back wall, or use the side wall for an extra boost. He pushed her back each time, but she leapt forward again and again, and he knew that he’d have to change his strategy. He couldn’t just wait her out, because she had a seemingly unending supply of energy, and he was getting tired. 
 
    She jumped forward and clung to him, and he used this moment to rotate his body and throw her away from the wall and back towards the air conditioner. 
 
    She spat and seemed to condemn him, though she wasn’t speaking a language he’d ever heard before. Her execrations had a distinct tone and rhythm to them, though, and Adam felt they weren’t gibberish. She was saying something. 
 
    “What do you want, Kela?” he asked. 
 
    She spat again and yelled at him in her tongue. 
 
    “What do you want, Kela?” he asked once more. 
 
    She paused at this, and then spoke with a voice that was not her own, but that he could understand. She told Adam she wanted him to be erased thoroughly, from this existence and every other. 
 
    She then leapt towards him, and he put up his gloved hands in response. 
 
    /***/ 
 
    He was able to withstand her continued assaults, though just barely. She eventually collapsed while clinging to him, falling on the floor like a wet piece of cloth, and then looked up at him with calm eyes. 
 
    He was cautious, but after a few moments he was convinced she was her present self again. 
 
    “Kela, are you all right?” he asked. 
 
    “Yes,” she said. “But I’m tired. Really tired.” 
 
    He wanted to tell her everything that happened, but didn’t think that this was the time. He went to the bathroom to retrieve her clothes, and when he came out she was shivering. 
 
    “I forgot how cold hotel air conditioners can make a room,” he said with a laugh. 
 
    She didn’t laugh in response, but took the clothes and put them on. She then went to the bed near the window, crawled under the covers and closed her eyes. Adam tucked her in, then looked at the carved symbol near her head. He didn’t want to go to the authorities just yet, but felt that he needed help. 
 
    He picked up his phone and called Raj, who answered on the second ring. Adam told Raj where they were and said that Raj should come immediately. 
 
    “What’s happened?” asked Raj. 
 
    “I think it’s best that Kela tells you,” said Adam. “She’s sleeping right now, but come over and she’ll tell you when she’s awake.” 
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    Adam and Raj had taken turns through the night guarding Kela in case she became her different self again, but Adam felt that there was no threat of this happening until the next evening. Adam even dozed off through his early morning shift, and when the sun came up they all awoke together. 
 
    They discussed the situation at hand, and realized that the first problem was what to do with the destroyed room, and how to deal with it without bringing undue attention from the authorities. 
 
    “We’ll be honest with the hotel,” said Raj. “Mostly, at least. We’ll tell them that Kela sleepwalks, and brought this damage when she was under. It’ll be expensive, and we might end up banned from here, but they most likely won’t go to the police this way.” 
 
    Adam thought it was a good plan. He didn’t think any one of them was particularly adept at lying, and this was a straightforward and solid alibi. What was more, it was true—in a sense, at least. 
 
    Adam told Raj more of the details of the night before, and Kela told him the rest. Raj asked questions about her insights into the mechanics of time travel, and she answered every one. 
 
    “I don’t know if this is real,” said Raj. “But it might be. It really might be. With anyone else, I’d be a little skeptical, but with Kela, I have to assume it’s real.” 
 
    There was a knock on the door, and Raj got up. 
 
    “I’ll explain what I mean,” said Raj. “One second though.” 
 
    Raj opened the door to receive a pot of coffee from room service, but he didn’t open it wide enough for the waiter to see the symbol in the wall. Raj tipped him, then came back with the tray. He poured Adam and Kela a cup, and poured one for himself. 
 
    “I’ve always been at the top of whatever class I was, at every age,” continued Raj. “I was in the fast class in second grade, the honors group in high school, and within those groups I was always the best amongst them. In both college and graduate school, it was no different. I was the best: if there was an award, I’d get it, and in any sort of evaluation, I’d always be first.” 
 
    Raj looked at Kela. 
 
    “But when I met Kela, I realized that I wasn’t that special,” he said. “I was just a smart kid who was really good at studying and really, really good at outcompeting my peers.” 
 
    Raj smiled to himself. 
 
    “Kela wasn’t this,” he said. “She doesn’t get awards or get ranked first because she doesn’t apply for the awards or allow herself to be evaluated in the first place. She’s not one to be known for outcompeting her peers, because she has no peers.” 
 
    Raj shook his head. 
 
    “She’s not just gifted, or supremely intelligent,” said Raj. “What Kela is, is a once-in-a-generation talent—maybe even more than that.” 
 
    Raj said the words with both admiration and caution. Adam noticed that Kela’s expression hadn’t changed in response to them. This was who she was. 
 
    “We were working on a device for the brain,” said Raj. “I accepted my secondary role as one who would corral her talents, and though this was the first time in my life I’d ever done such a thing, it wasn’t that difficult. Kela was that exceptional, and through her insights we began to see real progress. And we were doing something really important. The digital preservation of memories? That’s big. The implications for neurosciences, for history, and even for specific diseases like Alzheimer’s can’t be measured.” 
 
    Adam perked up at the last note, and then shared a conspiratorial look with Kela. She didn’t seem aware of it, let alone send a look back. 
 
    But it was there. 
 
    “Though its original purpose would be a game changer,” continued Raj, “part of me just knew that this wouldn’t be enough for Kela. She would need to do something more, something bigger.” 
 
    Raj walked to the hotel room window and pulled the curtains to let in the morning light. 
 
    “Feynman, Einstein,” continued Raj. “Their minds were gifts to the world, but these gifts came with a consequence, namely the atomic bomb. That’s an incomplete analogy of course, but my point is that Kela is on their level, maybe even past it, and her insight doesn’t come for free. I was always aware of this, and I thought she was going to bring something like an advance in neural networks, or maybe act as a harbinger for true artificial intelligence. She would bring incredible things to this world, and consequences, and humanity would deal with them.” 
 
    Raj sat back down again and took another drink of coffee. 
 
    “But this is bigger than both of those,” he said. “Bigger than any advance in robotics, bigger than even the atomic bomb. I mean, we’re dealing with the very fabric of the universe here.” 
 
    He paused a moment. 
 
    “Adam, I know you just met her, and Kela, I know these emotions are new for you,” he said. “But what we have in front of us may hold consequences far beyond our understanding. So whatever feelings you have for each other should take a backseat to doing what’s right. Do you understand?” 
 
    Adam nodded that he did. Kela did not respond. 
 
    “This is good enough for now,” said Raj, looking at Adam. “A once in a generation mind often comes with a price, and at the very least, Adam—you and I will keep that in mind.” 
 
    /***/ 
 
    Raj wanted to do some tests on her, so Adam spent the day visiting his father. His father was having one of his good days, and though he had misplaced his keys, he did this in the way that an older man should: bumbling, slapping his empty pockets and turning around while muttering good-naturedly to himself. 
 
    Adam eventually found the keys. They were still in the door, and though that portended certain things, Adam felt that he could live with it. If his father stayed on this level, in some way at least, it would be fine. 
 
    Adam thought about Raj and Kela’s treatment. Whatever it was, if it could take a piece of what his father was on this day and save it for later, he’d have to try it out. Kela’s experience with the device had dire results, but her device hadn’t yet been perfected, and she was using it in an entirely different way. 
 
    All Adam’s father needed was memory retention and injection. Just having a few minutes of his old self every day would be good enough for Adam. 
 
    Time was running out, though, on multiple fronts. Still, Adam knew that if anyone were to experience what this device was originally intended to do, his father would be the first. 
 
      
 
    /***/ 
 
    Adam arrived at the lab in the early evening, but Kela wasn’t there. 
 
    “She just went out for a walk,” said Raj. “I made her take the lab cell phone. Give her a call.” 
 
    Adam did, and she had taken more than just a walk. She had to do some thinking about what would make the memory portion of the device work, and she first went to the road. She then took a bus, got off and took another bus, and was now far from the laboratory. 
 
    Adam told her to get off the bus, and she did. He asked where she was, and she gave him the GPS coordinates without missing a beat. He told her to stay there. 
 
    He ended the call, entered the coordinates into his phone, and told Raj he was going to pick her up. 
 
    “Perhaps more than anyone, Kela has a mind of her own,” said Raj, shaking his head. He looked angry at himself. “I should have known.” 
 
    “What will happen if I don’t find her in time?” asked Adam. 
 
    “We’ll have a madwoman on the loose,” said Raj. “She’ll be out of our control, and at worst she’ll cause real destruction. At best, she’ll be apprehended by the authorities, and then we’ve got something else to deal with.” 
 
    “I’ll find her,” said Adam. “I know the area where she is well. You should stay here in case something goes wrong.” 
 
    Raj recognized that Adam was right, but continued to look concerned. 
 
    “Do you still have that riot gear?” he asked. 
 
    “Yes,” said Adam. “It’s in my car.” 
 
    “Great,” said Raj. “Take her to a hidden place, and then put the gear on if you can. But first find her. If you don’t, we can’t predict what will happen, other than it won’t end up well.” 
 
    “I’ll find her,” said Adam, and he meant it. 
 
    /***/ 
 
    Adam went to the GPS coordinates, and she was waiting precisely where she said she would be. She got in his vehicle, and he didn’t ask her what she was thinking, let alone scold her for going off on her own. He already knew her too well to do this, and decided to present the situation at hand. 
 
    “The sun has been down for a while now,” he said, pointing to the dark sky. “You could turn at any time. It’s as if I’m driving with a live bomb.” 
 
    Kela put her hands on the device. 
 
    “I’ll rip it out,” she said. “Just end this.” 
 
    “No!” he said. “That thing is implanted in your skull. You said you needed Raj to take it out.” 
 
    “I have no desire to see harm done to you, Adam,” she said. “Harm done to myself would be preferable.” 
 
    “No,” said Adam. “This could make a paradox—” 
 
    “If it makes a paradox so powerful that it ends this world, this universe, or even this existence, I’d still take it out rather than do you harm. I understand the logic behind this isn’t completely sound, but these are my feelings for you, and perhaps they’re not entirely based on logic.” 
 
    Kela went to pull it out, but Adam grabbed her with his right hand. They struggled briefly, and almost swerved into another car. There were a few honks, and then he corrected himself. The shock of this took her attention from her device, though, and he used the time to pull up next to the curb. He parked and then put his hazard lights on. 
 
    “We can’t do this, Kela,” he said. “We have a responsibility here. We don’t know what will be the result of an action like that, and the only way to control the consequences in some way is to avoid them whenever possible.” 
 
    Adam took a breath. 
 
    “And I want you to be there to perfect the memory portion of this device,” he said. “I want it for my father. I don’t know what will happen if you inject him with his own memories after his mind has already deteriorated, but I’d like to find out. And I know that caring more about my father than the destruction of the universe, with him in it, doesn’t make sense. But that’s what I’m thinking right now.” 
 
    Kela relaxed her hands. 
 
    “Those are your feelings,” she said. “Feelings aren’t always based on logic.” 
 
    “No, they aren’t.” 
 
    “I won’t remove the device,” she said. “I only ask that if my future self arrives, you do whatever it takes to defend yourself.” 
 
    “I’ll try.” 
 
    “Do more than try, Adam,” she said. “That woman, that entity—it’s not me. It’s not even the future me. It’s a version of myself distorted through dimensions beyond our understanding, until there is nothing left but a monster. So when that entity comes, you must do whatever it takes to keep yourself from harm.” 
 
    Adam nodded, turned off the hazard lights and pulled back onto the street. 
 
    “All right,” she said. “I’ll go to wherever you think is best.” 
 
    Adam drove and tried to think of where they could go. He knew he’d have to find someplace quickly—he was still in the car with a live bomb, and if she attacked him here, there would be problems. She could spring at him and carve one of those symbols into his flesh with her teeth, and if he survived the assault, they might still have an accident. 
 
    But where could he go? Could he drive back to campus? To one of their apartments? No, both were too far away. An unoccupied field? Adam knew this wasn’t an option—they were in the middle of an urban area, and finding unoccupied land would be next to impossible. 
 
    Another hotel? That would be a gamble. The hotels in this area of town weren’t the types that had flashing Rooms Available signs. The hotels here had circular driveways with valets, and an extended check-in process for a room that might not even be available in the first place. Adam knew that if Kela’s future self arrived while they were waiting in the lobby, the security footage would give them more problems than he could imagine. 
 
    “The time may be drawing near, Adam,” said Kela. “Do you know of a place where we can go?” 
 
    Finally, Adam did. He’d been on more dates in this area than he could count, and he knew just the place. 
 
    /***/ 
 
      
 
    They checked into the private karaoke room and shut the door. It was the biggest one available—Adam had said that ten more people were coming, and though he still wasn’t exactly skilled at lying, he had paid for the large-group rate, and that had been good enough. 
 
    Adam had always gotten the smaller rooms whenever he had brought his dates here. He had always thought about reserving this big one for a party one day, and supposed that this was as good an event as any. 
 
    “Go to the far end,” he told her. “I need to do a few things.” 
 
    Kela went to the far end and sat on the couch, completely calm and showing far less concern than would be normal. Adam first turned off the camera that broadcast the interior of the room to the outside. It was easy to do this—this was the type of place that stressed its privacy in case the couples therein wanted to get intimate. Adam had never gotten intimate in this place, but he was now grateful for their understanding. 
 
    Adam put on his gear, and hid the remaining items away in a corner. Kela saw the hiding place, but her future self would be unaware. He then looked at the door and saw that the blinds were open. 
 
    He then tried to draw the blinds shut, but there was nothing to pull down. This wasn’t normal: someone must have removed it, and everything was now visible to those walking by outside. 
 
    Adam knew they didn’t have enough time to request another room, let alone have the blinds fixed, and when he turned around he saw Kela on all fours, carving a symbol into the carpet. 
 
    She had turned. Adam didn’t panic, though, because this was still his place. He’d been on a lot of dates here, and though this one was stranger than all the rest, he knew what he could do. 
 
    “There’s a song for everyone, Kela,” he said. “There’s even one for your future self.” 
 
    /***/ 
 
    It was a metal song, and though the karaoke version was curtailed to under four minutes, he set it to play multiple times, and turned the light effects up to the maximum. The song began by bathing the room in black light, and it got her attention. She almost seemed pleased by it, though her crazed eyes suggested she was more fixated upon it, like a wild animal might be. 
 
    She soon turned her attention back to Adam, however, and crawled backwards to reveal the symbol she had carved. 
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    “What is this?” asked Adam. 
 
    She didn’t respond—she only peered at Adam with a cold, unblinking stare. 
 
    “Kela, what do you want?” 
 
    She attacked him, and he pushed her off with both hands. She fell back on the floor but didn’t lunge at him in a reckless fury like she had before. She crept around the symbol without ever taking her eyes off him, then charged again, this time at a lower angle so he couldn’t push her off with his upper body. He dodged her by jumping away, but she turned around against the wall behind him and burst into him from the side. 
 
    He fell over and she was on him, punching, slapping and scratching. He was still protected by his riot gear, but she was unnaturally fast. Her hands felt like rats crawling over him, and the revulsion gave him a quick burst of strength. He writhed and shook, and kept doing it until she fell off. 
 
    She attacked again, but this time with less poise. She jumped straight into his upper body, and he caught her. He pushed her away, throwing her into a couch set into the wall. 
 
    Just as he did, the part of the song with the double bass drum started in, and the strobe lights began flashing. Adam took a quick look at the door—no one was looking in, and if they did, they’d see the faint outlines of two people doing what they were supposed to be doing during a metal song. 
 
    It was a bit odd to do this during a karaoke metal song, perhaps, but this was the type of place that served alcohol and was open late, so things like these surely happened here. 
 
    “All right, Kela, or whoever you are,” he yelled, his voice barely audible beneath the synthesized guitar, “it’s just you and me.” 
 
    She burst towards him without a moment’s hesitation. He steeled himself against her charge, then leaned forward to cut her off as she jumped. 
 
    Adam knew that one day her future self might tell him what she wanted, but he also knew that one day she might get the best of him. But neither of those things were going to happen tonight. They were going to get through as many songs as it took for her to get back to her normal self, and after that she would recover, and they’d devise a plan to deal with this occurrence the next night. 
 
    Adam wondered what kind of song her present self would like to hear upon returning, and then he wondered if Kela liked music in the first place. He figured she had to. There was a song for everyone, even the present Kela he hoped would return soon. 
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    Adam woke up on the couch of his apartment, and then looked into his bedroom to see Kela still sleeping in his bed. Him sleeping on the couch wasn’t the noble gesture that it would have been if she had been a normal girl, where it might be a foundational story to one day be recited at their wedding—and that’s the moment when I knew he was the man to take care of me. 
 
    Kela had experienced some sort of trauma, Adam had felt it secondhand, and they each needed their own place to rest. That was it. 
 
    Adam wondered if this was the kind of foundational story you got with Kela—After her future self carved a symbol in the carpet and attacked me relentlessly, her normal self returned. I let her sleep in my bed so she could recover, even though I knew her future self was returning the next night to rip me in two. 
 
    Adam wondered if maybe this was a noble gesture for a girl like her. Maybe to Kela, this was romance. 
 
    He found an article online with a list of romance books for her to read. He thought the list was a bit silly, but still, he bookmarked it to show her later. 
 
    He then called Raj to pick her up, and Raj came shortly thereafter. 
 
    “How is her behavior during these episodes?” asked Raj, looking over Kela as she continued to sleep. “Is she still having seizures?” 
 
     “No,” said Adam. “If anything, she’s getting more controlled. She’s still terrifying, but she’s becoming more—controlled, if you could call it that.” 
 
    “I have a hypothesis,” said Raj. “I think as we get closer to the day that she originally sent the signal, she gets more lucid.” 
 
    Raj took another look at Kela. 
 
    “Or rather, she gets somewhat more lucid,” said Raj. “As we advance, the signal becomes less degraded, but it allows her baseline anger to come forward with increased clarity.” 
 
    “What could she be angry about?” asked Adam. 
 
    “I don’t know,” said Raj. “I’ve never known Kela to express any amount of anger before this. But there’s a lot she hasn’t experienced in life, namely having a relationship.” 
 
    “It makes sense,” said Adam, thinking back to his teenage years. “With your first relationship, everything is magnified, because you don’t have a wide range of experiences to compare it against. But still, I never got that angry at a girl before.” 
 
    “I think there’s some magnification involved as well,” said Raj. “That baseline anger may also expand as it loses clarity through its backwards journey. So we’re experiencing increased clarity on a still-magnified emotion.” 
 
    “Perhaps,” said Adam. “Of course, the real explanation could also be beyond our understanding.” 
 
    “Oh, undoubtedly,” said Raj. “Her future mind has gone to places we may not even be able to hypothesize about. She may have seen things that defy description.” 
 
    Raj raised up his finger. 
 
    “I think we may be able to quantify the time until the first event, however,” he said. “I need to observe her and analyze her device more, but I think we’ll be able to look at the patterns and predict the first event to the day.” 
 
    “That would be an enormous help.” 
 
    “Yes,” said Raj. “In the meantime, I’ve plotted what little we’ve observed, and I think her level of clarity and baseline anger operate on two different logarithmic scales. She’ll get better eventually, but unfortunately, she’s going to get worse with each episode before she starts turning the corner. We can count on her becoming more dangerous every day.” 
 
    Adam took a look at Kela, harmless as she slept. 
 
    “But in her normal life, Kela is still Kela?” 
 
    “I believe so,” said Raj. “And that’s how I hope to control this. I’ve got a place we can take her. I still have to hammer out some details, but we can restrain her there safely, and observe her.” 
 
    “No more karaoke bars,” said Adam. “How will she handle being restrained though?” 
 
    “Present Kela won’t have a problem with this, I’m sure she’ll even help,” said Raj. “The Kela from the future probably won’t be a big fan of the idea though.” 
 
    Adam laughed at this. 
 
    “The future Kela isn’t a fan of a lot of things,” he said. “And she’s not my concern. If the present Kela allows it, so will I. We’ll do whatever it takes.” 
 
    /***/ 
 
    Kela woke up and left with Raj, and then Adam studied the symbols she had left. Some were from photographs he had taken with his phone, and some were sketched out from his memory. One she drew during the daytime, which was odd because it was her normal self. 
 
    He brought this up before she left with Raj, and she said it had just come to her. Raj took note of this, and said that this was just one more mystery to be solved later. 
 
    Adam couldn’t make any sense of the symbols at first glance. He then scanned them into his computer and did a reverse image search, and nothing came up that would lend any insight. 
 
    He had a book on the origin and meaning behind scripts, and he skimmed that, finding nothing again. He knew there was something behind this, but it was beyond him, whatever it was. He had a friend who might be able to figure it out though. 
 
    His father and his career—his past and future—would have to wait. He was in the present now, and he needed some answers. 
 
    /***/ 
 
    He met his friend Federica at her small office, in the small semiotic wing of the small humanities building of her small university. She was a professor and had once joked to Adam that if he stayed with academia, all this could be his, all this and less. 
 
    He and Federica hadn’t ever dated, and he was now glad that they hadn’t. You could get close to someone you dated, and could get close very quickly, but it was all or nothing. They were either your partner for life, or you never spoke to them again. Female friends, on the other hand, stayed with you. You got invited to their parties, their weddings, and might even be able to go out with their friends without it being a conflict of interest. Female friends didn’t expect that much out of you, they never got angry at you, and you could show up at their small office with strange requests, and they were happy that you came. 
 
    He handed Federica a thumb drive with the scanned images, and she put it into her computer and pored over the images carefully. 
 
    “Thank you so much for doing this,” he said. 
 
    “My pleasure,” she said. “I mean it. Symbologists don’t get requests like this very often.” 
 
    He understood what she meant. Federica had found her small, somewhat stable niche in academia, but she had complained to him that she felt somewhat alienated from the world as a whole. Her department needed her to teach a few classes and publish a few papers into obscure journals that only a handful of people read, but these actions were doing what was required, not actually being needed. 
 
    But Adam was here, and he needed Federica’s insight. He also needed to confide in someone like her, though he didn’t know if he wanted to do that completely just yet. 
 
    “I’m keeping this a bit private for now,” he said. “Please don’t post these symbols anywhere.” 
 
    “Not a problem,” she said with a smile. “I don’t even have any social media accounts.” 
 
    The statement briefly reminded him of Kela, but he knew the similarity came from a different desire. Those like Federica avoided social media on principle, while those like Kela didn’t see the value in the first place. 
 
    “This is a sensitive situation,” said Adam. “The symbols come from a woman who drew them during something of a—psychotic break.” 
 
    “Interesting,” said Federica. “Does this woman have a background in scripts, or ancient languages, or anything like that?” 
 
    “I don’t believe so,” said Adam. “But she’s intelligent—beyond intelligent. She could very well have read a book some time ago, and is now an expert without even realizing it herself.” 
 
    Federica took another few moments to look at the symbols. 
 
    “I don’t recognize any of them offhand,” she said. 
 
    She opened up a program on her desktop, and dragged all of the images into the display. 
 
    “This isn’t going to a centralized database,” she said. “It’s just on my own computer.” 
 
    Adam saw the program processing the images, and various dots and angles showed up on the symbols, including the drawings he had done from memory. Images of other scripts showed up and disappeared in another box, but nothing stayed. 
 
    “There’s no match,” she said. “But there’s something here, definitely.” 
 
    “What do you mean?” 
 
    “There’s a connection between the symbols,” she said. “They’re not just drawn at random.” 
 
    “You mean there’s some meaning behind them?” 
 
    “Perhaps,” she said. “At the very least, we can’t rule that out. Is this woman creative?” 
 
    Adam thought for a moment. 
 
    “In some ways, not at all,” he said. “In other ways, possibly the most creative person I’ve ever met. Why do you ask?” 
 
    “I’m thinking of J.R.R. Tolkien,” she said. “He made up many languages for his elves and his dwarves, and creatures of that nature. He also made scripts. It’s rare—it usually takes a group of people to birth a new language, and making a fully functional script is even rarer. But some, like Tolkien, have the talent. Perhaps your friend has the talent, and like you said, doesn’t even recognize it herself.” 
 
    Adam considered this, and it didn’t quite feel right. 
 
    “She’s brilliant,” he said. “On the level of J.R.R. Tolkien, probably even more so. But she’s not an author, and if she was deliberately making a script, she’d probably tell me. If these symbols have meaning in the first place, I think the meaning is something even she doesn’t understand.” 
 
    Federica looked over the images on her computer for another few moments, and then went to her desk to pull out a book: Man and His Symbols, by Carl Jung and other authors. 
 
    “Are you familiar with this?” she asked. 
 
    “Yes, but it’s been awhile,” said Adam. “Remind me.” 
 
    “It was a book by Jung, or rather edited by Jung, because it had so many contributors,” she said. “But among other things, it conveyed just how easily and naturally we make symbols, and then ascribe meaning to them.” 
 
    Federica pointed her hands around the room. 
 
    “Open your eyes and you’ll realize that they’re everywhere—we’ve filled our world with so many symbols that we’ve basically forgotten that they’re around us,” she said. “For example, you read books that are filled with little symbols we call letters, and get guidance from street signs that may have some letters, but probably have a signature shape and color as well. They’re meaningless to every other creature, but to us? They’re just as natural and real as the seasons, as day and night. 
 
    “And we can make them so easily. Think of it. Let’s say you’re hiking on an unfamiliar trail, and you have someone you don’t know hiking about an hour behind you. You have to move forward, but want to make sure they follow you. What would you do?” 
 
    Adam considered the scenario. 
 
    “I could make a fire to show the smoke,” he said. “And then I’d get some tree branches and arrange them in the shape of an arrow, pointed to where I’m headed.” 
 
    Federica laughed knowingly. 
 
    “Five seconds of thought yielded a comprehensive solution,” she said. “Using symbols and nothing else.” 
 
    Adam shook his head. 
 
    “I’m sorry,” he said. “I don’t see the connection between this and Kela.” 
 
    “Kela?” 
 
    “My friend,” he said. 
 
    Adam didn’t like that he revealed Kela’s name to Federica, but figured that it wasn’t that bad. After all, neither Kela nor Federica had social media accounts. 
 
    “I’m saying that though it’s difficult to think that your friend made a scripted language during a psychotic break,” said Federica, “it takes an incredibly high level of cognition to make such a thing consciously—but unconsciously? I don’t even think Tolkien could have done that. 
 
    “But if we think of your friend making symbols and not a script, that’s understandable. Humans make symbols quite easily, and as Jung points out, our unconscious is filled with symbolism.” 
 
    “Symbols,” said Adam. “She’s making symbols.” 
 
    “Yes,” said Federica. “Or more accurately, she sees something during these breaks, and then expresses them through symbols.” 
 
    Adam thought about this. 
 
    “She doesn’t remember anything from these breaks,” said Adam. 
 
    “So you have no idea what she sees, other than these symbols?” 
 
    “No.” 
 
    “Describe how she acts during these breaks.” 
 
    “Completely different than she is in real life,” said Adam. “The Kela I know is peaceful and rational; her other self is violent and impulsive. It’s like another entity is taking over her body.” 
 
    “If you had to guess, where do you think this other entity comes from?” 
 
    “Somewhere that can’t be described,” he said. “Her other self comes from a place, or rather travels through a place to get here, that no human has ever been before.” 
 
    “No human?” asked Federica. “I mean, everyone thinks they’re unique, and every dream may be unique, but there’s a lot of shared experience—” 
 
    “No human has ever taken Kela’s path,” he said. “Or rather, her other self’s path. Not one human, not one living creature in history has experienced what she has, or has seen the things she’s seen.” 
 
    Federica laughed at this, but Adam didn’t. 
 
    “All right, that’s the way it is,” she said. “Assuming what you say is real, perhaps this other self has seen things that the human mind has not yet evolved to process. And perhaps this is the way her mind chooses to express and interpret those things.” 
 
    Federica sat in silence with Adam. 
 
    “There’s something else,” said Adam. “She drew a symbol after her present self had returned. She said it had just come to her.” 
 
    Federica contemplated this, and then took another look at the computer monitor. 
 
    “I may be injecting my own bias here,” she said. “Because what you’ve described of this situation has already raised a hundred red flags in my mind, and you’re my friend. But regardless, I can’t help but sense a certain malevolence amongst these symbols, and a certain amount of fear. Would you say that this other self comes from a place that might bear such emotions?” 
 
    “Without a doubt,” said Adam. 
 
    “All right,” said Federica. “I’ll do what I can to study this, privately, of course. Though this has a journal article written all over it, maybe even a book, I also sense that you don’t want this public.” 
 
    “I don’t,” said Adam. “It cannot go public.” 
 
    “Then I’ll study the symbols in private,” she said. “In the meantime, take care of yourself, Adam.” 
 
    “I will.” 
 
    “I’m not just saying this,” she said. “This fraction of the tale you’ve lent me is more than enough to give me pause. This Kela, whoever she is, is dangerous.” 
 
    “It’s her other self—” 
 
    “Is there a difference?” asked Federica. 
 
    Adam didn’t have a real response for this. 
 
    “Take care of yourself, Adam,” she repeated. “This Kela is more dangerous than she appears. I don’t know her, but this much is evident.” 
 
    /***/ 
 
    That evening, Raj showed Adam the place he had procured. It was somewhere between an interrogation room and a sanitarium’s padded cell. 
 
    “This is where they practice new techniques,” said Raj. “New methods of restraining patients, things like that. I brought Kela and told them we want to try out some new methods, with her acting as the subject, and they agreed.” 
 
    Raj pointed up at the ceiling. 
 
    “We’re in a small corner in the basement of a seldom-used building,” he said. “And we’ll be operating after everyone has gone home. No one will bother us.” 
 
    Adam looked at Kela. 
 
    “And no one will be there to help us, either, if things go wrong,” he said. 
 
    “Then we should ensure that things don’t go wrong,” said Kela. “Be sure to restrain me effectively.” 
 
    /***/ 
 
    They tied her well, and Raj set up his cell phone to record. Adam objected to this from the observation room, but Raj held firm. 
 
    “We don’t want this public, I know,” said Raj, “but this is unexplored territory on multiple fronts. We may need to study this later.” 
 
    “Nothing recorded is safe anymore,” said Adam. “If this gets out—” 
 
    “Then we’ll tell whoever it is that Kela was acting, while she sits beside us in that ultra-rational demeanor of hers,” said Raj. “And if we can’t lie, we’ll tell the truth, or at least most of it—that she’s experiencing psychotic breaks at regular intervals, and we’re studying them.” 
 
    Adam walked into the room and told Kela that they were going to record, and asked her permission to do so. She didn’t even understand why she would have an objection in the first place. 
 
    “All right,” said Adam to Raj. “Let’s set it up, and wait.” 
 
    /***/ 
 
    They waited, and Kela’s other self took over in an instant. She saw that she was restrained, and became enraged. She spat and snarled, and eventually turned her attention to the one-way mirror. Adam felt that she was somehow looking straight at him, and when he moved through the room, her eyes followed. 
 
    She was still angry, but she wasn’t out of control. She soon accepted her restraints, and then settled into a persistent bristling motion, while continuing to follow Adam’s movements. 
 
    When her normal self returned, Adam entered the room cautiously. There was no mistaking that the real Kela had returned, and he freed her from the restraints. 
 
    “Can you see through this mirror?” he asked her. 
 
    “No, at least not from this angle,” she said. “Why do you ask this?” 
 
    “Your other self could,” he said. “Or at least she appeared to. She followed me with her eyes.” 
 
    “What else did she do?” 
 
    Adam bent down to look at the cloth restraints, which were surprisingly worn. 
 
    “She did a little bit more than we realize,” he said, now turning his attention to Raj through the one-way mirror. “Still, we’ve trapped her. There are conflicting timelines here, and I’m not quite sure how they fit together. There may be multiple universes, or a single one that gets rewritten until it settles into some sort of resolving reality. Regardless, in the one we’re in, we’ve trapped her.” 
 
    Adam picked up the frayed restraints and showed them to Kela. 
 
    “But your other self is still dangerous,” said Adam. “So we need to keep our guard up, and plan each and every night. We’ve got a hold on this, but let’s do what it takes to keep it that way.” 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    –72 
 
      
 
    They gradually settled into a rhythm. Kela and Raj would continue their investigations during the day, with Raj investigating the neurological aspect of the device, and Kela exploring both that and the part concerning time travel. Raj soon admitted that Kela would be the one to figure both out, though. 
 
    “It was this way even before you arrived,” said Raj to Adam. “Kela went beyond me a long time ago, and the final insight to understand memory injection is all on her. I’m just here to support her at this point.” 
 
    Adam continued with his life as well. He applied for more positions, went further along in the process with Arkansas State, and kept visiting his father. 
 
    He gave Kela a necklace, and though she didn’t respond with so much as a thank you, she wore it every day, taking it off only before her other self came. 
 
    They kept these nightly visitations from Kela’s future self mostly contained, though they’d had one incident early on, and another two nights’ prior. The first time, they had switched from cloth restraints to metal handcuffs, and she had nearly ripped open her flesh trying to escape. 
 
    They switched back to cloth restraints, and two nights ago she had found a way to rub through them. She freed herself, then grabbed hold of the tripod they had placed in the room to hold the camera. 
 
    The door was locked, but she didn’t even try to open it. She just took the tripod and compressed it, and then took off one of its rubber ends to reveal the rough ring of metal. She then struck the one-way mirror repeatedly. It held at first, but she hit it with an odd but constant rhythm that brought fissures to the material. 
 
    Raj had told Adam that the glass was supposed to hold, and ultimately it did. Kela’s normal self returned before she could punch through, and she dropped the tripod immediately. 
 
    Raj had deduced that her future self maintained her remarkable intelligence, perhaps even an augmented version of it, and that she had a sense of the materials that constrained her. She had understood the one-way mirror’s response to resonance, and had struck it with a preternatural level of acuity. 
 
    Raj spoke with Kela this evening as Adam strapped her in with double restraints. 
 
    “Kela, the abilities of your future self seem to be enhanced on all fronts,” Raj said. “Her reaction time is better, and her speed and strength are increased as well. I first put this down to an adrenal response, along with other hormones. I figured it was like the person on PCP who appears to be stronger—the subject isn’t stronger, but their pain responses are suppressed, so they go above and beyond what the human body can do.” 
 
    Raj thought about this for a moment. 
 
    “But this is more than just a shot of adrenaline,” he said. “There’s something else here.” 
 
    Kela looked at Adam. 
 
    “I can’t explain my future self’s abilities,” she said. “I’m not even there when she arrives. Could you provide some insight?” 
 
    Adam could. He knew part of science was understanding the limits of what you knew, and then hypothesizing what lay beyond while minimizing assumptions. 
 
    “We know your body doesn’t change,” said Adam. “The only difference between the future you and the present you is the injection of data. There are some algorithms that turn into human memories. That’s it.” 
 
    Adam thought about this some more. 
 
    “Memories alone don’t grant physical abilities like these, however,” he said. “So it could be that these are more than just memories. It’s information that’s traveled through a path that information isn’t supposed to take. Going forward is one thing, but going backwards? These memories have seen things that the laws of physics don’t want us to see.” 
 
    Adam shook his head. 
 
    “The analogy is a bit over the top, I know,” he said to Kela, “but my point is that your mind is getting more than just an injection of memories. It’s getting a brief glimpse of another dimension, or rather, it’s receiving memories kissed by another dimension.” 
 
    “Another dimension,” repeated Raj. 
 
    “Yes,” said Adam, strapping her in. “Her mind and body may be affected in ways we can’t understand. Whatever the case, you’re right—this is more than just a shot of adrenaline.” 
 
    /***/ 
 
    She turned into her other self, but didn’t explode into the usual anger she had when she found herself restrained. She spat a bit, and snarled, then let out a few curses, but after this she just sat there in thought. 
 
    If Adam had to guess, he would say that this future version of Kela was planning something. 
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    Her future self kept arriving every night, and each time, she was different. Adam had explained to Kela and Raj that from the perspective of her future self, each night might be the first time she arrived to find herself in restraints. Whatever the case, her other self was different every time. Sometimes she was angry, sometimes she fought, and sometimes she accepted her fate—though in a way that inevitably left Adam shaken. She would resume her look like she was planning something, or curse Adam silently. One time she sang, using sounds and pitches that Adam didn’t think could come from a human voice. 
 
    The threat of violence always seemed to be beneath the surface, though, and she managed to escape in a few instances. These escapes took time, and her present self returned before things went truly awry. And after each incident they adjusted their process, usually with an improved binding or by positioning her differently, and they moved forward. 
 
    Kela and Raj continued to make progress with their own investigations, with Kela continuing to take the lead on both fronts. Kela also began drawing symbols in her free time. Her skill increased as she drew more and more, and though they were all unique, Adam felt that they were all connected to one another. 
 
    Kela still couldn’t fully explain how she was able to draw these symbols, stating only that they just came to her. So they experimented by showing the symbols to her future self, and her future self had reacted differently each time. Sometimes she cackled maniacally, sometimes she looked at them as if she were greeting a long-lost friend, and sometimes she shrieked in horror, as if she were a vampire and the symbols were a cross. 
 
    Raj said he was working on a hypothesis that would explain the symbols showing up in both her selves, and they continued to observe her. She kept drawing, at all hours. Adam would often wake up in the middle of the night to see her on a canvas, sometimes drawing one big one, and sometimes drawing countless small ones. She had spent an entire day painting while he visited his father, but when Adam came home, he found only emptiness. She then turned on a black light and he saw that he was surrounded by the glowing images. 
 
    Adam documented this and every other symbol, and sent them all to Federica, hand-delivering scanned images in a flash drive to her office. 
 
    Raj called him this morning, and said he had an insight. 
 
    “It’s not a full explanation of the symbols—not quite, at least,” he said over the phone. “But it’s something. Come over to the lab, and bring Kela.” 
 
    /***/ 
 
    “I can’t figure out the symbols,” said Raj in their office. “And the only explanation I have for how Kela can draw them in her normal state is memory consolidation: the process of turning short-term memories into long-term memories. We’ve been giving her repeated doses of her future self in the form of short-term memories. They may be taking hold.” 
 
    “How much of a hold?” asked Adam. 
 
    “I don’t think that much,” said Raj. “I mean, look at the Kela we have here, and compare her to the one we’ve seen when she turns. It’s night and day.” 
 
    Adam looked at Kela, and saw that this statement held truth. She was barely even reacting as they spoke of her other self. She might have symbols just come to her, but there was no danger of her attacking them as she sat between them. 
 
    “But the insight I wanted you two to understand is here,” said Raj, showing them a graph. “Remember how I had plotted what we observed, comparing her clarity and baseline anger? Well, I’ve put more data into this, including what I’ve found about the symbols, and I think we can predict the seminal event that started all of this.” 
 
    Adam had a sense of what the graph meant, but Kela was quicker than he was. She pored over it quickly, tracing the multiple data points with her fingers. 
 
    “Fifty days,” she said. “We have fifty days left.” 
 
    “Give or take a few days of course,” said Raj. “But this is what it appears to be. After this, it should be all over. At the very least, no more visitations from your other self.” 
 
    Adam thought about this: fifty days—a month, and about three weeks. Fifty more times of Kela’s other self arriving and trying to do bad things to them. 
 
    “You said earlier that she should be getting better,” said Adam. “You had plotted that as well.” 
 
    “Yes,” said Raj knowingly. “I’ve continued to plot her behavior, and unfortunately, this doesn’t look so good anymore. It looks like she’s going to stay dangerous all the way through, perhaps even getting worse.” 
 
    “All the way through?” asked Kela. “It doesn’t make sense. If my other self’s behavior is influenced by signal degradation, then as we approach the seminal event, I should show some sort of improvement along the way.” 
 
    “That’s what I thought as well, and it looked like it was going to be that way at first,” said Raj. “But something’s happened since then. It could have to do with how your other self is interacting with your long-term memory. When she arrives, those long-term memories may augment her anger. Regardless, I don’t think your future self is going to calm down anytime soon, so until we remove the device, we need to stay vigilant.” 
 
    Adam thought about how Kela would be behind the one-way mirror this evening, waiting to turn into a shackled monster. He thought about how he would have to see her like this tonight, and forty-nine times after that. 
 
    It was a reasonable amount of time that felt intolerably long now, and Adam saw Einstein’s Theory of Relativity from a new perspective. He’d never quite understood the mathematics behind it, but he understood one aspect of it now: that time was just another dimension to consider, and it was quite malleable, in terms of one’s perception of it, at least. Raj had slowed time down for Adam with nothing but a few words. 
 
    Adam knew this wasn’t a completely accurate way of describing things, but still, he knew it held some truth. Was psychology the overlooked element of how we experience time? Could one change the speed of the universe with their emotions alone? 
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    Federica called him into her office because she thought she had figured out—something. 
 
    “It’s not a lot,” she said, shutting the door after he sat down. “But I’ve been studying these nonstop since we began this, and this might be my first real insight.” 
 
    She showed him her computer, which was filled with digitized images of the symbols he’d sent her. Some were in a display surrounded by data, some were just the raw photos, but they were all there. 
 
    “And I have to ask you, Adam,” she said. “Is there something you’re not telling me about this girl?” 
 
    Adam didn’t respond. 
 
    “I’m not accusing you of being underhanded,” said Federica. “I know you too well for that. But I think there’s a reason why you’re not telling me the whole story, and I at least want to know if this is the case.” 
 
    Adam thought about this, and nodded yes, she was correct to feel this way. He liked how she had couched the question—if they had been dating, she might have made him the bad guy, but she was his friend, and had gone out of her way to make him the exact opposite. 
 
    “All right, so there’s something else here,” she said, and then laughed. “While we’re at it, can you tell me the whole story?” 
 
    Adam laughed as well, though he was still hesitant to confide in her 
 
    “I have a bizarre hypothesis about this,” she said. “It’s half-done at best, considering I have incomplete data. But it might be a good place for us to start. May I share it with you?” 
 
    “Of course,” said Adam. 
 
    “I still haven’t found any specific meaning behind these symbols,” she said, pointing at the screen. “But I believe that they do have a meaning. There’s some order to them, there’s something that might bind them together—but they might not be able to be translated.” 
 
    Adam didn’t quite understand this. 
 
    “How can something be untranslatable?” he asked. 
 
    “Like I said, it’s just a hypothesis right now, and a half-done one at that,” she said, and then pointed to the symbols. She pressed a button to bring it back to show many of them on the screen at once. “Here’s another thing I believe: there may not be a limit to their number.” 
 
    Federica opened up another window filled with Chinese characters. 
 
    “There are over 50,000 characters in written Chinese,” said Federica. “But the educated in China only know about 8,000, and a newspaper uses about 3,000. But still, let’s take that maximal value of 50,000 as a starting point. Just the number.” 
 
    Federica then closed the window to show a statistical analysis to Adam, and he understood it immediately. 
 
    “You’re looking for repeats in the symbols,” he said. “And you haven’t found any yet.” 
 
    “Not one,” said Federica. “Your friend has drawn an inordinate amount of symbols, and if they were from a set of 50,000, we’d have seen a few repeated instances by now. But there are no duplicates among them, not even among the styles of the symbols. Each one is unique.” 
 
    Federica changed the window back to the display of symbols and scrolled through them. Now that Adam could see them all at once, they truly felt unending. 
 
    “But they’re related,” said Adam. 
 
    “Yes,” said Federica. “That’s where my hypothesis becomes half-done. There is some connection between them—they’re not just random etchings. But I don’t think there’s a limit to what she’s drawing.” 
 
    “Unlimited,” said Adam. “Interesting.” 
 
    “Extending my half-done hypothesis a bit further,” said Federica, “I’d say this friend of yours has been tapping into something extraordinary. Whatever it is, it’s bigger than just a language, or a dream, or anything within the realm of normal conception.” 
 
    Federica paused for a moment, and then leaned in towards Adam. 
 
    “Does this sound about right?” she asked. 
 
    Adam nodded that it did. 
 
    “Can you tell me the whole story?” she asked. 
 
    Adam considered this, and decided to tell her everything. He began by asking Federica to keep it confidential, but by the end his main concern was to keep from sounding crazy himself. Fortunately, Federica didn’t seem to feel this. 
 
    “I know you’re not crazy,” she said with a smile. “In fact, of all the people I know in academia, you’re probably the most sane. But even if not, this is physics were talking about, quantum physics no less. Strange things happen there.” 
 
    Federica laughed to herself. 
 
    “And even if I were to tell someone else, no one would believe me,” she said. “This secret of yours is protected by the fact that it’s so bizarre.” 
 
    Federica pointed at the symbols on her computer screen. 
 
    “I don’t know what to make of this—not yet, at least,” she said. “So let’s figure it out here. Let’s take this as a supposition—parts of Kela’s mind have traveled back in time, and because of this, she is now somehow pushing out this unending stream of symbols.” 
 
    Federica got up from her desk. 
 
    “I’m getting a coffee before we start though,” she said. “Do you want one? We might have a lot to discuss.” 
 
    /***/ 
 
    They spoke for the better part of four hours. Among other things, they concluded that Kela’s mind may have come into contact with a higher consciousness, or at least something that surpassed our own. This consciousness may have been to our minds what ours are to animals, or more. They didn’t know whether it was something that could be considered living or not, so they just called what Kela witnessed an entity. 
 
    “And this entity might be showing us something beyond what we can understand,” said Adam. “Symbols come easily to humans, however, and she’s found a way to express this awareness through what she draws, even if she doesn’t understand them herself.” 
 
    “Yes, and I believe there’s a meaning behind these emblems,” Federica said. “It might be impossible for us to understand, but relatively straightforward for this entity to understand, just like a parking meter is easy for us to read, but impossible for a horse. This entity may even be so far beyond us that reading these symbols are beneath it. But regardless, if your friend’s caught a glimpse of this entity’s truth, and is now expresses it through an unending series of figures …” 
 
    Federica trailed off. 
 
    “Perhaps everything in our universe can be expressed through these symbols,” she said. “Every single thing in our universe gets its own unique symbol.” 
 
    She took one more sip of her coffee. 
 
    “Regardless, you may have something big on your hands, Adam,” she said. “Watch out for this Kela—you said that she is beyond intelligent, and I believe it. But she might be tapping into something that’s beyond even her.” 
 
    /***/ 
 
    As usual, Adam and Raj oversaw the session with Kela that evening. Her future self came with a fury, and snarled and writhed until Adam worried that she might either escape or die. But her time passed, and she became normal again in an instant. 
 
    She didn’t say any words after this, and Adam took her home to his place. She would normally draw her symbols deep into the night, but this time she went silently to bed, and fell asleep within moments. 
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    Adam awoke right before the sun came up to see Kela sitting in a chair, weeping. Kela’s tears weren’t heavy, but he hadn’t seen her present self express a depth of emotion such as this before. He didn’t even think she could do such a thing. 
 
    “We have no idea what’s truly out there, Adam,” she said. “There is such—horror, beyond anything which we can see, beyond anything that we can even understand. You’ll see a just a negligible bit of it on your last day, in this very place, and it will be enough to end you. But for now, Adam, in this existence, know that we’re like a set of oxen toiling endlessly in a forgotten field while a war rages around them. We work, we die, and know nothing else—least of all the horror, the atrocities that lie just beyond the only world we can see, or can even understand. I can’t fathom it myself, other than knowing it is orders of magnitude more terrifying than my worst nightmares. And I know it’s there, Adam, I know it’s there. I have only glimpsed a shadow of a shadow of its existence, but I know it’s there.” 
 
    /***/ 
 
    A few hours later he woke up again, but she didn’t want to talk about her small outburst the night before. Adam wasn’t sure if she didn’t remember it, or if she just didn’t want to. Whatever the case, she wasn’t going to discuss it, and said that she wanted to resume her investigation. Adam soon began thinking about other things as well—his future, his father, and everything else. 
 
    But he couldn’t quite forget what she had said. Such horror. Coming from anyone else it might have been just words, but coming from Kela, and through her tears no less, it was something more real than he could ever imagine. 
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    Kela figured out her insights ahead of schedule—both the mechanics of memory injection and sending the information back in time. Being Kela, she had then revealed she was working on another device in secret, and now they had two. 
 
    She explained the logic behind her insights, and though it was largely beyond Adam, Raj appeared to understand. 
 
    Raj pulled Adam aside later and told him they had to be careful. They were near the end, but Raj sensed something was going to happen. 
 
    “What are you thinking it might be?” asked Adam. 
 
    “I don’t know,” said Raj. “There’s no evidence for this, and it’s not a hypothesis. It’s just a feeling. But I feel something is coming, and I’m preparing for any outcome. I suggest you do the same.” 
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    Adam woke up and Kela was gone. He called Raj, and she wasn’t at the lab either. Neither of them worried at first. Kela’s present self was a bit odd, but except for the incident where she left on the bus, she wasn’t irresponsible. They would monitor the situation, and she would show up sooner or later. 
 
    Adam visited his father, then went home to follow up on a few applications and get his mail. There was a letter with Arkansas State’s scarlet, a bit thicker than a normal letter should be. He made himself go back to his apartment first, and opened it as soon as he walked in the door. 
 
    It wasn’t the official offer letter, just a small packet filled with promotional materials, but he intuited that there was something more here than the packets he had seen in the past. 
 
    He then checked his email, and there it was from a few days ago—an offer to be a professor, teaching the history of science. It was labeled as tenure track, though he knew there wasn’t an endowed chair in this department. He’d have to first get tenure, then hope at some point in his journey some benefactor would come along and— 
 
    Adam stopped himself. He had an offer to be a professor. That was it. He had to make a decision. It wasn’t between Arkansas State and somewhere else—he had one offer, and one offer only. 
 
    He remembered his father’s advice to refrain from wishing for a dearth of options just because you’re afraid to choose. 
 
    He now had two options, and had to choose. This was a yes-or-no choice that would barely register with the rest of the world, but might determine the course of his life. 
 
    He told himself he would make a decision, and that was all he could decide right now. It would be a solid yes or no, and he would live with it. 
 
    But he didn’t know which it was at this point, because he first had to find Kela, and then survive the last day of her future self. 
 
      
 
    /***/ 
 
    Neither he nor Raj could find her, and they looked everywhere. She was gone. 
 
    “I think her future self had an effect on her,” said Adam. “This started off with her as two selves, but her future self began creeping into the present, just slightly.” 
 
    “It’s possible,” said Raj. “Short-term and long-term memories are intertwined and it’s—very possible.” 
 
    Raj thought for a moment. 
 
    “Is there anything her present self said to you that you feel may have been influenced by her future self?” asked Raj. 
 
    “She woke up before dawn once,” said Adam. “She was speaking about the horrors of the universe, and that we couldn’t even begin to fathom their depths.” 
 
    Adam shook his head. 
 
    “And she told me I’d see some of these horrors on my last day,” he continued. “She said I’d see them in this very place. We were in my apartment.” 
 
    “Then that’s where she may be,” said Raj. 
 
    “I just came from there,” said Adam. “I woke up alone.” 
 
    “Did you?” 
 
    Adam laughed to himself. 
 
    “Maybe not,” he said. “I didn’t look very hard. At the very least, she could return there this evening.” 
 
    Raj took a deep breath. 
 
    “And if she does, she may be extraordinarily dangerous,” he said. 
 
    “Believe me, I know,” said Adam. “I’ll bring my riot gear.” 
 
    Raj looked around. 
 
    “We should go together, but I need to stay here,” he said. 
 
    “In case she comes back to the lab?” 
 
    “That as well,” said Raj. “I have another idea. But if she doesn’t come here, I’ll head over there. Do what it takes to stay alive until then.” 
 
     “Stay alive? What do you mean—” 
 
    “She’s going to be dangerous, Adam,” said Raj. “But I have a plan. Even if she brings the true horrors of the universe to you, I’ll bring something to push them back.” 
 
    /***/ 
 
    Adam visited his father again, to tell him the news. The man wasn’t having one of his best days, but he still found a way to be proud of Adam, and make the visit worth it. Adam told him he still wasn’t sure if he wanted to take the offer, but his father told him he was proud nonetheless. The world wanted Adam as a professor, and that mattered. 
 
    He then told his father he was seeing a girl, and his father asked her name. 
 
    “Her name’s Kela,” said Adam. “And she’s on to big things.” 
 
    His father asked him what kind of big things. 
 
    “I don’t know,” said Adam. “All I know is that they’re big, and I need stay with her until we see them through.” 
 
    /***/ 
 
    She wasn’t at Adam’s apartment, but he put on the riot gear and waited. 
 
     He spent his time thinking about the world, and how much of it existed only as an extension of our collective perceptions. He thought about tree leaves and how they weren’t green at a fundamental level. Our minds arbitrarily displayed them as green, and to some of the living creatures on earth, they were green. They weren’t green beyond that. 
 
    Adam thought of another creature that sensed only heat signatures, and wondered how that would change the shape of the universe. How would the universe appear if that was the way things were? 
 
    What if a creature could observe dark matter? Dark matter, that substance that’s both invisible and untouchable to us, but makes up the bulk of the universe. Adam had read theories that dark matter was here with us right now, billions of particles passing through every bit of the earth every second, and we can’t sense it. How different would this universe be to one who could sense it? And if you were the only one in existence who could sense it, would you, in a sense, be the one that brought it into being? Would it take shape just because you observed it? 
 
    Adam wondered if there were any other methods of observation that went beyond our senses, perhaps beyond our conceptions, and if so, if they would change the shape of the universe? Does each new sense bring another dimension to existence? 
 
    Adam then thought about Kela, and wondered if her observations actually changed what surrounded them. Had she merely observed something beyond our understanding, or was she actually changing existence? 
 
    She said that they were oxen toiling endlessly in a forgotten field while a war rages around them, and if so, she had peeked over the fence. 
 
    Was she going to enlighten those who knew only the field? Or would she be paying witness to a war that should not be seen? Were we better off not knowing? 
 
    /***/ 
 
    The evening came, and though Kela hadn’t yet shown herself, Adam had an idea. He turned off the lights, and then turned on the black lights. 
 
    The room was absolutely covered with glowing symbols. Some were oversized, taking up big portions of the walls and ceiling; some were so small that he had to come up close to see them. Though they weren’t written left to right, or right to left, or up and down like a normal script, they weren’t placed at random. They had an order and obeyed some sort of logic, some sort of rules. 
 
    And there were volumes here, more than should be able to fit in a single room. Adam also saw that one patch of them was moving. 
 
    He looked closer and saw that it was Kela, covered in glowing paint and hanging on to the wall behind one of his cabinets at an unnatural angle. She was perched facedown like a spider, and twisted her head to peer at him obliquely. He didn’t know if she had appeared while he got up to turn on the light, or if she had always been there, but Kela was here now. 
 
    Adam corrected himself. Kela wasn’t here, her other self was. Adam saw that her body was now covered with scars, all of them in the shapes of symbols, and all of them covered with the iridescent paint. 
 
    Kela moved her right leg away, letting her foot hang in the air while she somehow stayed attached to the wall. She poked it backwards with perfect control, and once having found her place, pushed herself up with her hands. 
 
    Her movements defied gravity, but she performed them with ease, and made one more move upwards until she grabbed hold of a rafter. Adam saw that her fingers were oriented at surprising angles, but she showed no signs of discomfort. She looked like she could hold on to the ceiling all night if need be. 
 
    She turned her head again, and Adam instinctively shrunk away. 
 
    “Hello, Kela,” he said. 
 
    She let out an odd noise in return. It sounded like the wail of something that had lived longer than the earth itself, and now wanted only to die. 
 
    “I don’t know what you want,” said Adam. “And I don’t know what it is I’ve done, or am about to do to make you hate me. But this is me, Kela, now. And in this moment, I want you to return to me safely.” 
 
    Kela’s other self let out a shorter version of the wail, and then paused to let Adam speak again. Whatever this was, and whatever she meant, Adam was relieved to know it held the semblance of a conversation. 
 
    “Kela,” he said. “You are going through something neither of us understands, but I want you to know that—” 
 
    Adam paused. He hadn’t said this to a girl in a long time, and it was hard to say it now, even in a time such as this. 
 
    “Kela,” he said. “I want you to know that I love—” 
 
    Without warning, Kela jumped down from the ceiling, and gravity took her into Adam’s midsection. The momentum pushed him back, and he fell against the wall. His gear protected him, but it also prevented him from getting up easily, and she was on him again. 
 
    She was just as fast as she was before and just as strong, but more disciplined. She struck him and he blocked, and then she struck him with her other hand. He eventually began blocking that, and she came at him with her other hand, from a different angle. 
 
    She kept hitting him, and though she mostly struck his riot gear he still felt it through his armor. She then reared back to hit him in the face, and he managed to move his head and dodge her strike completely. Her hand went through the wall behind him. 
 
    She was momentarily stuck, and he used the time to get out from under her. He ran to the other side of the room, and she turned around. 
 
    “What do you want?!” he asked. “WHAT DO YOU WANT, KELA—” 
 
    She jumped on Adam again, pushing him back to the other side of the room. She hit him with precision this time, angling her hands so that she would strike him in the gaps in his riot gear. He tried to speak, but he couldn’t get a sound out before she struck him again. 
 
    She struck him once more, right in his face shield. She didn’t break it, but pushed the shield backwards, and it stunned him. He braced himself for another barrage of punches, but instead she stayed above him, hissing quietly. 
 
    “What I want, Adam,” she said, her voice like Kela’s, but somehow sounding like it came from an echo chamber, “is for you to understand.” 
 
    She attacked him once more, and Adam’s head began reeling. When his equilibrium returned, he saw that she had taken her necklace out and was detaching a small plastic case from it. She opened it to reveal a filled syringe. 
 
    Adam shrunk back, but she hit him again with her free hand before he could escape. 
 
    “You abandoned me,” she said. “You abandoned me tomorrow, long ago.” 
 
    “I’m sorry,” said Adam. 
 
    Kela struck him again. 
 
    “Don’t be,” she said. “That’s now a trivial decision, not even worthy of a second thought.” 
 
    Kela’s other self felt the device at the back of her neck. 
 
    “But this insignificant act set my self on a path,” she said. “And on this path, I have seen things, or rather I have seen the shadow of a shadow of things, and I now want you to understand them.” 
 
    She looked out the window to the sky, and became crestfallen. 
 
    “Do you think this world to be cruel, Adam?” she asked. 
 
    He tried to free himself from beneath her once more, but her positioning was perfect, and he couldn’t escape. 
 
    “At times,” he said. 
 
    “It’s not,” she said. “In fact, nothing could be further from cruelty than what is in this world. A prey animal might meet a quick end in the middle of the night, a captured soldier might have an end that lasts for days. But both their torments end, and end within a time frame that’s all but instantaneous when compared to the full breadth of the universe.” 
 
    Her right eye looked towards the window and up, while her left eye remained on Adam. 
 
    “But the cruelty of the universe?” she asked. “It doesn’t have the boundaries of time and death, and isn’t so contained by the limits of human sensation. Imagine the worst torment you can experience, and then compare that to what an amoeba would feel under the same circumstances. Take that difference between that single cell and yourself, amplify it, and do not stop. This should give you a taste of the merciless nature of this existence.” 
 
    Kela took her free hand and rotated Adam’s head until he was also looking out the window. 
 
    “Look up at the night sky and you’ll see the light from stars long dead,” she said. “Look closer and you’ll see galaxies themselves dying, a hundred billion potential points of life sequentially lapsing into nonexistence, just because they can. 
 
    “When you look at these, however, realize that they are the fortunate. Whether they’re planets or stars, whether they can no longer find a way to live, or can no longer burn to give others life—they are no more, and they are fortunate for that.” 
 
    Kela rotated Adam’s head back, and he saw that both her eyes were back on him, and she was now a hair’s breadth away. 
 
    “But I have heard those who are not so fortunate,” she said. “Perhaps heard is not an accurate word, because their screams do not just let off mere sound. Let’s just say I have sensed their torment, or rather with my limited mind I have sensed a shadow of a shadow of their torment, and I now know the truth.” 
 
    Kela didn’t move her eyes, but she pointed out the window. 
 
    “And the truth is,” she said, “is that this universe is not worthy of existence.” 
 
    Kela pushed back a little bit, though not enough to allow Adam to escape. She took the syringe, and injected him. 
 
    “I have sensed such suffering, such horror,” she said. “And though I can’t comprehend even a fraction of its extent, I can see that it nullifies any sort of value that might be gleaned from existence. The fathomless depth and incomprehensible scale of anguish is enough to understand that the universe would be better off sterile, empty and cold, or—better yet—never having come into being in the first place.” 
 
    Adam was feeling lightheaded now. He tried to move, but it was difficult, as if his riot gear was sinking into the ground beneath him. 
 
    “If I could end the universe right now, I would, and I’d be unequivocally right for doing so,” said Kela. “But I can’t. I’ve sensed the error of existence, but I’m still just a mortal. I cannot end this universe, I can’t even end a small fraction of it.” 
 
    Adam tried to move again, but couldn’t at all. 
 
    “But I can end you, Adam,” she said. “And I’m going to do this because I love you.” 
 
    “You,” whispered Adam, “love. Me?” 
 
    “Yes,” she said. “And I considered the thought of you ever falling into one of the realms of suffering that I have sensed.” 
 
    “How—could—I?” 
 
    “I don’t know,” she said. “Perhaps through the device I’ve made, or all creatures of existence run the risk of suffering on this incomprehensible scale. But my concern is you, and by your very existence, there is a nonzero chance of this happening. I cannot allow this.” 
 
    Kela got up, and Adam remained motionless beneath. 
 
    “This is a particular venom that I got from the laboratory,” she said. “My present self got this, impelled to do so by suggestions from her long-term memory. It has rendered you unable to move, and will soon drift you off into a deep sleep, from which you will not awake.” 
 
    Kela went into Adam’s kitchen, and Adam heard knocking at the door while she was away. He tried to respond by yelling help, but couldn’t even muster a whisper, and Kela soon came back with an assortment of cutlery. 
 
    “Since my time in this body is running short,” she said, “there is one more thing I would like to show you.” 
 
    Though Adam couldn’t shrink back, his eyes showed fear. Kela’s other self picked up on this, and shook her head in disgust. 
 
    “Do you think these are for you?” she asked, incredulously. 
 
    The knocks were getting louder, and Adam heard Raj calling out their names. 
 
    “I would never hurt you, Adam,” she said. “You’re the only one that I’ve ever loved. That’s ever loved me.” 
 
    Kela shook her head. 
 
    “These instruments are for myself,” she said, picking up a knife. “Though I can’t experience the suffering found in this universe, or even a shadow of shadow of it, I can move in that direction, just so you can see the truth before we fade into nonbeing—together.” 
 
    Kela ripped her shirt to reveal more glowing symbols, and pointed the tip of the blade into her upper chest. Adam heard a pounding on the door. 
 
    “I’ll be quick, because I’m running out of time,” she said. “But before I go, I’ll find a way to put my heart in your hands, Adam. I’ll do this because I love you. I love you so fully, so entirely, that it means something. Even set against the mysteries of time, even set against the inconceivable vastness of space, my love for you means something.” 
 
    /***/ 
 
    One moment later, Adam heard the door being forced open. Adam’s vision was becoming blurry, but he recognized Raj when he came in. Raj was wearing a trench coat, and he pushed Kela’s other self over. She was taken by surprise, but caught herself, rolled away and then stood up to face him. 
 
    Raj got in a defensive posture, and Kela laughed in response. 
 
    “My quarrel isn’t with you,” she said. “You helped me see the truth.” 
 
    Raj pointed to Adam. 
 
    “What have you done to him?” he asked. 
 
    “I’ve shown him this truth,” she said, then looked out the window. “And my time is now all but over.” 
 
    She then contorted her head and eyes into a configuration that didn’t seem possible. 
 
    “I wanted to disappear with him,” she said. “But I have only moments left, and this is no longer possible. So my other self will see him disappear instead, and she’ll have no recourse but to follow afterwards.” 
 
    Raj looked for Adam as if for assistance, but Adam couldn’t move. Raj then looked back at Kela, and she was shivering. 
 
    “What happened?” she asked, her voice now normal. She then dropped her knife. “What happened to Adam?” 
 
    /***/ 
 
    Kela’s present self cried over Adam, real tears like someone should shed in a time like this. 
 
    “Adam, I—” 
 
    “Kela, listen to me,” said Raj. “We can still save him.” 
 
    “How?” 
 
    “I have a plan,” he said. “You just need to listen to me.” 
 
    Kela’s emotions disappeared, and she looked intently at Raj. 
 
    “Now, do you know what happened to Adam?” he asked. 
 
    “Not quite,” she said. “I was out. Though I felt compelled to do some strange things today.” 
 
    “Like what?” 
 
    “I went to the lab where they do experiments on venom,” she said. “From snakes.” 
 
    Raj inspected Adam until he saw the syringe on the ground. 
 
    “And you acquired some venom,” said Raj. “What kind?” 
 
    “I don’t know what kind,” she said. “All I know is that it first renders the body unable to move, and then culminates in death.” 
 
    Kela looked at Adam, still calm. 
 
    “I don’t know the name of the venom,” she said. “But it was in a vial labeled 34a-x.” 
 
    “34a-x?” asked Raj. 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “Where was it located? What room, and where in the room?” 
 
    “Room 27-b on the second floor of the toxicology department,” she said. “The middle shelf against the wall furthest from the door.” 
 
    Kela bent down and kissed Adam on the cheek before turning her attention back to Raj. 
 
    “What you need is on the shelf opposite it,” she said. “They’ve been experimenting with additives to keep it from requiring refrigeration, but you had better take some sort of cooling pack just in case. And the one woman who works there is new, so if you walk in and see her, pretend like you know what you’re doing and she won’t pay you any mind.” 
 
    Raj repeated every bit of this, and Kela confirmed that he had the correct details. 
 
    “All right,” he said. 
 
    Raj tapped the back of his head and took a deep breath. He then reached inside of his trench coat and pulled out a cooling pack, and from it he removed a vial. He took a syringe out and withdrew some of the substance. He then cleaned Adam’s arm with an alcohol swab before injecting him. 
 
    “You’re going to be okay, Adam,” said Raj. “This is a long process, and we have a few more injections to go, but you’re going to be okay.” 
 
    Raj bent down to put the syringe back into the case, and Adam noticed that he had the other device on the back of his head. 
 
    “I don’t know that much about the venom in 34a-x,” said Raj. “But I believe its anti-venom is highly effective.” 
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    Adam’s body ached all over, but Raj said that he would make a full recovery, without any need for hospitalization. 
 
    Raj then removed his device. They debated among themselves whether or not Kela should send her signal back in time before she removed hers. If she didn’t, there could be a paradox, because they wouldn’t have had this journey in the first place. If she did, though, it wouldn’t be so straightforward. Her signal now was influenced by the knowledge of all that had transpired, and the outcome would be fundamentally different. Perhaps the ending would be better because of it. Perhaps it would lead to another cascade, where it refined itself until resulting in the best possible ending. 
 
    Or perhaps it would give rise to an entirely different reality from their own, one that they would never know. 
 
    But they couldn’t be sure of any of these outcomes, and eventually decided that Kela would have the device removed without sending a signal backwards. They had arrived at an acceptable conclusion, and they had to stick to it. 
 
    She had the device removed, and the universe didn’t stop existing. Nothing happened at all, in fact, except them living on normally. 
 
    “It appears we made the right decision, Adam,” said Kela over coffee in his apartment. 
 
    “I can’t say that for sure,” said Adam. “And we may not have made a decision at all.” 
 
    “What do you mean by this?” 
 
    “If we live in a universe of multiple timelines, it’s possible that everything that could have happened, did happen,” he said. “In another reality we sent you back in time again, and in another you’d never have sent yourself back in the first place. In another we never met, and there’s probably more than a few where neither of us exist at all.” 
 
    Adam sipped his coffee. 
 
    “But I like the single timeline explanation the best,” he said. “There’s one path, one existence, and the universe now holds a few errors over the last few months. That’s it. End of story.” 
 
    Adam looked out the window. 
 
    “And though there were errors, we came to the right ending of our little tale,” he said. “One of countless tales written every moment. Our past doesn’t make perfect sense, and here we are.” 
 
    “Do you believe this single timeline explanation, Adam?” she asked. 
 
    Adam took another sip of coffee and shook his head. 
 
    “I don’t know,” he said. “At the very least, I don’t feel so sure about it.” 
 
    Adam walked over to one of Kela’s paintings filled with symbols. 
 
    “I don’t ever want to see your future self again,” he said. “But she had seen things—I can’t deny this. She talked about her knowledge of the suffering throughout the universe, torment on an unimaginable scale. She was a little unhinged of course, but not when she spoke about that. She was reporting what she saw. 
 
    “Single timelines, multiple universes, I don’t know,” he said with a smile. “I believe the truth beneath whatever has just transpired is beyond our understanding. It may even be unimaginable.” 
 
    Adam kissed Kela on the cheek. 
 
    “But it’s over,” he said. “We jumped into the ocean of time, and came out all right. We’re here now, and we’re all right.” 
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    Adam spoke to his father calmly and slowly. 
 
    “Today is one of your good days, and so we’re going to put a device on you,” he said. “It will capture your memories, perhaps to be returned back to you at a later date.” 
 
    Adam’s father wanted to know if this was related to his current condition, and Adam said that it was. Adam didn’t know if this treatment would even be remotely effective. What would happen when you injected memories into a mind after it had deteriorated? Would his old self return? 
 
    Regardless, it was one of his father’s good days, and Adam would capture a piece of it. Kela and Raj had designed this model specifically for his father, keeping his condition in mind, and of course had removed anything in it related to time travel. 
 
    His father seemed to understand what was going on, and said that he would allow the device to be put on him. He was more concerned about Adam than himself, and asked about Adam’s future. 
 
    “I accepted the position,” said Adam, who had told him this only once previously. “Your son is a professor.” 
 
    His father beamed. 
 
    “I told them about you,” said Adam. “Or rather, us. I’ve arranged my schedule so I can fly back here all the time.” 
 
    His father noted that he had a spare bedroom and an extra set of keys. 
 
    “And I have girl, dad,” he said. “She’s going to stay here, and I might stay at her place.” 
 
    “Kela,” said his father. 
 
    “Yes,” said Adam, surprised to hear his father mention her by name. 
 
    “She came to visit me yesterday,” said his father. 
 
    “She—?” 
 
    “Yes,” said his father. “I like her.” 
 
    He looked at Adam. 
 
    “She’s not like other girls, Adam,” said his father. “I could sense this immediately. But stay with her. She’s a good one because—” 
 
    Adam waited for his father to complete his thought. 
 
    “Because she loves you, Adam,” said his father. “I can tell. She likes you, she adores you, and more than anything else, she really, really loves you.” 
 
      
 
    THE END 
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